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The Elementary Teachings of Messiah

The label “Christian” says quite a bit about the one who accepts it upon
himself. One who bears this title associates their own identity with
Messiah, the Messiah of Israel whose coming was proclaimed by the
Scriptures. In calling themselves Christian, they declare that Yeshua
(Jesus) is the Messiah and so they will follow Him; their lives will belong
to Him.

There is much that this title does not say, however. Within Christianity
there are subgroups and individuals who view their association with
Messiah (and what this means in the practice of their faith) through
drastically different lenses. Many have noted in truth how different
today’s church looks from the example portrayed in Scriptures. Doctrinal
and cultural developments throughout history have led to discord, strife,
and division. Where did we make a wrong turn, and how do we get back
onto the right path?

Perhaps the best way to progress is to ensure that we have truly
understood the basics. As a follower of the Messiah, what essential
doctrines form the root of our faith? It is obvious from the very title
“Christian” that the Messiah is the foundation which our faith is planted
on, but accepting the death and resurrection of Yeshua on our behalf
carries with it implications for how we live our lives. Scripture tells not
only of the life He lived, but it also speaks of how we are to submit to the
governance of God in our lives. Naturally, this is no small task. The single
decision to follow Messiah requires a lifetime of further decisions as we
experience progressive closeness to our Creator and Redeemer.

This journey toward God does not just happen behind-the-scenes with
the natural progression of time. It requires a concentrated effort. In order
to get to the right destination, we must start with our feet firmly on the
path of truth. Corrections must be made along the way as new obstacles
arise and distractions tempt us away from the path of righteousness. As
long as we continue to entrust our steps into God’s hands, knowing that
He remains with us to work in our hearts as we allow Him, then we can
be assured of the fact that we are growing and maturing according to
truth.

It is a great mistake to measure maturity based on how much time has
passed rather than on whether true progress has been made. As a result
of a faulty understanding of this concept, our churches are full of many
people who sit in the pews for years without becoming any closer to
God: not maturing, but merely growing old. The cost of faith for the early
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believers was high, and often was payed with their own blood. Comfort
and ease, instead of providing a stronger platform for following Yeshua,
have merely made us more comfortable in the world, greatly hindering
our ability to dwell in deep communion with God: “My people are
destroyed for lack of knowledge” (Hosea 4:6). It is of great importance to
examine ourselves and the ground on which we have built our faith lest
when the storms come, we find ourselves to have been rootless.

With all of this in mind, we want to take a closer look at what we must do
to make sure we, both as the body of Messiah and as individual parts, are
on the right path—not stagnating, but truly maturing in knowledge,
understanding, and love.

Maturity Problems

The writer of the book of Hebrews had a similar concern for the
audience his epistle was addressed to. We see that in chapter 5, he
expresses his hope to begin a deep explanation of the role of Yeshua as a
heavenly high priest in “the order of Melchizedek” (Hebrews 5:10). This
was going to be an intensive teaching which would require a substantial
foundation to already be laid.

Apparently, the foundation he had hoped to build upon was in a state of
disrepair. The writer of the epistle expresses his dissatisfaction with the
spiritual growth of the community he was writing to, as he interjects in
verse 11, “Concerning him [i.e. Yeshua in His role as high priest] we have
much to say, and it is hard to explain, since you have become dull of
hearing.”

This “dullness of hearing” seems to indicate a regression, a falling from a
former state. Just as the ear is prone to grow dull as the body begins
winding toward its final stages, so too a spiritual deafness, a slowness of
understanding in spiritual matters, signifies growing old unto spiritual
death rather than maturing in Messiah unto strength and glory. The
language of the verse naturally points us to Isaiah 6, where the prophet is
instructed to tell the people, “Keep on listening, but do not perceive; keep
on looking, but do not understand.” This is the dullness of senses, the
callousness, which is condemned in our passage in Hebrews. Although
the people were continually being exposed to God’s words, they were
unable to understand what they truly meant or how to apply them; their
eyes glazed over and their hearts turned to simpler matters, similar to
how some of us may have trudged through math class when faced with
concepts beyond our understanding. For Isaiah’s audience, the continued
instructions spoken to them only served to make “their ears dull, and
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their eyes dim, otherwise they might see with their eyes, hear with their
ears, understand with their hearts, and return and be healed.” Better
things were hoped for in the community of the Hebrews.

He continues to say in Hebrews 5:12, “For though by this time you ought
to be teachers, you have need again for someone to teach you the
elementary principles of the oracles of God, and you have come to need
milk and not solid food.” Once again the language implies that the
community had been making progress, but perhaps became wise in their
own eyes, feeling no need to press on toward further knowledge, and so
their knowledge began to fade. Progress is not made only for personal
education, but with the end in mind of teaching and exhorting others in
the body of Messiah. Learning is not undertaken only to be held in the
mind, but to be lived, shared, and used for the glory of God. We can only
train others if we ourselves have been trained and built up beyond the
basics, ingesting the solid food rather than the milk.

Scripture, in many places, compares eating to acquiring knowledge and
growing closer to God (Psalm 119:103, Jeremiah 15:16, Ezekiel 3:1-3).
Beginning even in Eden, the knowledge of good and evil was acquired by
eating from the fruit of the tree (Genesis 2:9, 3:6-7). This concept is
further expanded as God instructs the Israelites, “Man does not live by
bread alone, but man lives by everything that proceeds out of the mouth
of the LORD” (Deuteronomy 8:3). Just as the food we eat goes into our
innermost being and gives us what we need in order to keep our physical
bodies alive, so too we must ingest the teachings of God, allowing them
to permeate our hearts and keep us on the path of life. Yeshua Himself
declares, “I am the bread of life,” and Peter, when questioned about this,
affirms, “You have words of eternal life” (John 6:48, 68).

When we were babies, we were not capable of eating solid, dense foods
like meat and bread, but survived off of milk. As we grew, however, we
needed to progress on to foods which contained more nutrients. An
adult cannot survive off of milk, nor can a baby survive off of anything
but milk. Such is the case spiritually as well, which we see as we return to
our passage in Hebrews. The author is concerned that this community
will choke on what he wants to feed them, but he is also concerned that
if they continue only on a diet of milk that they will begin to starve: “For
everyone who partakes only of milk is not accustomed to the word of
righteousness, for he is an infant. But solid food is for the mature, who
because of practice have their senses trained to discern good and evil”
(Hebrews 5:13-14).
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Progression on the path of life requires knowledge of good and of evil in
order to conduct oneself only according to the good. By learning from
God’s word to discern the evil from the good, we are able to apply these
lessons to our lives and teach others how to avoid the pitfalls of sin as
well as how to bear fruit for God. The initial teachings received after
becoming a believer are not enough to sustain us through this journey,
although it is essential that these teachings be received. They are our
foundation, the first steps of the journey. Hebrews 6 begins by describing
six foundational principles that the author of the epistle considered to be
the initial, elementary lessons for a follower of Messiah:

Therefore leaving the elementary teaching about the Messiah, let
us press on to maturity, not laying again a foundation of
repentance from dead works and of faith toward God, of
instruction about washings and laying on of hands, and the
resurrection of the dead and eternal judgment. And this we will
do, if God permits. (verses 1-3)

These six foundational topics of instruction will form the basis of this
study. Through close examination of Scripture and early religious
documents, we will discover whether or not our foundation in Messiah
has been established firmly on the sound doctrine which the author of
this epistle assumed of his readers. This we will do if God permits, so that
we may continue on into maturity.

Interestingly, the book of Hebrews is not the only place where we notice
this type of instruction for new initiates into the faith, what has in
popular terms become known as a “catechism.” Several early Christian
documents have emerged which contain this style of instruction for new
believers, and we are going to examine some of what they have to say in
order to shed light on our central passage here in Hebrews 6:1-2.

The Two Ways

Literature produced in the first few centuries of Christianity provides us
with an interesting perspective into the lives of early believers. It gives us
insight into how the faith we hold today has developed and shifted over
time. On the other hand, we ought to be careful when reading some of
these documents, keeping in mind that they are not Scripture, but do
serve to give us a look into the different views present among those who
considered themselves followers of Yeshua, and perhaps we can glean
some valuable insight from them.
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As mentioned above, there are some such documents which seem to
expand on the topics that Hebrews 6:1-2 introduces as the basic
instructions about the faith for new believers, the “elementary teaching
about the Messiah.” The author of Hebrews briefly provides a list of terms
in these verses, assuming that his readers already know what he means
when he refers to these teachings. This would seem to indicate that he is
referring to some external body of teaching that the believers already
knew about and had received as part of their catechism, their beginning
education into the faith.

While the exact teachings they received in this catechism are not
indicated, we can make some assumptions when we examine similar
literature produced by the early believers. An interesting theme that
appears in several early documents is known as “The Two Ways.” This is a
body of instructions for how a follower of Yeshua is to live in order to
remain on the path of righteousness once they have received baptism
and are considered to truly be a member of the community of believers.
The teaching begins by explaining that the many choices we make and
the deeds that result from these choices can be broken down generally
into two categories, signified by two paths: the way of life or light, which
is the way of righteousness, and the way of death or darkness, which is
wickedness. The deeds associated with these two ways are then
explained in detail, and believers are exhorted to follow the way of life
while avoiding the way of death.

The ways of life and death are presented in a similar fashion in Scripture.
For example, in Deuteronomy 30, the people of Israel are presented with
an ultimatum:

“See, I have set before you today life and prosperity, and death and
adversity; in that I command you today to love the LORD your
God, to walk in His ways and to keep His commandments and His
statutes and His judgments, that you may live and multiply, and
that the LORD your God may bless you in the land where you are
entering to possess it” (verses 15-16).

Here God gives the people a choice between two ways. They can walk in
the way of life by following His commands, which reaps the rewards of
life and prosperity, or they can walk in the way of death by following the
evil desires of their hearts on a path that leads to destruction. The book of
Proverbs also utilizes this theme extensively in presenting the choices we
must make in regard to acting either with moral wisdom or immoral
foolishness (Proverbs 2:6-20, 4:10-19, 25-27). Other references abound
in Scripture, proving that this was a commonly used method of
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presenting how the righteous conduct their behavior (Psalm 1:6,
Jeremiah 21:8, Matthew 7:13-14).

Since this format was so popular in the Old Testament, it should not
surprise us to find that it was used in other forms of Jewish literature in a
similar fashion. One example of this is found in the words of a rabbi who
was alive during the early first century named Yochanon ben Zakkai. He
is recorded as saying to his disciples, “Go out and see what is a straight
path that a person should cling to.” After his disciples answer him, he
commends one of them, who had answered that a good heart is the
straight path that a person should follow, for from a good heart comes all
good actions (m. Avot 2:9).

Another example of Jewish literature containing this theme is found in
the Qumran scrolls of the Essenes. The Essenes were a sect of Judaism
during the time when the second temple stood, thus they were around
while Yeshua walked and taught. Because of the corruption and
worldliness in the priesthood of the Sadducees, these Essenes seceded
from society and formed a separate community in the caves of Qumran,
an area near the Dead Sea.

A scroll found in these caves gives instructions and regulations for
community members to follow if they wish to stay in the community and
live righteously. Part of this teaching utilizes the imagery of the two ways,
albeit somewhat altered in order to match the unique theology of the
Essenes:

He has created man to govern the world, and has appointed for
him two spirits in which to walk until the time of His visitation: the
spirits of truth and falsehood. Those born of truth spring from a
fountain of light, but those born of falsehood spring from a source
of darkness. All the children of righteousness are ruled by the
Prince of Light and walk in the ways of light, but all the children of
falsehood are ruled by the Angel of Darkness and walk in the way
of darkness. (1QS III, 17-21)

After this brief introduction to the two types of people who walk on two
different paths, the specifics of these paths are explained:

These are their ways in the world for the enlightenment of the
heart of man, and that all the paths of true righteousness may be
made straight before him, and that the fear of the laws of God may
be instilled in his heart: a spirit of humility, patience, abundant
charity, unending goodness, understanding, and intelligence; (a
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spirit of) mighty wisdom which trusts in all the deeds of God and
leans on His great lovingkindness; a spirit of discernment in every
purpose, of zeal for just laws, of holy intent with steadfastness of
heart, of great charity towards all the sons of truth, of admirable
purity which detests all unclean idols, of humble conducts
spring[ing] from an understanding of all things, and of faithful
concealment of the mysteries of truth. These are the counsels of
the spirit to the sons of truth in this world... But the ways of the
spirit of falsehood are these: greed, and slackness in the search for
righteousness, wickedness and lies, haughtiness and pride,
falseness and deceit, cruelty and abundant evil, ill-temper and
much folly and brazen insolence, abominable deeds (committed)
in a spirit of lust, and ways of lewdness in the service of
uncleanness, a blaspheming tongue, blindness of eye and dullness
of ear, stiffness of neck and heaviness of heart, so that man walks
in all the ways of darkness and guile. (1QS IV, 2-12)

This example is particularly interesting because of how closely the early
Christian literature which contains the two ways teaching mirrors the
format found here from the Essene community: first the two ways are
introduced, and then the deeds associated with each are listed.

It is natural that the early believers in Yeshua, who saw themselves as a
sect within Judaism, would produce similar literature to what we find in
the Judaism of that time. Naturally they would also develop a form of the
two ways teaching where the words of Yeshua are the central focus.

The foundation Christianity initially had within Judaism has not been
emphasized or understood fully in the mainstream practice of the
religion, that is, when it has even been acknowledged at all. Many
translators and theologians have operated on the assumption that Yeshua
and the apostles set out to form a new religion separate from Judaism
and to form a new people of God separate from the old one. We cannot
in truth understand the full message of the Scriptures until we are able to
recognize that, the Gentiles who have believed in Yeshua do not form a
separate religion, but become part of the “commonwealth of Israel”
(Ephesians 2:12-13); the Torah (Law/teaching) of God is “spiritual, holy,
righteous, and good” (Romans 7:12, 14); Paul walked in a lifestyle of
Torah-obedience (Acts 21:24, 24:14,17-18, 25:8, 28:17); and “until heaven
and earth pass away, not the smallest letter or stroke shall pass from the
Torah until all is accomplished... [and] whoever keeps and teaches them,
he shall be called great in the kingdom of heaven” (Matthew 5:18-19). The
similarities between the two ways of teaching found at Qumran and in
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early Christian writings is an outgrowth of this early station of
Christianity within Judaism.

A particular form of the two ways of teaching is present in several
prominent early Christian documents: the Didache (c. 50-120), the Epistle
of Barnabas (c. 80-120), and later in the Apostolic Constitutions (c.
370-380). All three of these texts contain a similar expression of the two
ways passage. Scholars therefore believe that they are all drawing from
the same source when they include their two ways of teaching, although
each has minor variations to the text. Another perspective is that the
Didache was the earliest of these documents and the rest based their
versions off of the one included in the Didache. Pointing to how rooted
this form of instruction is in Judaism, some have asserted that all three
are basing their two ways text off of an oral teaching that circulated
around among the earliest believers, possibly even originating from the
apostles themselves. Because of how obvious the Jewish influence is on
this document, it is estimated to be fairly early, before Christianity and
Judaism began to go their separate ways.

Didache

Of the three documents listed above, the most interesting and relevant to

our current study is the Didache. The word didache is Greek for
“teaching/instruction.” The full title of the work is translated as, “The
Teaching of the Lord to the Gentiles Through the Twelve Apostles.” This
title indicates that the body of instruction contained in this document
claims to have originated with Yeshua and passed on to the twelve
apostles, who either put together this body of instruction themselves or
passed the same teaching down orally to others who compiled these oral
teachings into the present document. Education of Gentile converts
seems to be the particular aim of these instructions, implying that the
author assumed a faith otherwise centered within a Jewish context. Many
documents from the early years of Christianity erroneously claim to be
written by the apostles, but this one is interesting due to its early
composition date and obvious connection to Judaism.

Several early church leaders reference and quote sayings found in this
work in their writings, lending credence to the validity of this document.
For example, Clement of Alexandria authored a work around AD 200
which quotes the Didache and equates it with Scripture. Speaking of
those who adopt ideas from other cultures as their own, he says, “It is
such a one that is by Scripture called a thief. It is therefore said, ‘Son, be

not a liar; for falsehood leads to theft’” (Stromata I, 20). The quote he uses
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here, which he introduces as Scripture, is taken directly from the two
ways section found in the Didache: “My child, do not be a liar, because
lying leads to theft” (Didache 3.5).

On the other hand, Eusebius, in his Ecclesiastical History (c. AD 323-324),
while discussing which books are accepted or rejected as canonical, says
the following: “Among the rejected writings must be reckoned... the
so-called Teachings of the Apostles... which some, as I said, reject, but
which others class with the accepted books” (Ecclesiastical History III,
25). By the time this was written, numerous changes had taken place
within Christianity, and the remnants of Judaism that remained in the
Didache were seen as an unneeded relic. Rejecting the canonicity of the
Didache does not mean it became forbidden, but merely that it would
not be considered to have been written through divine inspiration.
Eusebius also tells us that there was some level of debate whether this
and other writings were to be accepted or rejected, indicating that there
were some who, similar to Clement of Alexandria, believed the Didache
to be on the same level as Scripture.

As time went on, more advanced forms of catechism and ecclesiastical
literature evolved, building off of the Didache and other such works
while adapting them to account for updates in theology and cultural
conditions. Documents belonging to the genre known as “church orders”
began to spring up in an attempt to provide authoritative evidence for
certain organizational structures in the church. These church orders
often claimed to be developed by the apostles, influential church fathers,
or even Yeshua Himself. One such example of this is the document
which we mentioned in passing earlier titled the Apostolic Constitutions.
This document from the late 300s builds off of earlier church orders,
including the Didache, and serves to show that during this period
attempts were being made to consolidate different literature into a single
body of doctrine which could be used in governing the church. The
Didache’s focus on personal morality and community-focused living did
not provide the extensive, intricate doctrine which the church was
looking for.

Within the Didache, a framework for how to live as an individual in the
fellowship of believers is established. Such issues as moral conduct,
interpersonal relationships (both within the community and toward
outsiders), mealtime blessings, and ecclesiastical authority structures are
explained for the new believer, providing a solid foundation to be built
off of once these teachings were mastered.
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If we understand the section in Hebrews 6:1-2 as referring to an
extra-Biblical catechism that early believers were brought through, then
we have no better source of inquiry than the Didache. All six principles
are explained in this document, and although the teachings in the
Didache are not categorized according to these principles, they
nevertheless form the backbone of the catechism. Earlier we mentioned
how the Didache may be based off of an early oral instruction, and it is
possible that the passage in Hebrews 6 was referring to this oral
instruction, a strain of which may have developed into the Didache as we
have it today. Considering all of these things, we can see that there is
potentially great value in examining the principles of Hebrews 6:1-2
alongside their practical application as explained in the Didache.

Enlightenment and Life Lost

Since we are going to be talking about practical instructions and
commandments as they apply to a believer’s life, it would be dangerous
to proceed if there exists any misunderstanding about the role and
purpose of these actions. Scripture is clear that the means of salvation for
a man can not be found within himself or through his own deeds. There
is only one way for righteousness to be attained, and that is by being
washed in the blood of the spotless Lamb of God, Yeshua the Messiah.
God, in His grace and mercy, sent His Son to redeem us through His
sacrificial death and suffering on the cross. Faith in Him is the only hope
we have for salvation.

One aspect of this work of Yeshua is to redeem us from our own sinful
nature, our lawless desires:

Consider yourselves to be dead to sin, but alive to God in Messiah
Yeshua. Therefore do not let sin reign in your mortal body so that
you obey its lusts, and do not go on presenting the members of
your body to sin as instruments of unrighteousness; but present
yourselves to God as those alive from the dead, and your members
as instruments of righteousness to God… For just as you presented
your members as slaves to impurity and to lawlessness, resulting
in further lawlessness, so now present your members as slaves to
righteousness, resulting in sanctification. (Romans 6:11-13)

Responding to Yeshua’s sacrifice, we too sacrifice ourselves and our
desires in conformance with God’s will:

Therefore I urge you, brethren, by the mercies of God, to present
your bodies a living and holy sacrifice, acceptable to God, which is
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your spiritual service of worship. And do not be conformed to this
world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind, so that
you may prove what the will of God is, that which is good and
acceptable and perfect. (Romans 12:1-2)

It is no longer a matter of “trying to do better” by relying on whatever few
and fleeting changes we ourselves are able to work in our lives, but the
Holy Spirit will lead us, working in and with us in order to draw us nearer
to God in holiness: “But like the Holy One who called you, be holy
yourselves also in all your behavior; because it is written, ‘You shall be
holy, for I am holy’” (1 Peter 1:15-16).

This process is known as sanctification, and it is not found in a memory
of a single decision made many years ago, nor is it a process that we can
avoid if we claim to have faith. It is a lifestyle which is full of highs and
lows, discipline and joy. On the path to God, we will inevitably stumble,
but not so as to fall, for His grace empowers us to continue in obedience
to His commandments even through the darkest, most difficult of times.
The refinement of our character will not be completed until our Messiah
returns or calls us to Himself. Therefore we ought to press forward in joy,
never losing sight of the price that was paid for our redemption and our
glorification if we indeed hold to our hope and faith.

This topic of sanctification was one which the author of the epistle to the
Hebrews felt they needed to hear. The community he was writing to had
not been allowing God to do this work of sanctification within them. As
such, after reminding them of the basic principles which they learned of
in the beginning and encouraging them to move toward growth in God,
he issues a warning concerning those who would choose to persist in
unfruitful behavior:

For in the case of those who have once been enlightened and have
tasted of the heavenly gift and have been made partakers of the
Holy Spirit, and have tasted the good word of God and the powers
of the age to come, and then have fallen away, it is impossible to
renew them again to repentance, since they again crucify to
themselves the Son of God and put Him to open shame. (Hebrews
6:4-6)

What exactly are these verses saying? What does it mean to “fall away” in
this context, and why is it impossible for one who has fallen away in this
manner to be renewed again to repentance? How would coming into this
repentance be like crucifying Yeshua over again? Scripture tells us that
repentance is essential when we sin. While a person is still alive, how
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could repentance ever be forbidden? What exactly is going on here?
Many have had a difficult time understanding the point of this passage,
but if we examine it with the Didache and the process of catechism in
mind, a clearer interpretation arises.

The first term that must be looked at closer is “enlightened.” The Greek

word which is used is based on the word photizo, Generally this word
can mean to illuminate, enlighten, or bring to light. In the passage in
Hebrews, the term seems to be referring to an event that happened one
time in the believer’s past and cannot happen again. A similar use is also
seen later in Hebrews 10:32. Does this term serve to indicate a general
recognition of religious truth on the individual’s part, or is there
something else that the author had in mind? We find an interesting
possibility in the words of Justin Martyr, written somewhere between AD
155-157. In explaining the concept of baptism, he says:

“And this washing is called illumination, because those who learn
these things are illuminated in their understanding. And in the
name of Jesus Christ, who was crucified under Pontius Pilate, and
in the name of the Holy Ghost, who through the prophets foretold
all things about Jesus, he who is illuminated is washed.” (Justin
Martyr, First Apology 61)

The word translated “illumination” is from the same root word used in
Hebrews 6, photizo. While the later date of Martyr’s text doesn’t prove
anything about the book of Hebrews, it does show that enlightenment or
illumination was related to baptism fairly early in the development of the
faith. In addition, the two ways teaching contained in the Epistle of
Barnabas introduces the two ways as the “way of light” and the “way of
darkness.” Therefore the term “enlightenment” may refer specifically to
baptism and what it meant for the believer: they were now beginning
their journey on the way of light and life.

Continuing in verses 4-5, we see several other first steps that the believer
would take once they were baptized. The next thing we see is that the
believer has “tasted of the heavenly gift.” Usually this is interpreted as
referring to a metaphorical tasting of the goodness of God. But since we
are comparing this passage to the Didache, we find another
interpretation. If becoming “enlightened” does indeed refer to baptism
and initiation into the body of Messiah, then it follows that “tasting of the
heavenly gift” refers to partaking of a literal meal.

In Judaism and the early Christian community, communal meals were
more than just for filling their bellies. Meals were elevated into holy
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events when they were associated with sacrifice or covenant-making
(Genesis 31:44-46,52-54, Exodus 18:12, 24:9-11). In Ezekiel 11:16, God says
of His people, “Though I had removed them far away among the nations
and though I had scattered them among the countries, yet I was a
sanctuary for them a little while in the countries where they had gone.”
The rabbis interpreted this to mean that even in the absence of the
temple, the worship of the temple, yet continued, since God’s sanctuary
was yet with the people. Thus the worship which happened through the
eating of sacrifices was said to be carried on when people devoted their
meals to God.

The book of Acts seems to indicate that the early believers understood
the possibility for communal meals to be sanctified as well (Acts 2:42, 46).
The Didache also is not silent about these meals. After giving instructions
on how to bless before eating bread, it says the following: “But do not let
anyone eat or drink by means of your giving of thanks except those
immersed in the name of the Lord, for the Lord even said concerning
this, ‘Do not give what is holy to the dogs’” (Didache 9.5). The reason the
meals were not to be partaken of by non-baptized people is because of
the holy nature of the meal: it was equated to the sacrificial meals which
were only to be eaten by those who had been purified (Leviticus 7:6,
19-21). This concept is developed further in a later chapter of the Didache
which uses the symbolism of sacrifice while speaking of breaking bread
and sharing in one of these holy meals:

On the day of the Lord, being gathered together, break bread and
give thanks after having confessed your transgressions, so that
your sacrifice may be pure. But do not let anyone who has a
quarrel with his fellow come together with you until they have
reconciled, so that your sacrifice may not be impure. For this is
what was spoken by the Lord: ‘In every place and time, offer me a
pure sacrifice … because I am a great king,’ says the Lord, ‘and my
name is awesome among the Gentiles.’” (Didache 14)

Therefore it is likely that Hebrews 6:4-5 are referring to the first steps a
believer would take in beginning their path of sanctification: baptism,
partaking of a holy meal, joining together in prayer and worship, and
receiving moral instructions.

If all of this is true, then how does this help us understand what is meant
by “falling away?” When we think of falling away from faith, our thoughts
turn to those who claim to have believed, but then return to an extended,
overtly sinful lifestyle. This seems to be the way this English phrase is
used, for example, in Luke 8:13 and Hebrews 3:12. The Greek word used

16 www.JudeoChristianClarion.com



in these verses is from the root word aphistemi, which usually indicates a
removal, withdrawal, or departure, as also in Acts 15:38.

The passage in Hebrews 6, however, seems to be talking about
something else, and as such uses a different word to indicate that it is not
talking about such blatant apostasy. The Greek word used here is
parapipto, used only once in the New Testament. This word is not so
much about removing oneself from the faith entirely (as would likely be
meant by aphistemi) as it is a falling to the side or taking a misstep on a
path. Considering what we have seen about the two ways teaching, this
clarified definition makes sense in the passage. In this case, the danger is
not of falling, but of taking a wrong turn, of straying from the way of life
onto the way of death.

Now we come to the part of the passage that has caused great difficulty
in interpretation. If anyone were to step off the path of life, we are told, “it
is impossible to renew them again to repentance, since they again crucify
to themselves the Son of God and put Him to open shame.” This seems to
run counter to the whole message of Scripture. Repentance is exactly for
those who step off the path. It is only when we stray from God’s ways
that we are even in the position to repent and return to the path. So what
does this mean?

As we have examined this passage, we have seen the use of certain terms
which the author intended to be defined in a particular context, while
the term itself could also be used generally (e.g. “enlightened”). Keeping
this in mind, as well as the context we are dealing with of a catechism or
entry-level faith discussion, what could repentance signify here, and
what relation does it have to crucifying the Messiah over again?

Scripture alludes several times to the symbolism of baptism and its
relation to the crucifixion. Paul explains:

Or do you not know that all of us who have been baptized into
Messiah Yeshua have been baptized into His death? Therefore we
have been buried with Him through baptism into death, so that as
Messiah was raised from the dead through the glory of the Father,
so we too might walk in the newness of life. (Romans 6:3-4).

He says again in Colossians, “Having been buried with Him in baptism...
you were also raised up with Him through faith in the working of God''
(Colossians 2:12). Baptism into the faith was symbolic of the death and
resurrection of Yeshua. Descending into the water symbolizes Yeshua’s
crucifixion and descent into the grave, and rising from the water
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represents His resurrection. This is why we are only baptized once and
not every time we sin: we have already symbolically been resurrected.
According to Scripture, being baptized again would only serve
symbolically to crucify Yeshua over again. It is definitely possible that the
term repentance is used here as a shorthand name for the convert’s
initial repentance into the faith as symbolized by baptism (Mark 1:4, Acts
2:38).

Putting this all together, an interesting message emerges, one that ties in
well with the Didache and catechism model and the overall context
which our passage is contained in. In Hebrews 6:4-6, the author is saying
that if one who has already been baptized and become a member of the
body of Messiah should fall aside from the way of life either by failing to
advance past the elementary principles or by actively engaging in the
ways of death, it is impossible to be re-baptized and start over again at
the beginning. Even if the believer came to live as if they were never
baptized and completely forgot all the elementary teachings they had
learned, if they were to repent and return to God there would be no
second catechism, no second baptism. Therefore the writer of the epistle
encourages his readers to be diligent and fruitful in their faith, otherwise
they will find that their path has led them to judgment, and their baptism
and early growth will have been to no avail:

For ground that drinks the rain which often falls on it and brings
forth vegetation useful to those for whose sake it is also tilled,
receives a blessing from God; but if it yields thorns and thistles, it
is worthless and close to being cursed, and it ends up being
burned. (Hebrews 6:7-8)

Scripture tends to use agricultural imagery to teach us different lessons.
Here we see believers compared to different types of soil which yield
either good vegetation or bad vegetation. Believers who absorb the
words of life, signified by rain, bring forth good and useful vegetation,
meaning good works and obedience, as they are disciplined, or tilled, by
the gardener, Yeshua (Luke 13:6-8). But that soil which rejects the rain
and is hardened to the words of life, those who although having been
baptized and coming to knowledge of the truth nevertheless persist in
slothfulness and worldliness: the fruit produced by their deeds cannot be
used by the Gardener, and if they persist in wrongdoing, their end will be
destruction.

In several other passages in Hebrews, this same point is stressed, urging
us to stay on the path of righteousness and diligence (Hebrews 10:26-27,
12:15-17). The warnings are very strong against failing to live up to our
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faith, encouraging us to remain sober and alert so that we should always
be found doing our Father’s will. There could be no misunderstanding
about the truth that there is no safety in simply becoming part of a
religious group. The individual exercise of faith is what makes us holy
and sanctified, set apart from the world. It is our identity, and if we do
not continue to live as redeemed people then we will reap the rewards of
our actions.

The author of Hebrews realizes that what he is saying may be difficult to
hear. He continues to exhort his readers so that they will not be
discouraged and so fall away further due to despair:

But, beloved, we are convinced of better things concerning you,
and things that accompany salvation, though we are speaking in
this way. For God is not unjust so as to forget your work and the
love which you have shown toward His name, in having
ministered and in still ministering to the saints. And we desire that
each one of you show the same diligence so as to realize the full
assurance of hope until the end, so that you will not be sluggish,
but imitators of those who through faith and patience inherit the
promises. (Hebrews 6:9-12)

Rather than feeling as if they had already attained, the people are
encouraged to increase in their love and good works until the end. Harsh
warnings and discipline are for the purpose of urging on toward purity
and holiness, not to judge or condemn. Although the people were
apparently doing some good and did have a love for God which was
evident by their actions, they were beginning to relax in their deeds.
Yeshua Himself warns of this attitude. Comparing Himself to the master
of a house who leaves his servants in charge while going on a long
journey, He says:

Therefore, be on the alert—for you do not know when the master
of the house is coming, whether in the evening, at midnight, or
when the rooster crows, or in the morning—in case he should
come suddenly and find you asleep. (Mark 13:35-36)

And again He says, “Be on guard, so that your hearts will not be weighted
down with dissipation and drunkenness and the worries of life, and that
day will not come on you suddenly like a trap” (Luke 21:34).

The same attitude which Paul expresses ought to be our desire as well:

Not that I have already obtained it or have already become perfect,
but I press on so that I may lay hold of that for which also I was
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laid hold of by Messiah Yeshua. Brethren, I do not regard myself as
having laid hold of it yet; but one thing I do: forgetting what lies
behind and reaching forward to what lies ahead, I press on toward
the goal for the prize of the upward call of God in Messiah Yeshua.”
(Philippians 3:12-14)

The Way Forward

Now that we understand the context of our passage in Hebrews, we will
continue in subsequent lessons to break down the principles listed in
verses 1-2 in order to make sure our foundation is indeed firm in these
elementary, fundamental truths. Misunderstanding or having little
knowledge in these areas will hinder our understanding of the Scriptures
and prevent us from making the progress that God wishes to see made in
our walk with Him.

As we continue we ought to ask ourselves, what would the writer of
Hebrews have to say today if he were writing an epistle to our church?
Would he be satisfied with our spiritual maturity? Have we made proper
use of the instructions we have received in God’s word so that we may
not only increase and bear fruit in our own lives, but minister to others in
the body as well? Are our ears open and sharpened to hear the deep
truths of God’s word and apply them, or have we grown all too
accustomed and complacent to it all? Have we been sitting at the
crossroads with one foot on the path of life and one on the path of death?
If so, know that it is not too late to make amends with our loving Father.
He has already paid the price for you to be forgiven and return to Him in
repentance.

If we honestly examine the overall state of the church today, we will find
that many who claim fellowship have not begun to have a firm
foundation laid in their lives. Some circles of Christianity seem to be
more focused on getting people to adhere to a certain confession than to
actually follow the teachings of Yeshua. We hear much of God’s mercy
and grace (which are indeed at the very center of our faith), but we do
not hear so much about laying down our lives and our desires in order to
please God and submit to His will and His discipline, whatever the cost
may be. What is the use of sharing the gospel message if that gospel has
been stripped of its potency in the individual’s life? Conversion and
baptism were never an end, but these things mark only the beginning of
a journey that lasts for a lifetime. The time to consider the cost of
discipleship is not after conversion, but before, as Yeshua Himself says:
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If anyone comes to Me, and does not hate his own father and
mother and wife and children and brothers and sisters, yes, and
even his own life, he cannot be My disciple. Whoever does not
carry his own cross and come after Me cannot be My disciple. For
which one of you, when he wants to build a tower, does not first
sit down and calculate the cost to see if he has enough to
complete it? (Luke 14:26-28)

The choice to follow Yeshua is not placed to the side as a supplement to
our will, but rather His will and His ways supplant our own. If we have
counted the cost and are ready to accept this life, then let us begin to
move forward. The way of life lies before us, a path that is paved by God,
and we will find that not only has He been alongside us with every step,
but He will be our eternal reward at the end.
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Repentance From Dead Works

The first principle in the list contained in Hebrews 6:1-2 is repentance,
and this should be no surprise. Repentance is one of the constants in
Scripture, one of the foundational elements of our faith. But what exactly
is repentance? How are we to understand it and apply it in our lives?

In the Hebrew Scriptures, the word translated “repentance” comes from
the root word shuv, which literally means to turn around or return.
When used in the context of sin and forgiveness, repentance thus means
to return to God. This involves an acknowledgment that we have sinned
and strayed from Him by going the wrong way, followed by a real
commitment to turn back to the right path which God wants us to walk
on.

Anyone familiar with the Hebrew Scriptures will recognize that the call
to repentance is constant and urgent. Sin forms a barrier between God
and His people, leading them down a path to destruction. God
continually issues warnings to His people in order to draw their attention
away from false gods and back to Him. When it becomes evident that
their hearts have become exceedingly hardened, God sends the people
away into exile. From this place of despair, the people finally are forced
to look at their situation and realize that they are in exile due to their
failure to heed God’s words and return to Him with all of their heart.

But what about the New Testament? Sometimes we hear preachers point
out the fact that in the New Testament the Greek word which is used for
repent, metanoeo, literally means, “to change one’s mind.” They take this
to mean that no longer does repentance have anything to do with
behavior, but rather means only to change your mind and accept the
work of Yeshua. Some also then take this to mean that repentance only
happens once upon the initial decision to accept Yeshua’s work on the
cross. Any further sins after this mental event do not indicate a need for
repentance, but nevertheless many teach that one ought to confess and
be washed of this sin. The implication of this, however, is that so long as
one has “changed their mind” (a phrase too ambiguous to do much good)
they have done all they need to do regardless of whether their behavior
is being sanctified.

Has God’s will for repentance been altered so drastically from the Old to
the New Testament? Whereas before it required a change of behavior,
now does the change solely take place in the mind?

22 www.JudeoChristianClarion.com



Let’s look at a few examples of repentance in the New Testament. In Acts
3:19, Peter charges the crowd of people gathered in Jerusalem, “Therefore
repent and return, so that your sins may be wiped away, in order that
times of refreshing may come from the presence of the Lord.” In this
verse, repentance is intrinsically linked with returning, just as we see in
the Old Testament. Change of mind void of action is not truly repentance.
Only when the attitude of our heart is reflected by the physical act of
returning to God have we truly changed our mind. Because repentance is
thus contingent on behavior, repentance is an ongoing process, not just a
one-time event (Matthew 3:8, Acts 26:20;
2 Timothy 2:24-26, Revelation 2:5,20-22).

Another example is found in the words of Yeshua Himself. A report is
brought that Pilate has killed some of the Jews as they brought sacrifices
to God, which is seen by some as a sign of personal judgment for the
wickedness of those individuals. Yeshua responds, “Do you suppose that
these Galileans were greater sinners than all other Galileans because they
suffered this fate? I tell you, no, but unless you repent, you will all
likewise perish” (Luke 13:2-3). A lack of belief is not indicated here in
these verses, but rather a failure to turn from sin and produce good fruit.
Further evidence for this definition of repentance is given as Yeshua
continues to tell a parable, giving the people the following lesson about
repentance:

And He began telling this parable: “A man had a fig tree which had
been planted in his vineyard; and he came looking for fruit on it
and did not find any. And he said to the vineyard-keeper, ‘Behold,
for three years I have come looking for fruit on this fig tree
without finding any. Cut it down! Why does it even use up the
ground?’ And he answered and said to him, ‘Let it alone, sir, for this
year too, until I dig around it and put in fertilizer; and if it bears
fruit next year, fine; but if not, cut it down.’” (Luke 13:6-9)

After warning the people to repent, He tells this parable likening
unrepentance to a tree which bears no fruit. Bearing fruit in the literal
sense is most definitely an ongoing action. One cannot simply decide in
their mind to plant a seed in the ground but then neglect to care for the
plant and expect to receive any produce. Only with constant care and
effort can the plant yield a productive harvest. If the tree in the vineyard
fails to respond to the vineyard-keeper’s pruning and affection, then it is
not fulfilling its purpose, which is to produce good fruit. The same is true
spiritually. If one has “changed their mind” but nevertheless has ceased to
bear spiritual fruit due to complacency or sluggishness in regard to sin,
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then repentance, an active, continuous response to the urging of the
Spirit, is necessary to begin the process of growth.

Saying all of this is not to diminish the importance of the mental aspect
of repentance. True obedience and repentance are not deeds done for
their own sake, but must originate in a heart that is full of love for God,
from a mind that believes in and relies on Him alone. As Mark 1:15 says,
“Repent and believe.” It is impossible to truly turn to God unless we first
believe that He is the only source for forgiveness and salvation, and that
we can do nothing without His Spirit within us. The error arises when we
replace the whole of repentance with only one of its steps. The mind is
deceitful and self-justifying, easily capable of truly believing it has
changed when in fact it has not. Thus to repent is an external response to
an internal conviction.

Dead Works

In the book of Malachi, God is warning the people of Israel and exhorting
them to come back to Him in repentance. He says, “’From the days of
your fathers you have turned aside from My statutes and have not kept
them. Return to Me, and I will return to you,’ says the LORD of hosts. ‘But
you say, “How shall we return?”’” (Malachi 3:7). Throughout the book of
Malachi the people claim to be ignorant of their sins, and therefore do
not see how they need to repent and return to God since they don’t think
they have turned away from Him. Unable to see that their relationship
with God was injured because they had turned away, they remain
steadfast in their sins. Mercifully, God points out the faults of the people
so that they may amend their ways.

One lesson this teaches us about repentance is that in order to repent we
must first understand God’s ways. If we don’t, then we will not see any
need to repent. If we are ignorant of the sin in our lives, then in our own
eyes we have nothing to repent of: we are already walking in truth. If we
are likewise confronted while in this mindset, then we too will
confusedly ask, “How shall we return?”

The writer of Hebrews, well aware of this truth, signifies that the
elementary teaching on repentance is coupled with what to repent of:
“dead works.” What are these dead works?

Some commentators have attempted to explain that dead works are
works of Torah-obedience. For example:

The meaning cannot be “works that bring death,” as some have
supposed; rather, works in which there is no principle of life... The
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law, indeed, promised that the man who should do “its statutes
and judgments” should find life in them (Leviticus 18:5, quoted in
Galatians 3:12); but even these works are “dead,” for no man can
show more than partial obedience, and the law exacts the whole.
The first step toward Christianity involved the acknowledgment of
this truth, and the separation by repentance from all “dead works.”
(Ellicott’s Commentary for English Readers)

The logic here is flawed because it is based on a false understanding both
of Torah and of the context of the passage we are looking at. The
commentator sees in the Scripture that obedience to the Torah cannot
merit us life (in the context of eternity). Because this is the case, he comes
to the conclusion that the Torah itself is devoid of life and therefore
obedience to its commandments is a form of dead works. One of the
reasons this interpretation fails is because the commentator confuses the
role of Torah in an unbeliever’s life with its true essence (Romans
7:12-13). If we indeed have been redeemed by the blood of Yeshua, and if
our faith is indeed only in the Lord, then the Torah is no longer a source
of death for us (Galatians 3:13-14, Ezekiel 36:27). The price has been paid
for our disobedience, and as a result we are called to obey. As the
commentator acknowledges, the Torah contains life for those who obey
(Psalm 119:40, 93, Proverbs 6:23): not life established because of our own
merit through deeds, but rather as a result of our faith and our new
nature in Messiah. The nature of the Torah and its association with life
remains, and now we are able to walk in that life as we allow Yeshua to
live through us.

One could possibly argue that dead works are here meant to indicate the
opposite of this redeemed spiritual mindset, that is, keeping the
commandments without faith. These deeds are dead in that they are of
no benefit because they are done out of improper motives. While indeed
it is true that such works are dead, we must remember the context of the
passage. The elementary principles which are given in our passage in
Hebrews 6 would be what make up the first steps of faith for a new
believer, where the priority is repenting of blatant sin and establishing
the necessity of frequent repentance in the process of sanctification. In
the case of works done without faith, however, the issue is not the works
themselves but that the heart of the individual is not right. If this verse
did indeed mean works done without faith, then the phrase “repentance
from dead works” the author used would be incorrectly putting the
emphasis on the actions instead of the heart.
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So what are these dead works that one must repent of? The clearest and
most obvious reading of the verse indicates that dead works are sin.
Interpreting it this way meshes well with what Scripture as a whole has
to say about sin and its connection to death.

If this is the case, then first of all we must know what sin is. 1 John 4:3
provides us with a concise definition: “Everyone who practices sin also
practices lawlessness; and sin is lawlessness.” So to sin is to transgress
God’s commandments, His Torah. An interesting picture becomes clear
when we look into the original language of the Hebrew Scriptures. The
word for sin in Hebrew, chata, in its simplest form means “to miss,” as
one might miss a target they were aiming at. The word we translate as

law, Torah, is formed off of the root word yarah, which means “to shoot”
as with an arrow. This gives us a clear mental image of sin. We aim to
obey the commandments of God. When we miss this target by failing to
obey, we sin.

From the very beginning disobedience and sin are equated with death.
Contrary to the popular belief, God does not sit up in heaven waiting for
people to sin so He can strike them with lightning. Our actions do have
consequences, however, and the consequences of disobeying God are
not good at all. Adam’s sin led to an expulsion from Eden and the
promise of a difficult life, and through the following generations the
disastrous consequences of sin became evident and spread throughout
the earth.

When God gave the Torah to the people of Israel, He emphasized that to
obey is to live and to disobey is to die (Deuteronomy 30:19-20). He did
not make this statement as a harsh master attempting to frighten his
servants into obedience, but as a concerned parent warning His children
to avoid the behaviors that will inevitably be to their harm. Frequently we
see God warning His people of the inevitable end their sinful behavior is
leading them to because of His mercy and love for them. This is why
discipline and rebuke are held in such high esteem throughout Scripture:
they keep God’s people on the paths of life.

Sin’s deadly effects have not changed. Some have succumbed to the
temptation to trivialize the presence of sin, excusing wrongful behavior
by saying that all of our sins have been payed for by Yeshua. Indeed it is
true that Yeshua has paid for our sins, and we can be confident that when
we come to Him with a truly remorseful heart and ask for forgiveness
that He will be merciful and forgive our sins (1 John 1:9). But this does not
excuse us if we continue to sin blatantly and frequently, thus deceiving
ourselves into believing that God will turn a blind eye to constant
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disobedience and silently allow us to destroy ourselves. Paul gives the
following warning:

Now the deeds of the flesh are evident, which are: immorality,
impurity, sensuality, idolatry, sorcery, enmities, strife, jealousy,
outbursts of anger, disputes, dissensions, factions, envying,
drunkenness, carousing, and things like these, of which I forewarn
you, just as I have forewarned you, that those who practice such
things will not inherit the kingdom of God. (Galatians 5:19-21)

The same Paul who had just said, “It was for freedom that Messiah set us
free,” now makes a statement that some would consider to be putting his
readers under a yoke of bondage. Clearly he is not giving this warning to
the world, but makes the bold statement that those who make a practice
out of walking in these forms of wickedness, even if they believe they are
forgiven of these sins and claim to have fellowship with Messiah, will not
inherit the kingdom of God.

Works that are dead can only bring death. Scripture is constant in the
teaching of this truth (Proverbs 11:19, Ephesians 5:3-10, James 1:15). Paul
expands this thought in Romans where he develops the idea that we have
been crucified along with Yeshua, and therefore our old sinful self must
die along with Him. If we have been crucified with Him and united with
Him in death to sin, then how can we still walk in the sinful ways of the
unlawful (Romans 6:2)?

Despite our redeemed status and efforts to walk in the Spirit, we
inevitably will sin. We still inhabit a physical body which is guided by its
passions and desires. Subduing these desires by dying to the flesh guards
us within God’s commandments on the path of life. In the moments
when we fail to do this, we inevitably find ourselves following our sinful
nature. “We all stumble in many ways” (James 3:2), and “if we say that we
have no sin, we are deceiving ourselves and the truth is not in us” (1 John
1:8). This is not stated in order to excuse sin, but to point us in the right
direction: toward repentance, turning back to God.

Repentance and the Way of Life

This lifestyle of repentance and sanctification is exactly what the Didache
seeks to form in the life of the one who follows it. By establishing two
distinct paths, the possibility of morally gray areas is reduced. The
opening statement of the Didache sets this tone for the rest of the
document: “There are two ways: one of life and one of death; however,
there is a great difference between the two ways” (Didache 1.1). Each
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thought of our heart and deed of our hands is either refining our walk of
holiness with God or leading us into unfruitful patterns. The difference
between the two is clearly defined in Scripture. The Didache and other
similar extra-Biblical works do not attempt to replace the instructions of
the Bible, but rather to explain and organize the teachings of Scripture in
a simple format.

This opening statement of the Didache establishes the centrality of
repentance in the believer’s life. Whenever a standard of behavior is
accepted by an individual or a group, the necessity arises for a system to
be put in place for when that standard is not upheld. If, God forbid, a
believer should find that their behavior lines up with the way of death
rather than the way of life, then the way to amend that is through
confession to God, and the evidence that this confession is sincere is that
an effort is made to walk in the Spirit, which results in the forsaking of
those old sinful ways to walk in obedience and newness of life.

So if you were to summarize the way of life in one sentence, what would
it be? What concise statement could sum up all of the commandments,
the entire spectrum of holy living? The Didache, reflecting the words of
Yeshua, does it this way:

Now the Way of Life is this: First, you shall love God who made
you; second, you shall love your fellow as yourself. Whatever you
do not want to happen to you, do not do to one another. (Didache
1.2)

Here we find the familiar teaching of Yeshua that the whole Torah really
boils down to two seemingly simple commands: love God and love your
neighbor (Mark 12:28-31, quoted from Deuteronomy 6:4-5 and Leviticus
19:18). Meeting these two requirements ensures that you stay on the way
of life. Many passages in the New Testament reiterate this teaching, and
even when it is not explicitly stated it is obvious that loving God and
loving neighbor are at the heart of what is being said (Romans 13:10,
Galatians 5:14, James 2:8). Nothing has changed here, for this was also the
standard in the Old Testament (Leviticus 19:14, Deuteronomy 10:18-19,
Job 29:11-17).

Love in this context is not an emotion that stays bottled up inside, but is a
driving force that results in visible, concrete actions. While love’s role in
motivating us to do good is not to be minimized, the outward action is
what is of the greatest benefit to our neighbor. Scripture doesn’t indicate
that loving our neighbor could be restated as, “It’s the thought that
counts,” but on the contrary we find it said, “Let us do good to all people”
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(Galatians 6:10), and “Be devoted to one another in love. Honor one
another above yourselves” (Romans 12:10).

Rather than replacing the Torah with two commandments, Yeshua and
His apostles understood these two as being a summary of the Torah and
what the motivation for our actions ought to be. This is obvious from
Scripture, for we are told what it means to love God: “If you love Me, you
will keep My commandments” (John 14:15). Again we read, “And this is
love, that we walk according to His commandments” (2 John 1:6). Again,
this is nothing new, for we see throughout the Old Testament that loving
God is inseparable from keeping His commandments (Deuteronomy 7:9,
11:1, Nehemiah 1:5).

Since these two commandments are therefore understood as the perfect
representation of the rest of the commandments, we see that unless the
two greatest commandments are understood properly, they could easily
lead to error. How exactly do we love God and our neighbor? On the
surface this seems like an easy question, but if we define love outside the
context of God’s commandments then we will inevitably run into
problems. Often we think of repentance as being necessary when a
wrongful action has been done. This is correct but incomplete. James
4:17 says, “Therefore, to one who knows the right thing to do and does
not do it, to him it is sin.” If we know that God has commanded us to do
something and we refuse to do it, then to us that is sin. If we have an
opportunity to love God or our neighbor and we pass it by, then that is
sin. Education in God’s commandments and the ways of life are
necessary if we are going to obey God and thus love Him.

Therefore we see that the two greatest commandments cannot be
separated from the Torah. They form the very backbone of the
commandments, but a backbone without a body is not of much use. One
without knowledge could act sinfully and genuinely feel as if they did it
because of their love for God. Far be it from us to fall into deceit so that
the Scripture speaks of us when it says, “They have a zeal for God, but not
in accordance with knowledge” (Romans 10:2). In other words, emotion
without correct doctrine can lead us down a dangerous road.

After introducing the fact that the two great commandments are the
fullness of the way of life, the Didache makes it clear that it understands
the concept we have just explained. The third verse begins by saying,
“This is the teaching about these matters;” that is, these are some of the
instructions that the two aforementioned commandments mean in a
practical sense. For the next five chapters it goes on to list teachings of
Yeshua as recorded in the Gospels, positive and negative commandments
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(do _____, do not _____), and exhortations based on Scriptural principles.
Without laying out this framework for behavior, the concept of
repentance would be meaningless.

Interpersonal Repentance

So far we have been talking a lot about repentance in our relationship
with God. One aspect of repentance which we do not always think about
is the act of repenting of sins done to others. Often when we sin, it is not
only against God or our own selves, but there may also be some negative
effect on those we are close to, whether it be our families, co-workers, or
our fellow believers. When we sin through anger, our anger usually has
an effect on those around us. When we sin through lying or deceit, these
actions also effect those who were on the receiving end of our sin. When
our actions do not reveal love and light to our neighbor, then they at best
reveal indifference, which is itself darkness in that it is the absence of
love.

When we sin in this manner, we are not only to ask forgiveness from
God, but we must, if at all possible, make things right with the person or
people we sinned against. An example of this is seen in the Torah in the
context of one who has sinned by stealing: “If a man steals an ox or a
sheep and slaughters it or sells it, he shall pay five oxen for the ox and
four sheep for the sheep” (Exodus 22:1). While this command is about
legal restitution, it reveals God’s will for reestablishing good will between
people in a community relationship. The restitution made for a stolen
item is not one-for-one, but the command is to restore above and
beyond what had been taken.

When we do sin against our neighbor, feeling sorry about those harmful
actions is only the first step in making things right. We must not only
change our mind by recognizing that what we did was wrong, but we
must turn aside from our wickedness and determine never to do
anything that might hurt them again. Additionally, as we saw with the
stolen animal, we ought to go above and beyond in doing good to our
neighbor after we realize the harm we have caused them. Acknowledge
that harm was done and then move forward by repaying your debt with
love.

An example of this in the New Testament is the story of Zaccheus the tax
collector (Luke 19:2-8). Experiencing Yeshua changes the heart of
Zaccheus, and he recognizes the sinfulness of his behavior. Love of
money had led him to abuse his position as tax collector as he heaped up
wealth for himself to the harm of those who were charged with these
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taxes. Immediately he admits the need to make amends for these sins by
paying back what he had extorted plus more.

The Jewish work known as the Mishnah also indicates the importance of
repenting to your neighbor: “Yom Kippur atones for transgressions
between a person and God, but for a transgression against one’s
neighbor, Yom Kippur cannot atone, until he appeases his neighbor” (m.
Yoma 8:9). Yom Kippur, the Day of Atonement, is the day God set apart
for atonement to be made between God and His people. The rabbis said
that this was only the case between God and man, but mankind still
needed to make any wrongs right between himself and his neighbor.
That is one of the reasons why it is traditional in Judaism to ask
forgiveness of others for any wrongs done during the year in the days
leading up to Yom Kippur.

Repentance for wrongs done to others is based on this principle of
restitution, as has been made clear. The Didache, although it doesn’t
provide any specific rules for this process, establishes that it is a necessity
for the believer who sins against another to repent:

Do not rebuke one another in anger but rather in peace, just as
you have been taught in the good news. And if anyone has
wronged another person, let no one speak to him nor let him hear
from you until he repents. (Didache 15.3)

Here we see that the members of the community were supposed to keep
each other in check while yet remaining under the authority of the
religious council. While the statement here is general about rebuking a
brother, the context seems to indicate that this is specifically for a case
where one believer has sinned against another.

The authority to rebuke one another in the family of God is established
throughout Scripture (Leviticus 19:17, Luke 17:3). Rebuke and exhortation
are not the same as judgment or condemnation. Rather than putting our
brother down, they seek to lift him up from sin. The Didache echoes the
sentiment of Scripture when it commands that a rebuke be done not
with anger, but with peace (Proverbs 25:15, Ecclesiastes 9:17).

An example in Yeshua’s words seems to be the basis for these
instructions in this part of the Didache. He says:

If your brother sins against you, go and tell him his fault, between
you and him alone. If he listens to you, you have gained your
brother. But if he does not listen, take one or two others along with
you, that every charge may be established by the evidence of two
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or three witnesses. If he refuses to listen to them, tell it to the
church. And if he refuses to listen even to the church, let him be to
you as a Gentile and a tax collector. (Matthew 18:15-17)

If a believer wrongs another, it is not beneficial to either party for this
wrongdoing to be ignored, but it should not become an issue of the
assembly before it is brought up in private. The reason for the
progression in these verses, from private to witnesses to the assembly, is
to act as a funnel. Somewhere along this process, hopefully the one who
sinned will see his need for repentance. If he will not repent, then he is to
be considered an outsider until the time when he repents. This may be
seen as a cruel punishment, but it is the natural outcome of the sin.
Social, interpersonal sins affect the way we relate to others in the body of
Messiah, and if there is an issue that refuses to be addressed then it is
harmful for it to fester and possibly lead to other or greater sins.

What if you are on the receiving end of such a sin? You are not free from
responsibility either. In Matthew 5:23-24 Yeshua tells us,

Therefore if you are presenting your offering at the altar, and there
remember that your brother has something against you, leave
your offering there before the altar and go; first be reconciled to
your brother, and then come and present your offering.

Note that the command is not given to one who has something against
his brother, but one whose brother has something against him. If we
draw near to worship God but there is ongoing strife and conflict in our
relationships, God’s desire is for us to love our neighbor before coming
into His presence. Although the other person may still hold resentment
towards us even when we extend love toward them, the point is that we
must take the first step toward the one who has wronged us. If you truly
love your neighbor, then you will long to see him come to repentance. If
he has sinned against you, go the extra mile and try to make it easier for
him to make amends with you and with God. Forgive him without
hesitation just as our Heavenly Father forgives us when we repent.

According to the Didache, conflict and failure to repent among ourselves
is a source of spiritual defilement. As we mentioned in the introduction,
communal meals were a holy event which were not to be participated in
unless certain conditions were met: “But do not let anyone who has a
quarrel with his fellow come together with you until they have
reconciled, so that your sacrifice may not be impure” (Didache 14.2). If
there is discord in our midst, how can God honor the worship we give
Him? Paul dealt with this same issue in Corinth: “For since there is
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jealousy and strife among you, are you not fleshly, and are you not
walking like mere men?” (1 Corinthians 3:3).

Therefore it is essential for us to pay attention to our actions and the
attitudes of our hearts. Our actions impact others whether we are aware
of it or not. Needless to say, it is better to be aware of our actions than
ignorant so that we may repent if we stumble and sin against God or
against man.

The Gospel of Repentance

So far we have defined repentance and examined some practical
instructions about it as found in Scripture, the Didache, and Jewish
literature. There is much more that could be said on this matter, but for
the sake of brevity in this study we will only examine one more theme
relating to repentance in brief, and that is the gospel message. Often we
define the gospel message as something like, “Believe in Yeshua for the
forgiveness of your sins and you will receive eternal life.” While this is a
true statement, this is not the gospel message we see Yeshua teaching.

First of all, we ought to remember that John the Baptist was the
forerunner of Messiah. He was to bear witness of His coming and he was
to prepare the way of the Lord. We see in Luke 1:76-77 that Zechariah,
speaking about his son John, says, “And you, child, will be called the
prophet of the Most High; for you will go on before the Lord to prepare
His ways, to give to His people the knowledge of salvation (Yeshua) by the
forgiveness of their sins.”

So how did John do this? We see in Matthew 3:2 that he cries out,
“Repent for the kingdom of heaven is at hand!” He tells the people to
repent of their sins and be baptized. When some unrighteous Pharisees
and Sadducees approach him, he, knowing the true state of their hearts,
rebukes them and says, “Bear fruit in keeping with repentance” (verse 8).
In other words, he was making the statement that if anyone was truly to
experience the blessing of God, they must bear the fruits of repentance,
that is, produce deeds as evidence of their transformed hearts.

We see that Yeshua, when He began to preach in Matthew 4:17, also cries
out, “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand!” When Yeshua sent
out His disciples, He told them in Matthew 10:7, “As you go, preach,
saying, ‘The kingdom of God is at hand,'” which, as we have seen from
John’s and Yeshua’s proclamations, indicates a need for repentance. All
throughout the book of Acts we see the disciples telling the people to
repent (Acts 2:38, 3:19, 8:22, 17:30, 26:20).
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If John the Baptist was supposed to teach the people the way of salvation,
and surely he did, then we see that the message of salvation, which is the
gospel message (or the good news), starts with repentance. The way of
salvation comes through repentance, returning to the God who created
you and bearing the fruit which is consistent with such a return. This
message is consistent with the message of the apostles and the preceding
Scriptures contained in the Old Testament.

Believing in Yeshua and accepting His atoning work is indeed the only
way for salvation to be grasped. But Yeshua did not die so that we may
continue to serve our own desires and behave according to the pattern
of this decaying world. He died so that we may know Him and become
more and more transformed into His image through His Spirit which
dwells in us. If that is not our desire, then can we truly call ourselves His
disciples? If we do not bear the fruit of repentance, then have we really
changed our mind?

Conclusion

Leading the list in Hebrews 6:1, we find the teaching on repentance.
Perhaps this placement is due to the central role of repentance in the
believer’s life. The definition of repentance is turning away from sin and
unbelief in order to move forward toward God according to the
instructions for behavior which He has given us. Without repentance,
there can be no salvation, as is clear from Scripture. Sin is itself
representative of death, and so when we partake in the resurrection of
Yeshua, we experience freedom from sin’s reign in our lives. When we
do sin due to our human weakness and failure to walk in the Spirit, God’s
desire is for us to return to His ways through Yeshua and to increase in
holiness, purity, and love.

Once one has repented by believing in Yeshua and forsaking the ways of
the world, a continued attention to thoughts and behaviors is necessary
in promoting growth as we are led by the Spirit of God. Even though we
are redeemed from sin and the power of the grave, nevertheless we
experience weakness. So long as we hold true to our faith in Yeshua, God
will accept us when we confess and turn to Him with a contrite heart. If
we have brought harm to others, we must make that human relationship
right and make every effort to show love for all of God’s creation.

Never be afraid to fall upon the mercies of God. He is the One who
searches and knows our hearts, and His compassion never fails for those
who love Him. He waits to pardon and wash you clean from your sin.
Don’t hide from Him, but confess, for, “He who conceals his
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transgressions will not prosper, but he who confesses and forsakes them
will find compassion” (Proverbs 28:13).

May we never lose sight of our need for repentance and the price that
was paid so that we may grow in knowledge of and conformance with
His ways.
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Faith Toward God

After mentioning the doctrine of repentance, the next item in the list
contained in Hebrews 6:1-2 is “faith toward God.” We as believers are a
people of faith. Our faith is what defines us. In order to apply the
previous lesson’s discussion on repentance, we must have faith in God,
believing that He exists and rewards those who seek Him.

Generally speaking, faith is not necessarily a purely religious experience.
Secular uses of the word may imply a sense of trust based on prior
experience, e.g., “I have faith that you will accomplish this task I have
given you.” Others may put faith in various political or ethical systems,
moral ideals, or deities. In these contexts, faith is a belief and trust in
something greater than the individual which in some way or another
impacts the way they conduct their lives. Faith according to this
definition is something everyone exercises, whether they are aware of it
or not. So the question is, what makes our faith different?

Faith, by definition, must be placed upon something. While everyone
exercises faith in one way or another, different groups of people put faith
in different things. As believers, our faith is established in the Only True
God, the one who created all things and who has caused us to know Him
through His Only Begotten Son. Rather than putting our faith in a system
of lofty ideals or an idol we ourselves have created, our faith is in the God
who made us and has revealed Himself to us.

Faith placed in anything but God is insufficient for sustaining life. Political
and ethical systems are bound to fail due to the inability and often
unwillingness for people to behave morally all of the time. Even those
who put their faith in ideals such as compassion and lovingkindness
cannot understand these ideals in their fullness until recognizing the
source of these ideals, the One who is wholly compassionate and whose
lovingkindness is everlasting. Thus secular faith, in ignoring God,
fundamentally bases itself in ignorance rather than truth.

Believers may assume that since they believe in God they have
automatically removed faith in everything else. This may not be the case,
and we must examine ourselves to see where we are really putting our
trust in each area of our lives. Do we feel independently capable of
providing for ourselves because of what we can accomplish, or do we
trust God to provide for our daily needs, recognizing that He is the one
who gives us the ability to acquire food and shelter? Have we put our
trust in a political leader or system, investing more time and effort into
the kingdom of Caesar than the kingdom of God? These are the questions
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we must ask ourselves free from any presuppositions or assumptions,
comparing our lives to the Word of God.

Contrasting secular faith with a believer’s faith can show us what our
faith is not, but in order to understand what our faith is we must examine
what the Scriptures tell us. There is no shortage of passages which
instruct us about faith, and in fact every Scripture in some way teaches
us about our faith. Defining faith in its modern English context can be
useful, as we have examined above, but what do the languages of
Scripture teach us about faith?

Hebrew, as a general rule, tends to put more emphasis on the actions that
result from belief than the belief itself. This is noticed in the word we
translate as “believe” in our English translations. In Hebrew the word is

aman, and its most literal meaning is “to confirm or support.” Believing
therefore could be understood as an internal confirmation or support of
an idea or conviction. The word translated as “faith” is based in the same
root word aman. Specifically, the form used is emunah, which is defined
as faithfulness, firmness, or steadfastness.

Based on these definitions alone, we can understand a few things about
faith. Faith and belief are both founded on the same principles. They are
intrinsically connected and unable to be separated. True belief is an inner
confirmation of something revealed or recognized. In the context of our
relationship with God, belief could be understood as confirming in our
hearts and minds that what God has said is truth.

Belief is associated with firmness, and thus true belief involves holding
unswervingly to truth as time moves on. Based on what God has said, we
respond with action. We remain firm in our conviction, and this causes
us to act according to what God has revealed as truth. Remaining
convinced that God’s words are true and continuing to act upon them is
what we may call steadfastness or faithfulness.

In this context, then, faith and belief are defined by the action they cause.
Belief will cause us to have faith, and faith will usher us into faithfulness.
All these ideas are inseparable. We cannot have faith without first
believing, and we do not really believe something unless we have known
it as truth and responded accordingly.

In Greek, the word for faith is pistis. This word is based off the root word

peitho, meaning “to persuade.” Similar to what we saw in Hebrew, the
word for “belief” and the word for “faith” are based in the same root
word. The fact that the root means “persuasion” is also fairly similar to
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the Hebrew root which we saw means “confirmation.” In both cases it
implies a strong belief or conviction.

Modern conceptions of the term “belief” tend to portray it as potentially
weak or transient. Beliefs are often placed in distinction against facts or
knowledge. A belief may be seen as something we are emotionally
inclined to hold as true but are willing to reconsider. Scripture, on the
other hand, seems to describe belief of a different kind. It is not mentally
accepting something as truth because of ignorance or self-deceit, but is
rather being persuaded based on the knowledge of God. Rather than
holding to any idea that sounds good to the ears, on the contrary it is
trusting in the words of God to be true despite what we may experience.

Perhaps the most well-known passage in the Old Testament which
speaks of belief is Genesis 15:6, which says, “Then he [i.e., Abram]
believed in the LORD; and He reckoned it to him as righteousness.” This
verse formed a critical piece of Paul’s theology of salvation through faith
in Yeshua. For now we want to examine it in its immediate context to see
what this verse tells us about Abram’s belief.

Preceding this chapter, we see Abram has a very close relationship with
God. Shortly after our first introduction to Abram, we see in Genesis 12
that he hears God’s voice and responds accordingly, implying that Abram
already believes in God and is walking in that belief with faithfulness.
Before we arrive at Genesis 15:6, God has already been present in his life
in a powerful way. Abram’s belief in the context of this particular verse is
not about belief in God’s existence, as that has already been established.
Exactly what was it that Abram believed? “And He took him outside and
said, ‘Now look toward the heavens, and count the stars, if you are able to
count them.’ And He said to him, ‘So shall your descendants be’” ( Genesis
15:5).

Abram’s belief was in God’s ability to fulfill His promise that Abram
would become the father of a great multitude. Even though there was no
evidence in favor of what God was telling him, for he had no children
and his wife had been barren, Abram yet believed. He affirmed in his
heart that God’s promise would truly come to pass. This is the type of
belief that God accounts as righteousness. His desire is for us to know
Him and rely upon Him alone.

Righteousness is usually defined as living according to a certain standard
of behavior which is considered good or moral, but belief generally does
not play a role in this definition. In the context of our relationship with
God, we understand righteousness as living according to God’s will, not
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our own. When we submit our will to God’s commands, we are trusting
that He has given us these commandments in order to know Him more.
Our standard of righteousness, therefore, is not a list of boxes to be
checked off, but is a relationship with God and a knowledge of Him.
Righteousness is to love God, and that requires trust and obedience. This
is why belief in God’s promises can be considered righteousness,
because it is the foundation of everything we do, evidence that we do
know Him and love Him.

The aspect of faith being emphasized in this verse, then, is not belief in
the existence of God. Although it operates on this essential first principle,
it goes deeper into an actual relationship with Him. Once we believe that
God exists, we come to know His voice. We read His words and we learn
of the promises He has made, and this inspires us to believe that these
words are true and have importance for us both individually and
corporately as God’s people. In this sense, faith is a sustained response to
revelation.

Not only is this evident in Genesis, but Hebrews gives the following
definition of faith: “Now faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the
conviction of things not seen” (Hebrews 11:1). What is this hope, these
things unseen? First of all, it is the many and varied promises of God as
the remainder of Hebrews 11 goes on to explain. In particular, however,
our hope is in Yeshua: that He has come so that we might have eternal
life:

And though you have not seen Him, you love Him, and though you
do not see Him now, but believe in Him, you greatly rejoice with
joy inexpressible and full of glory obtaining as the outcome of
your faith the salvation of your souls. (1 Peter 1:8-9)

The object of our faith, Yeshua, is not tangible or seen. He is not someone
we can physically look at to know that He indeed is here with us and will
fulfill His promises to us. Testifying to the truth, however, are the words
of God and the comfort of the Holy Spirit. Although we do not see Him in
the flesh, we know Him and are therefore convinced that just as every
promise pertaining to the Messiah and the redemption He would bring to
all mankind was fulfilled, so too will every remaining promise be fulfilled
in Him. Fully persuaded that He has purchased our salvation, we rest
assured that if we hold fast in our faith we will be raised with Him into
the resurrection of life.

God showed His love toward us in that while we were still sinners,
Messiah died for us (Romans 5:8). Everything else that we may ask or wait
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upon God for pales in comparison to that act of love. We can have the
assurance that God hears our prayers and that He can be trusted to
answer us (1 John 5:14-15). Our faith rests now on God—not just that He
exists, but that He loved us first and so we can trust Him because He
loved us. He made the way for us and we don’t need to make a way for
ourselves.

Usually we think in terms of the faith that we exercise in sustaining our
relationship with God. Our faith, however, would be wasted if God was
not also faithful, and indeed He is exceedingly more faithful than we
could hope to be. When we have faith in God, it is because we trust Him
to be reliable, a sure foundation. We trust Him to be faithful according to
all that He has done and said He will do.

The Holy Spirit revealed this to the Psalmist, who writes much about
God’s faithfulness despite our own shortcomings: “If they violate My
statutes and do not keep My commandments, then I will punish their
transgression with the rod and their iniquity with stripes. But I will not
break off My loving kindness from him, nor deal falsely in My
faithfulness” (Psalm 89:31-33). He also speaks of God’s faithfulness in
sustaining creation: “Your faithfulness continues throughout all
generations; You established the earth, and it stands” (Psalm 119:90).

As God is faithful to sustain all of those who rely on Him, so too we ought
to be faithful to God in doing all of those things He has told us are good.
His faithfulness never fails or falters, and therefore we also should do our
best to please Him and imitate His faithfulness. Being faithful to God
includes being faithful to our neighbors. Just as God is faithful to uphold
nature despite the wickedness of man, so too we ought to do acts of
kindness and love for our enemies and those who are wicked, praying
that they will repent and be blessed (Matthew 5:44-48).

Faith in the Didache

As we would expect, we find that faith is an important part of the
Didache. There are no explicit commandments in the Didache to put
faith in Yeshua, because if one was following the Didache and preparing
for baptism it is obvious that they would have a belief in Him. Such
teaching would be better suited for instruction that was more
theologically focused. The Didache is centered more around practicing
faith, seeking to answer the question, “After coming to belief in Yeshua
and putting faith in Him, how do I then live out that faith?”
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In this sense, the entirety of the Didache could be categorized as teaching
about faith, that is, how we as believers are to walk out our faith.
Behaving righteously is not an end in itself. Those who obey God and
walk in His ways do so because they know what God has said concerning
those who love and obey Him. God’s word tells us that He rewards
obedience and punishes disobedience. If we believe this and put our
faith in God that His word is accurate, then we will gladly obey God
knowing that this is His will for our lives and that He will bless us.

One practical example of exercising this kind of faith is found in the
teaching that God is the ultimate judge. Even though injustice may
happen in this world, God will call everything into account. Because of
this fact, we are to be patient and long-suffering, which brings glory to
God.

Restrain yourself from natural and physical inclinations: if
someone strikes you on the right cheek, turn the other to him, and
you will be complete. If someone forces you to go one mile, go
with him two. If someone takes away your cloak, give him your
tunic also. If someone takes away what is yours, do not demand it
back, for you are not even able to get it back. (Didache 1.4)

These words should be familiar, for they are almost identical to what
Yeshua teaches on this matter (Matthew 5:38-42). How could this be
considered a teaching about faith? It is our natural instinct to seek
immediate justice for wrongdoing. Our physical inclination is to avenge
wrongs that have been done against us. In waiving our right to seek
revenge, we admit that we do not look to justify ourselves, but that God is
the one who justifies us. There are very few good excuses according to
our physical, natural reasoning to submit ourselves to the persecution of
others. Faith in God changes our outlook, causing us to acknowledge that
if we have been treated unjustly, it is God who will defend us (Romans
12:19).

Another teaching that is related to faith, although it may not generally be
recognized as such, is that of giving. The type of giving that God desires is
that which is from the heart. It involves self-sacrifice and a truly heartfelt
motivation to see the sustenance which God has provided to us be used
in meeting the needs of others.

Taking from our own possessions and giving to others indicates that we
have faith in God to take care of us. Nothing we have acquired unto
ourselves is truly owned by us (Psalm 24:1, Job 41:11). Even our own lives
are not within our power. Recognizing this, we are called to distribute to
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others from what God has abundantly given to us. Scripture is full of
examples of the mighty provision of God for those who put their faith not
in what money or sustenance they are able to supply for themselves, but
in His power (1 Kings 17:2-6, Matthew 6:31-33, Mark 12:43-44).

Therefore the Didache says:

Do not hesitate to give, and do not complain when giving, for you
will find out who is the good payer of wages. Do not turn away
someone who is in need; rather, share all things in common with
your brother. Do not claim ownership, for if you are common
partners in what is immortal, how much more so in what is
mortal! (Didache 4.7-8)

Giving is to be done with the assurance that even if we were to give away
all of our possessions to the poor in accordance with God’s will, He
would provide for us, because He is “the good payer of wages” (cf.,
Proverbs 19:17, Luke 6:38). We may not all be called to physically
renounce the entirety of our worldly possessions, but we ought to be
willing to provide for the poor, the widow, and the orphan even when it
causes us temporary discomfort, having faith in God that He will provide
for our own needs as we seek to love those around us.

In the same spirit of this command, we see the Apostolic Constitutions
state the following about giving to those who are in prison because of
their testimony of Messiah:

For this cause, all ye of the faithful, by your Bishop, minister to the
saints from your substance and from your labor. But if any one
hath not, let him fast a day, and set apart what is thus saved, and
order it for the saints. If, however, any one hath abundance, let
him minister more to them, according to the proportion of his
ability. But, if he can possibly sell all his livelihood, and redeem
them out of prison, he will be blessed, and a friend of Christ.
(Apos. Con. V, 1)

In another place, speaking of fasting in general, it says again, “What is
saved by your fasting is bestowed upon the needy” (Apos. Con. V, 10).
While there doesn’t seem to be a precedent for this in Scripture, the
motivation seems to be in line with the heart of God’s commandments to
love our neighbor and put their needs above our own (2 Corinthians
8:1-3, Philippians 2:3-4). If we believe that God sustains us and that He
rewards those who prioritize the poor and needy, then it is natural to
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conclude that fasting would provide an excellent opportunity to do good
for others rather than being a practice of individual devotion alone.

Remaining Faithful

One last section of the Didache which we will look at explicitly mentions
faithfulness and our relationship with it.

Gather together often, seeking what is appropriate for your lives,
because your entire time of faithfulness will be of no benefit to
you if you will not have been made complete at the end of time.
For in the end of days, false prophets and those who cause
corruption will increase in number, and the sheep will be changed
into wolves, and love will be changed into hate… Those who
endure in their faithfulness will be saved by the very one who is
cursed [i.e., Yeshua, see Galatians 3:13] (Didache 16.2-3, 5)

Towards the end of the Didache, after explaining how a believer is to
conduct themselves in faith, the teaching comes to a close by exhorting
the new believer to remain steadfast while awaiting the Day of the Lord
which will come like a thief in the night.

Concluding the discussion of how to demonstrate faith through daily
living, the final lesson is to continue to grow in faith, remembering that
this world and the impurities it contains will pass away. Therefore we
ought to forsake the world and be faithful in all that God has called us to
do as we await the return of our Messiah Yeshua.

Finishing up a catechism with a description of the afterlife or an
end-times scenario is present in other Jewish literature, both early and
late. One example of this is seen in the description of initiating a convert
according to the Talmud. After the convert-to-be is instructed about
various commandments and the legal responsibility he will be under
after conversion, he is told:

Be aware that the World-to-Come is made only for the righteous,
and if you observe the mitzvot [commandments] you will merit it,
and be aware that the Jewish people, at the present time, are
unable to receive their full reward in this world; they are not able
to receive either an abundance of good nor an abundance of
calamities, since the primary place for reward and punishment is
in the World-to-Come. (b.Yevamot 47a-b)

The Didache, following this traditional pattern, concludes its catechism
with a description of the events that will take place before the return of
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the Son of Man. It makes sense to arrange the teachings this way, as it
leaves the learner with a purpose for continuing in faithfulness and
remaining persistent in allowing God to work in them toward holiness
and purification. Instead of seeing conversion as the last step one must
take, this pattern instead presents it as the first step in a process that will
culminate either in the end of the individual’s life or the end of the age.

Yeshua similarly warns and encourages His disciples about those days:
“Because lawlessness is increased, most people's love will grow cold. But
the one who endures to the end, he will be saved” (Matthew 24:12-13).
Despite the fading conditions of the world around us, if we remain
steadfast in our faith and our faithfulness we can be assured of our
salvation. Readiness and preparedness for Yeshua’s return is a frequently
reiterated lesson (Mark 13:33-37, Luke 12:35-40, Hebrews 10:36-39). The
importance of remaining faithful despite outside forces as we await our
Master’s return can not be overemphasized.

As we saw above, the Didache says, “Your entire time of faithfulness will
be of no benefit to you if you will not have been made complete at the
end of time.” Being made complete likely refers to coming to the end of
the journey on the path of life. If the believer remains faithful to God by
following the way of life, then their faith will have been made complete.
On the contrary, if one who formerly believed falls away by denying
Messiah or behaving in a way that implicitly denies Him, their initial
belief will not be of any use in the end (2 Timothy 2:11-13, Hebrews
10:23-27, Revelation 14:9-13).

This lesson is what the writer of Hebrews was attempting to teach in
chapters 5-6 as we saw in our first lesson. Faithfulness requires us to lay
aside earthly pursuits and the passions of the flesh in order to serve God
and neighbor. If we are truly in Him and He in us, then we ought to walk
according to His ways without growing weary of doing good. Then we
will bear fruit in accordance with His will as He tends to our hearts,
molding us into His own image.

While it is true we are to always be prepared for Messiah’s return, we are
not to be overly concerned with times or dates. In the teachings of
Yeshua and the apostles, the focus is always on how we are to guard our
behavior in preparation for the end times rather than trying to figure out
when He is going to return. The verse we looked at in the Didache above
is also stated in the Apostolic Constitutions, but altered to reflect that it is
not only the end times which may cause our journey to end:
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Watch, therefore, and pray, that ye do not sleep unto death. For
your former good deeds will not profit you, if at the last part of
your life ye go astray from the true faith. (Apos. Con. VII, 31)

Focusing on being prepared for the end of days is not meant to be a
morbid enthrallment with gloom and death. On the contrary, it is meant
to inspire us to walk with a renewed urgency to do all we can to be
faithful all of the time, for any moment could be the last opportunity you
have to do good in this life. “Therefore be careful how you walk, not as
unwise men but as wise, making the most of your time, because the days
are evil” (Ephesians 5:15-16).

Conclusion

As believers, we are defined by what, or perhaps more accurately, who
we believe in. People have been designed in such a way that our beliefs
on important day-to-day issues directly influence where we put our
trust. If we believe that money is a reliable source of safety, then we will
put our faith in whatever system or behavior allows us to acquire more
of it. If we believe that the answer to humanity’s problems will be
answered by adhering to a particular political or ethical framework, then
we will have faith in that framework and devote our lives to increasing its
acceptance by the majority. Our faith or trust in these things is the direct
cause of certain actions we then take because of our trust in these areas.

In English, the word faith is for the most part synonymous with trust. In
the Scriptures, it takes on additional meaning. Faith in the context of our
relationship with God is intrinsically connected with the actions it results
in. In fact, these actions are what distinguish true from false faith. If we
believe that God exists and that He loves us beyond measure, what other
response can we have but to love Him wholeheartedly in return and give
ourselves to Him unquestioningly?

Our faith is a result of God’s faithfulness. He has spoken, and He will
perform. We have put our faith in Yeshua for the forgiveness of our sins,
and if we remain steadfast in our hope and belief, then He will usher us
into His Kingdom. While we wait for our Messiah to return, He has taught
us to seek first His Kingdom as we leave behind our trust in comfort,
prestige, and the fulfillment of our daily needs in order to bring glory to
His name. Putting faith in God over every area of our lives in fact only
requires us to let go of the illusion of control.

Faith and works are connected in such a way that they cannot be
separated. This being said, faith must come first and continue to be the

www.JudeoChristianClarion.com 45



common thread connecting all the actions we find ourselves doing, for
“whatever is not from faith is sin” (Romans 14:23). It is easy to make an
outward show of faith while remaining unchanged in the heart, but these
actions are not truly a result of faith.

Scriptures are full of examples of men and women whose faith propelled
them to obey God’s voice both in their day-to-day lives and in
exceptional circumstances. It may be God’s will for us to be a great leader
who inspires faith in many crowds, or it may be His will for us to go
about our business obeying His commands and sharing His love with all
we encounter. Whatever the case may be, let the motive force of every
thought and deed be faith.

Therefore, since we have so great a cloud of witnesses
surrounding us, let us also lay aside every encumbrance and the
sin which so easily entangles us, and let us run with endurance the
race that is set before us, fixing our eyes on Yeshua, the author and
perfecter of faith. (Hebrews 12:1-2)
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Instruction About Washings

The previous lessons have attempted to explain the first two principles
listed in Hebrews 6:1-2. Both, as we saw, were fairly obvious personal
characteristics a believer must be educated in upon accepting belief in
Yeshua as the Messiah. If we sat down and came up with a list of
necessary principles a believer must understand, these two would
definitely top the list. If we expected this trend to continue in our
passage, then we might be surprised to find that the next elementary
teaching is “instruction about washings.”

The phrase itself is somewhat cryptic. Is this about baptism? If so, then
why is the word plural here? And what instruction is really necessary
about baptism other than simply telling a person to immerse? Since this
is one of the elementary teachings all believers should know according to
the author of Hebrews, we want to try to understand this phrase and
what application it may have in our walk.

In Greek, the phrase used in this verse is baptismon didachen. Didachen,

as you may have noticed, is based on the root didache, which as we saw
in our introduction to this study is translated as “instruction” or

“teaching.” The first word, baptismon, is based on the root baptizo, which
is where we get our English word “baptism” from. Despite this
connection, baptizo does not exclusively mean baptism as one would
undergo on entrance into Christianity. Literally translated, the root
merely speaks of dipping or submerging. Specifically the form used in
our verse in Hebrews can be used to speak of ceremonial washing (Mark
7:4) or baptism (Colossians 2:12).

Before we look at the second, more familiar definition of baptismon, we
will investigate the first, and perhaps we will discover that there is some
connection between the two.

Ceremonial Washing

Ritual purity is generally not something we are too interested in hearing
about in Christianity today. The concept itself seems archaic, a shadow
which was necessary only for a more primitive era. Internal cleanliness,
that is, of the heart, becomes the sole focus rather than the external body,
which although being a spiritual temple apparently does not require the
same attention to potential sources of physical defilement. Thus we feel
safe in generalizing the immensity of the purity laws with the simple
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doctrine, that they were a type and a representation of the spiritual
cleansing our hearts would receive when we put our faith in Yeshua.

Upon closer examination of these purity laws, however, it becomes
difficult to stand by this generalization. The detail and breadth of these
laws were applied to people’s lives in a literal sense, just as God
commanded must be done. In losing sight of the context we are blinded
to what we may have learned had we approached the subject with an
empathetic mind. Before explaining ceremonial washing, then, it is
important to briefly go over the tabernacle in order to understand the
system this washing was a part of and why it became a necessary action.

When God indicated to Moses that He wanted a tabernacle to be built
among the children of Israel, its purpose was explicitly stated: “Let them
construct a sanctuary for Me, that I may dwell among them” (Exodus
25:8). All of the details required for the design and operation of the
tabernacle were to this end, that God might dwell among His people.
Several times in previous generations God had manifested His presence
on the earth so that individuals may experience Him visually. With the
building of this sanctuary, God would allow His presence to reside
among the people on a more permanent basis (Exodus 40:33-35,
Numbers 7:89).

One of the difficulties this concept needed to overcome was the contrast
between the holiness of God and the commonness or uncleanness of
man. God, by His very nature, could not tolerate sin or uncleanness.
Therefore it was necessary for a system to be established where man’s
nature could be covered in order that God could physically dwell among
the people. This is the role which some of the sacrifices and the
ceremonial washing played. Despite the complexity and the necessary
separation between God and man even inside this system, God’s
motivation was His love as represented by a longing to be as close as
possible to His people.

Cleansing was necessary on multiple occasions. Without delving into the
topic of sin, we see that various physical circumstances which were not
necessarily sinful caused one to be ceremonially unclean (Leviticus 12:2,
Numbers 19:11). This unclean status is not about germs or bacteria, but
seems to be a physical state one could temporarily enter which
prevented them from physically drawing near to God and engaging in
certain modes of worship associated with the tabernacle.
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Washing was part of God’s prescribed remedy for when such ceremonial
uncleanness was contracted. For example, we read that after coming in
contact with a dead body, a person would be unclean for seven days:

Then the clean person shall sprinkle on the unclean on the third
day and on the seventh day; and on the seventh day he shall purify
him from uncleanness, and he shall wash his clothes and bathe
himself in water and shall be clean by evening. (Numbers 19:19)

The bathing mentioned here is the ritual immersion which we are
speaking of. The same chapter indicates that not just any water ought to
be used for this washing, but rather the water one should immerse in
was “flowing water” (Numbers 19:17). What this means exactly is not
explicitly stated in Scripture. While an ocean, lake, or river seems to be
the most obvious form of flowing water (2 Kings 5:10), the rabbis also
discerned that rainwater could be considered flowing water where no
larger bodies of water were available to immerse in.

Because of the need for such ritual immersion, many Jewish

communities around the world built baths, called mikva’ot, into their
synagogues in order to ensure that water was collected in the proper way
and to facilitate ease of immersion. Eventually the practice of regular
immersion, even while not in a status of ceremonial uncleanness,
became a mark of piety. Men would immerse daily before morning
prayers as a spiritual act to signify that they had purified their hearts
before coming into worship. After the destruction of the temple, this
emphasis on immersion as signifying internal cleansing became more
prominent since the necessity of ceremonial cleanness is only in effect
while the temple or tabernacle worship exists. Today it is customary in
some Jewish traditions to immerse before holy days. It is also common
for women to immerse before marriage.

The nature of immersion and its post-temple application is described by
Maimonides, one of the most famous Jewish sages of the Middle Ages.
On the topic of the true purpose and essence of ceremonial washings he
says:

The immersion is a Scriptural decree and requires the focusing of
the intent of one's heart. Therefore our Sages said: "When one
immersed, but did not intend to purify himself," it is as if he did
not immerse. Although it is a Scriptural decree, there is an allusion
involved: One who focuses his heart on purifying himself
becomes purified once he immerses, even though there was no
change in his body. Similarly, one who focuses his heart on

50 www.JudeoChristianClarion.com



purifying his soul from the impurities of the soul, which are
wicked thoughts and bad character traits, becomes purified when
he resolves within his heart to distance himself from such counsel
and immerse his soul in the waters of knowledge. (Sefer Tahara,
Mikvaot 11:12)

According to this interpretation, if one who immersed did not purpose in
his heart to cleanse his soul along with his body, then his physical
immersion was invalid. Following from this logic, then, he states that this
act of immersion is mirrored in repentance and the purification of the
heart. Truly the focus of both immersion and repentance, therefore, is for
the heart to be changed more into the likeness of God.

Perhaps the most striking example of the beliefs regarding the
connection between ceremonial purity and spiritual purity was in the
Essene community. Although the Essenes separated themselves from the
worship of the temple, they did not disassociate from the concepts of
ceremonial purity and immersion, and in fact took on a more extreme
view regarding purity. The Essenes emphasized what they saw as the two
essential parts of man, i.e., flesh and spirit. A person’s physical nature, his
flesh, was inherently sinful and corrupt, while his spirit could be
influenced for either good or evil. Despite this, man was not so much
considered a duality but a unity, where flesh and spirit became one in
forming a person. Therefore impurities and deformities of the flesh were
directly connected with impurities of the soul. Sin of the heart made the
body ritually impure and ritual impurity in the body defiled the heart.
Repentance and immersion were therefore inseparable:

For it is through the spirit of true counsel concerning the ways of
man that all his sins shall be expiated that he may contemplate the
light of life. He shall be cleansed from all his sins by the spirit of
holiness uniting him to His truth, and his iniquity shall be expiated
by the spirit of uprightness and humility. And when his flesh is
sprinkled with purifying water and sanctified by cleansing water, it
shall be made clean by the humble submission of his soul to all
the precepts of God. (1QS III, 6-10)

In addition to the requirements of ceremonial purity, immersion, as we
have seen, was undertaken for other purposes as well. Different types of
immersion existed outside of what was directly commanded in the
Torah, and different corresponding interpretations of what immersion
meant arose with them. Another type of ceremonial washing that was
widely recognized was immersion upon converting to Judaism. In fact,
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even today a person who wishes to convert to Judaism does so through
circumcision (if they are a male) and immersion in a mikvah.

In an earlier lesson we touched on how a convert to Judaism would be
instructed in various things about the religion prior to conversion. After
these instructions were given, and in the case of a male after
circumcision took place, the final step in conversion was to immerse.
This immersion sealed the convert within their new identity:

Once he has immersed and emerged, he is like a born Jew in every
sense… The procedure applies for both a convert and an
emancipated slave who, upon immersion at the time of his
emancipation, becomes a Jew in every sense. (b. Yevamot 47b)

In each of the various types of washings we have looked at, it has been
observed that immersion itself is an important symbol and a type of
transformation. Outward washing of the flesh was required in certain
circumstances, but this was not to be done without understanding the
spiritual significance of the act. As time progressed, this emphasis on the
inward aspects of immersion led to its acceptance as a sign of devotion
or personal piety outside of or parallel to the Levitical purity laws.

New Testament Immersion

Now that we have established a little bit of a context, we can begin
looking at baptism and immersion as we see it in the New Testament. The
practice of immersion which was established by John the Baptist and
later Yeshua and the apostles was not new in form. We have already
looked at the various circumstances which might be a motivation to
immerse within Judaism, and the outward practices associated with
immersion in the New Testament appear to be another form of these
washings. The main difference between baptism and the other washings
was the purpose and motivation for immersion and what it signified for a
person’s life.

John the Baptist, who obviously gets this name from the practice which
he has become famous for, nevertheless did not invent the practice of
baptism or immersion. His task was to proclaim the coming King, Yeshua
the Messiah, and prepare the people for His coming. To this end, his
primary task was to preach a message of repentance (Matthew 3:1-3,
Luke 3:10-14). In an earlier lesson we saw that repentance involves
turning away from sin and aligning oneself toward God and His ways.
John’s immersion was not one of conversion, but of restoration from
spiritual impurity.
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Unlike some other forms of immersion, the baptism of John seems to be
one that was not to be repeatedly received. Its purpose was to mark a
significant one-time event in a person’s life as they committed to
repentance in preparation for the coming of the Messiah and His
Kingdom. This immersion was not a replacement, but a component
within the various washings in Judaism, established during that particular
time and place to indicate that those who were immersed had repented
and been cleansed in preparation for the coming of Messiah (Luke 3:3).

Repentance in the heart was necessary before the physical immersion
could be exercised, and John would not baptize those who he knew had
not really been affected by his message (Matthew 3:7-8). The purpose of
baptism in all of this was to serve as a physical symbol of internal
purification brought about by repentance. If no repentance was present,
then the immersion would be in vain. The people came to him, were
changed, and reflected that change by immersing as a sign of a new
beginning. They understood the process and what it signified.

Baptism took on a similar form for the followers of Yeshua. Once again,
this immersion was a one-time event that could not be repeated. It was
an immersion into Messiah’s death, and to repeat it would be to
symbolically crucify Him again (Romans 6:3-4).

When the Holy Spirit was poured out on the day of Pentecost, Peter’s
words, like John’s before, cut directly to the soul of those who were
listening. According to Yeshua’s command in Matthew 28:19, Peter tells
the crowds, “Repent, and each of you be baptized in the name of Yeshua
the Messiah for the forgiveness of your sins; and you will receive the gift
of the Holy Spirit'' (Acts 2:38). A few verses later we are told that around
three thousand people believed and were baptized that very day. The
command to baptize is given without introduction or instruction,
because the people already knew what this baptism meant. What was
new was that this immersion would serve as a one-time initiatory act
declaring their faith in Yeshua the Messiah, the Son of God.
Archaeological discoveries within the last century have made it evident
that mikva’ot were not in short supply in Jerusalem during that time, so it
is not difficult to believe that such a large group of people were able to be
baptized through full-body water immersion on that day.

About or Before?

While our discussion thus far has given us valuable insight into
immersion and baptism during the Judaism and Christianity practiced
during the first century, we are still left with the question, what does
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“instruction about washings” mean in our Hebrews 6 passage? Was it
about how to conduct immersions for personal piety/ceremonial
cleanliness or for initiatory baptisms?

Most believers today would outrightly reject the first option. The early
believers would not have seen it this way, however. Baptismal immersion
was not seen as a negation of the other forms of immersion and
purification. Evidence of this can be seen in the fact that throughout the
book of Acts, the temple acts as the main hub of worship, even after
Pentecost (Acts 2:46, 3:1, 21:26, 22:17). This fact alone necessitates the
practice of ceremonial immersion for the cleansing of physical
impurities according to the Levitical commandments. To enter the
temple while ceremonially impure would be a transgression of the Torah
and a legally punishable offense.

That being said, it is not likely that the passage in Hebrews is implying
these types of ceremonial washings. Jews who came to believe in Yeshua
would have already known the instructions regarding washings, and
Gentiles were not allowed into the temple. Gentiles sometimes carried
out these types of commandments in their own way according to their
ability; for example, we see Cornelius praying in his own home during
the time of sacrifice (Acts 10:3-4, 30-31). Although this is the case, this is
not likely what the passage in Hebrews is talking about.

If this phrase speaks of baptism, then our initial questions we asked still
remain: what instructions are necessary when speaking of baptism, and

why is the plural form of baptizo used? Perhaps our answers can be
found in the Didache.

After describing the ways of life and death in chapters one through six,
the Didache begins this way: “Concerning immersion, immerse in this
way: Having first said all these things, immerse in the name of the Father
and the Son and the Holy Spirit in living water” (Didache 7.1). There are
several things to unpack from this first verse. First of all, we find that this
is quite possibly just what we are looking for: instruction about
immersion. This chapter gives us specific instructions for how
immersions are to be conducted and prepared for, thus possibly fulfilling
the role we are attempting to fill from Hebrews 6.

Immersion was only to take place after “having first said all these things.”
There are two main possibilities for what this could mean. It could mean
that before immersing a person, the words of the Didache were to be
read aloud to the one being immersed. This would provide a final
reminder of what this baptism would result in for the believer. It is very
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likely that this was accompanied by the second possibility: that the one
being baptized was only to undergo immersion after being thoroughly
instructed in the ways a believer should walk.

In this second case, instead of instruction about washing, it could be
thought of as instruction about what washing means, that is, what your
life will look like after undergoing the training and being immersed into
Messiah. If this is what is being spoken of in Hebrews, then this
instruction before washing could be understood as a catechism or
education in how a believer walks, e.g., the Didache.

Some may argue that baptism in Scripture, for example throughout Acts,
doesn’t seem to follow this formula. Instead, baptism seems to be the
result of an instantaneous conviction and therefore any education in the
faith would take place after immersion. A counter-argument to this
would be to explain that these examples from Scripture were exceptional
circumstances rather than a sustainable general practice. In many of the
situations observed in Acts, the ones being immersed already had a
religious education and understood the Scriptures. Additionally, it is
justifiable to believe that if baptism is a decision to follow Yeshua, then it
is necessary to know what this requires prior to being immersed so that a
lasting, educated decision can be made rather than a transient, emotional
one (Matthew 28:19-20, Luke 14:25-33).

The question of whether baptism should be before or after a period of
catechism essentially rests on our position regarding the purpose and
meaning of baptism. If it is a symbol of a changed heart, then we would
be more inclined to baptize as soon as the heart changes. If it is rather
the result of making a conscious, informed decision to become a disciple
of Messiah after having such a change of heart, then we would likely
agree that some period of education about the faith is necessary before
baptism. If we compare baptism into Messiah with John’s immersions,
where the people were educated on how to behave upon coming to John
to be immersed, we would probably be more prone to accept the latter
opinion (Luke 3:10-14).

Returning to our verse in the Didache, we see the familiar command to
immerse “in the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit.”
Likewise, a couple of verses later we read that if sufficient water is not
available to fully immerse, then the proper procedure is as follows: “Pour
water on the head three times in the name of the Father and the Son and
the Holy Spirit” (Didache 7.3). The command to immerse according to this
formula is found in Matthew 28:19. Yet in Acts we see on the contrary the
disciples declaring to the people that they should immerse “in the name
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of Yeshua the Messiah” (Acts 2:38). Which are we supposed to use, the
formula recorded in Matthew or one of the several variations recorded in
Acts? Do they contradict each other?

It may be helpful to recognize that the phrase “in the name of” is
somewhat common in early Jewish literature. In this context it usually
means “for the sake of.” With this in mind, immersing in the name of the
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit would not necessarily mean vocalizing these
names as the immersion took place, although it wouldn’t preclude these
words from being spoken either. Instead, it indicated the purpose of the
immersion and the intention one ought to have upon immersing. For
example, we read the following in the Talmud:

In the case of a Jew who purchased a slave from a gentile, and

before he managed to immerse him for the sake of [lit. “in the

name of”] slavery the slave preempted him and immersed for the
sake of conversion to render himself a freeman, he thereby
acquired himself and becomes a freeman, i.e., his immersion
effects a full conversion and he is no longer a slave. (b. Yevamot
45b)

Without delving into the meaning of this passage itself and instead
focusing on the relevant phrases, we can see that the different types of
immersion were classified as being done “in the name of” the reason for
immersion. In the example above, we see that one being immersed in the
name of slavery was immersing because they were immersing prior to
becoming a slave. Likewise one who was immersing to be freed from
slavery was said to be immersing in the name of freedom. The difference
was not between words spoken at immersion, but of the purpose for the
immersion. Applying this to our baptism resolves the discrepancy
between Yeshua’s command in Matthew 28 and the apostles’ description
of immersing in Yeshua’s name. These were not necessarily binding
phrases that were used during immersion, but the phrases used in
describing immersion were fluid and not yet bound to any specific
formula. What these phrases indicates was that the immersion placed
one under the authority of Yeshua and brought one into unity with Him.

The Didache does seem to indicate here that the phrase was spoken
aloud, as we noted above that water was poured on the head three times
in the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. Others who
support using the Trinitarian formula in baptism have argued that when
the disciples spoke of being baptized in the name of Yeshua, they used
that phrase to mean in the manner which He prescribed to them as
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recorded at the end of Matthew’s gospel. After the Didache, the next
earliest document mentioning baptism also indicates that the phrase was
spoken aloud at the immersion: “There is pronounced over him who
chooses to be born again, and has repented of his sins, the name of God
the Father… And in the name of Jesus Christ... and in the name of the Holy
Ghost” (Justin Martyr, First Apology 61).

Moving on in our first verse of the baptismal section of the Didache we
see that the immersion is to take place “in living water.” This is followed
by the conditional statement, “But if you do not have living water,
immerse in other water; and if you cannot immerse in cold water, then
immerse in warm water” (Didache 7.2). What is this living water, and why
make these types of distinctions?

Interestingly, the language used here is very similar to that used in the
Jewish legal code called the Mishnah in the tractate which speaks of rules
for immersion. Here, “living water,” mayim chayim in Hebrew, is
categorized as the preferred type of water to be immersed in, described
as “pure, potable spring waters” (m. Mikva’ot 1:8). Considered as less
preferred but still acceptable for immersion are waters which flow but
are not drinkable; a small amount of spring water mixed with a large
amount of drawn water (e.g., from a well); water collected in a mikva;
rainwater not collected; and least preferred, water collected in shallow
pools in the ground.

Although these distinctions are not described in the Didache, it does
seem to be alluding to some already known categories of immersion
water by making a distinction between “living water” and “other water.”
The reason for distinguishing between different forms of water for
immersion is the perceived ritual purity of the waters themselves. While
the type of water used to baptize may not make the immersion any less
effective spiritually, still in keeping with the symbolism of immersion it is
best to use the purest type of water available to fully represent the
cleansing nature of baptism into this faith.

The final verse in chapter 7 of the Didache concludes the teaching about
immersion in the following manner:

Prior to the immersion, the one performing the immersion and
the one being immersed should fast beforehand, and also any
others if they can. Require the one being immersed to fast one or
two days prior to the immersion. (Didache 7.4)
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From this we can gather that after the student has gone through a
sufficient period so that they have completed their catechism, they are
then to partake of a fast for at least one day in preparation for their
immersion. Different opinions exist today as to what a fast ought to
consist of, but Scripture indicates that it was abstinence from eating as
well as drinking (Esther 4:16). Not only the one being immersed was to
fast, but also the one who led them into baptism. Although it may not
immediately come to mind that the immerser plays such a role that he
must fast beforehand, we see once again the thought-patterns behind
the purity laws showing themselves in this early form of baptism. If the
one immersing must fast as a sign of purity, then how much more ought
the one who is leading them into immersion and connecting them to
their washing be pure in this sense also.

This practice of fasting in conjunction with baptism indicates the
solemnity and sanctity that was associated with the practice. Fasts were
taken up for various reasons in Judaism and early Christianity. One
practice was to fast as an outward sign of penitence or mourning over
sins committed. We see several examples of nationwide fasts being
declared in this fashion in order to show remorse and to avert God’s
judgment (Joel 2:12-14, Jonah 3:4-5, 7-10). This nature of fasting was
understood to be applicable in the same manner on an individual basis
when sin was committed. Of course the fast itself was not of any use if it
was not accompanied by repentance and a changed heart (Isaiah 58:3-8).
We also see examples of fasts being taken in order to entreat God’s favor
or guidance in some particular area, as we saw in Esther above and as we
also see for example in Ezra 8:21 and 2 Chronicles 20:2-4.

We may understand, then, that fasting as associated with baptism was for
a couple of reasons. First it was meant to indicate remorse for the
believer’s past life of sin. Scripture teaches that fasting is a valid
expression of remorse for sinful behaviors, and it is fitting that such a
practice would be involved as a final reminder of the sin which the new
believer will be leaving behind. Fasting is often associated with prayer
and introspection, and these practices combined would serve as a
positive reinforcement that this immersion and what it represents was
not to be entered into lightly or without thought.

Also partially represented by this practice is another expression of dying
to self. Humans obviously need food and water to survive. Abstaining
from food and drink leading up to immersion serves to make that mental
picture of the “old man” dying all the more vivid before descending into
the waters of immersion.
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Examining “instruction about washings” in light of the Didache provides
us with an interesting perspective on immersion and illuminates some
concepts which may not have entered into much of our discussion about
baptism before. It is possible that the phrase “instruction about washings”
in our Hebrews passage refers to a similar body of instruction about how
to conduct immersions.

Conclusion

Several questions initially arose when we encountered the phrase
“instruction about washings” in Hebrews 6. In order to more fully
understand what types of washings were being discussed, we began with
the purity laws in the Torah and learned how different types of
immersion arose from out of these commandments, including
immersion as a mode of conversion. As such, early Christian modes of
baptism were seen to bear many similarities to what our records of
Jewish baptisms indicate.

After all has been examined, there are two main perspectives on what
“instruction about washings” might mean. First, it could mean
instructions about how to immerse and what the process of baptism
entails, as we saw in Didache 7. Another possibility is that “instruction
about washings” actually implies a catechism or instruction which is
given prior to washing, in our example the Didache itself or some other
similar oral or written instruction which is no longer existent.

Doctrines surrounding baptism are not generally a topic which we tend
to invest too much thought in during our daily walk, but the importance
of baptism for the new believer should not be underestimated and it
should not be rushed into. While dipping in water itself does not change
a person, immersion as an outward manifestation of a death and
submission to God’s will through Messiah is a serious, life-altering event.
The example of the Scriptures is to not allow a person to be baptized
unless they fully comprehend the weight of what they are about to do
and what this road may require of them. Therefore we ought to keep all
of these things in mind in our evangelistic methods and in the way we
prepare new believers for acceptance into the body of Messiah.
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Laying on of Hands

Now we have come to the fourth element in our list of six foundational
principles. The phrase “laying on of hands” may conjure drastically
different images in the minds of various groups within Christianity. Some
upon hearing these words immediately turn their thoughts to laying
hands on an individual for divine healing or the baptism in the Spirit.
Others may think solely of the sacramental practice of the laying on of
hands associated with ordaining priests and bishops. How is it meant to
be understood in the context of Hebrews 6, speaking of elementary
principles of the faith? Does it mean an education in the entire spectrum
of how the laying on of hands was to be applied, or does it speak of a
specific subset of this practice?

Before we can answer these questions, we must look at what Scripture
teaches us about laying on of hands and what its various purposes are.
“Laying on of hands” used as a phrase usually invokes thoughts of some
ceremony or practice in which laying hands on a person is the
cornerstone. Because this is the case, when this phrase is used it
becomes difficult to consider its base meaning outside of the context of
our experiences with the practice. In order to figure out what the phrase
means in the verse in Hebrews, we must try our best to remove any
obstacles in our thinking and strip this phrase of any preconceived
contextual definitions.

Not every place in Scripture where the laying on of hands takes place
uses this particular phrase to indicate the practice. We will look at several
such examples as we continue. In examining the various uses of the
practice in Scripture, the fundamental question arises, why is placing
hands on another person significant? We can observe that as a general
statement about human nature, physically touching someone creates a
deeper emotional and spiritual bond/connection than could be made
only verbally. Doubtless this is part of the purpose for the Scriptural
practice of laying hands on someone, but much emphasis seems to be
placed on the ritual or ceremonial aspects of this practice as well.
Certainly there is symbolism involved, and this symbolism gets its power
and meaning from the unity which it externally conveys. As we look at
some Scriptural examples, the answer to this question will hopefully
become clearer.

For the purposes of our study, we will examine the practice of laying on
of hands according to three different contexts or categories: blessing,
substitution, and ordination. It could be argued whether this is an
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accurate categorization, and some overlap may be seen between the
categories, but nevertheless this division will provide a good framework
for studying the act of hand-laying in Scripture.

Blessing

The first category of the laying on of hands which we will look at is in
regard to giving blessings. It is fitting to put this type first, as the first
example we find of hands-laying is in this context of giving a blessing. In
the book of Genesis, the concept of blessing is introduced. First we see
God bless His creation, and for our part mankind begins to bless as well.
Noah appears to be the first to bless his sons (Genesis 9:25-27). This
blessing and the similar blessings of the patriarchs which will follow have
a certain prophetic air. These are not merely hopeful wishes, but are
prayers to God and in some cases could be said to be based on prophetic
foresight.

No mention is made initially of blessing being accompanied by laying on
of hands. Perhaps the earliest indication for a form of this practice is in
Genesis 27:27-29. Here we see Isaac blessing his son Jacob, but before he
gives the blessing Isaac asks his son to approach and kiss him. After
catching the scent of his clothing, Isaac’s spirit is apparently stirred and
he blesses his son while seemingly yet embracing him.

The first explicit mention of laying on of hands as associated with
blessing takes place in the next generation as Jacob proceeds to now
bless his sons as he prepares to leave this life. Part of his closing affairs
involved blessing Joseph’s sons Ephraim and Manasseh as if they were
his own. The older son, Manasseh, is brought to Jacob’s right hand side,
and the younger son, Ephraim, is taken to his left hand side.

But Israel (Jacob) stretched out his right hand and laid it on the
head of Ephraim, who was the younger, and his left hand on
Manasseh’s head, crossing his hands, although Manasseh was the
firstborn. (Genesis 48:14)

Joseph notices this and attempts to correct his father, saying that he
ought to place his right hand on the firstborn’s head. This tells us that the
practice here of laying hands on a child and blessing them is not new or
innovated by Jacob, but that Joseph and Jacob alike understood that there
was a proper order and ceremony which this blessing was normally
done with. Jacob proceeds: “He blessed them that day, saying, ‘By you
Israel will pronounce blessing, saying, “May God make you like Ephraim
and Manasseh!’”’ Thus he put Ephraim before Manasseh” (verse 20). Thus
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this seems to be the first example in Scripture of laying hands on a
person and blessing them.

This verse has been the foundation for the traditional practice in Judaism
of blessing children. On the eve of the Sabbath and other Appointed
Times, the father will have his sons approach and, laying his hands on
each of their heads individually, will bless them saying, “May God make
you like Ephraim and Manasseh.” Likewise, the daughters are also blessed
in the same way, saying, “May God make you like Sarah, Rebecca, Rachel,
and Leah.”

Why is blessing, according to these verses and their traditional practice,
associated with the practice of laying on of hands? As we mentioned
earlier, touching someone is often an act of love. Visually and
emotionally it creates a connection between two bodies, symbolizing
how close they are not only in physical proximity, but in the heart. Laying
hands on a person who you care for while you are blessing them
increases the emotional bond between the one blessing and the recipient
and makes it more real, more personal.

Another explanation could be found by examining the symbolism
involved. In the example of Jacob, the hand of the giver of the blessing is
laid on the head of the one receiving the blessing. The head is
representative of the whole person, being the center of consciousness
and the seat of four of the five senses. If a blessing is a gift given from one
person to another through the agency of God, then placing your hand on
a person’s head while blessing them is symbolic of that transfer.

Obviously physical contact is not necessary for a blessing to be effective,
because the laying on of hands is not the means through which the
person is actually blessed. It is a useful symbol and is presented as valid
by Scripture, but nevertheless is not the cause of the blessing. This idea is
demonstrated in that not every blessing in Scripture is associated with
the laying on of hands.

Another example of a variant of laying hands on a person for blessing is
found in Leviticus 9:22. After offering up sacrifices, we are told that the
high priest Aaron “lifted up his hands toward the people and blessed
them.” Understandably, Aaron was not able to lay his hands on the whole
congregation and bless them. In order to continue the symbolism,
however, he lifts his hands towards them while proclaiming the blessing
according to God’s instruction in Numbers 6:23-27. It is interesting how
the action of lifting up the hands to bless ties in with God’s words about
the blessing. He says, “So they [i.e., the high priest] shall invoke My name
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on the sons of Israel, and I then will bless them” (verse 27). The blessing is
done by God as His name is spoken over the congregation. Aaron lifts his
hands up towards God and out towards the people, thus symbolically
reflecting His goodwill onto the congregation.

The association between laying hands and blessing is continued into the
New Testament. One obvious case where this is quite common is seen in
the healings which take place throughout the ministries of Yeshua and
the apostles (Mark 5:23, Luke 4:40, Acts 28:8). While it may not appear so
on first glance, healing is indeed a form of blessing. Definitely the one on
the receiving end of the healing would consider it a blessing.

We do witness Yeshua laying His hands and blessing outside of the
context of healing as well. In Mark 10:13 we read, “And they were
bringing children to Him so that He might touch them,” and a few verses
later it says, “And He took them in His arms and began blessing them,
laying His hands on them” (verse 16). Emphasized in this verse is the
connection between individuals which is associated with physical
contact. Rather than simply laying his hands on the children but
otherwise staying aloof and ceremonial, Yeshua takes them up in His
arms, bringing them closer to Himself and giving them a gift from the
fullness of His love.

The last example we will look at in regard to blessing is found in Luke
24:50 where we see that Yeshua, after spending time with His disciples, is
preparing to ascend into heaven: “And He led them out as far as Bethany,
and He lifted up His hands and blessed them.” Some have noted the
similarities between the lifting of hands to bless here and the priestly
blessing which we mentioned earlier. According to this interpretation,
Yeshua was here emphasizing His role as the high priest in the order of
Melchizedek (Hebrews 5:9-10). While this is indeed possible, there are
also practical reasons for lifting His hands as opposed to laying them on
His disciples. Yeshua could have lifted His hands to bless for the same
reason the physical high priest did. Verse 51 says, “While He was blessing
them, He parted from them and was carried up into heaven.” This
indicates that He was ascending as He was blessing them, thus making it
very difficult for Him to bless them with His hands laid upon them.

So far, we have examined the practice of laying on of hands in the
context of giving blessings. If we look at it very generally, many of the
other cases where hands are laid could be construed as being blessings,
but the primary focus is not itself on blessing.
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Substitution

The second context we will look at in which the laying on of hands was a
central act is in the role of substitution. Mainly this use is seen only in the
context of the sacrificial system and Levitical priesthood. Because of this
limited scope, there is not much to be said outside of explaining a couple
of examples. Though the substitutionary role of laying hands is not one
which we find many examples of in Scripture, we will see that it is both
unique and foundational and thus deserves its own category in our study
of the laying on of hands. In order to understand this, we must briefly
discuss the sacrifices and offerings.

When God gave Moses the instructions for the sacrifices and offerings, it
was clear that it would form the basis for how the people related to God.
As we mentioned in the previous lesson, the purpose of the tabernacle
was so that God Himself could dwell in the midst of the congregation of
Israel. In order for this to happen, there needed to be a way for the
people to be purified from both spiritual and physical impurities so that
God’s holiness would not be to their immediate destruction.

Often we think of the sacrifices only in terms of their atoning purpose.
While atonement was indeed one of the prominent purposes for the
sacrifices, we find that there were different types of sacrifices and
offerings that were to be offered in different circumstances. This can be
understood the most clearly from examining the word we translate as

“offer” or “offering.” In Hebrew the root word is qarab, meaning to
approach or come near. Thus the offerings could be understood as a
means by which the people could draw near to God, or in other words, to
worship.

Atonement and worship are thus connected to each other very
prominently in the sacrificial system. In Hebrew, the word we translate

as “atonement” is based on the root word kaphar, which seems to have
the meaning of covering (Genesis 6:14). At the same time, it does not
mean, especially when speaking of sin, that atoned sin is merely covered
over while yet existing under the surface. When speaking of sin this
word seems to mean a removal or taking away (Isaiah 6:7).

When atonement is spoken of in regard to the sacrifices, the meaning
which we are most familiar with, that of purification of the soul from sin,
is not intended. It is clear that the blood of the sacrifices and offerings
were not themselves the means by which God and man were reconciled,
even while the sacrificial system was in use. If the intent of the one
bringing the offering was not pure, the sacrifice was of no use to him
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(Psalm 50:7-9, 16-21; Isaiah 1:11, 15-17). The blood of these sacrifices was
not capable of bringing salvation or purifying the conscience of the
sinner because that was not its purpose (Hebrews 9:13-14, 10:4). Its
purpose was to atone for the sin of the genuine worshiper so that they
could draw near to God. We must keep in mind the distinction between
the atonement of sins for the purposes of the tabernacle and the
atonement of sins in a personal relationship with God. A penitent heart
will be esteemed as cleansed from sin not because of the offering of
many sacrifices, but because of faith in God and trust in His forgiveness
(Psalm 32:1-5). Yeshua has come and shed His blood so that our
consciences could be cleansed from deeds that lead to death.

Now that we understand a little bit about sacrificial atonement, we can
ask the question, where does the laying on of hands come into all of this?
The first instance which indicates that laying on of hands was essential in
the sacrificial system can be found in Leviticus 1:4. After introducing the
burnt offering and describing what type of animal is acceptable, God tells
Moses what the one who offers is supposed to do: “He shall lay his hand
on the head of the burnt offering, that it may be accepted for him to
make atonement on his behalf.” Similar statements are made about other
sacrifices and offerings as well (Leviticus 3:1-2, 4:27-29).

The laying on of hands in this context is about the transfer of identity.
One who would come to offer a sacrifice would lay his hands on the
animal’s head, in a symbolic sense placing himself upon the animal in
order for that animal to take his place in its death. In our discussion on
repentance, we saw that the natural outcome of sin is death. In the
sacrifices was a clear picture of this fact. The blood of the animal was
counted as the man’s own blood in making atonement for him, and the
process that transferred that identity, or allowed for this substitution to
be considered valid, was the laying on of hands.

A similar sentiment is present in the passage which speaks of the
instituting of the Levites. We are told in Numbers 8:

So you shall present the Levites before the tent of meeting. You
shall also assemble the whole congregation of the sons of Israel,
and present the Levites before the LORD; and the sons of Israel
shall lay their hands on the Levites. (verses 9-10)

In laying their hands on the Levites, the children of Israel were investing
their identity into the Levitical priests. Instead of every member of the
community serving in the tabernacle, the Levites would serve continually
as a substitution, representing the rest of the nation. God specifically
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designated this tribe for the work of sustaining His tabernacle, but the
symbolic transfer through the laying on of hands, signaling that this
substitution had taken place, still needed to be acted out (Numbers 8:11,
17-19).

Now that we have looked at the second type of laying on of hands, we
can move on to the final category. This second category may in some
ways help us understand part of the next and final category of
hands-laying which we will examine.

Ordination

When we speak of ordination, what we mean is the process where
authority or status is transferred from one person or group to another,
usually in regard to leadership. Perhaps you have heard of or known
someone who acted in the position of ordained minister (i.e., a minister
who has been through the process of ordination). A person with this title
may have authority to perform weddings, funerals, or perhaps lead a
congregation. This authority or status cannot simply be claimed or
asserted, but must be granted from some outside group or body which
itself has recognized authority.

With this definition in mind, it is easy to see how this category is related
to the previous one. As authority is passed on to another, in a sense
identity is passed along as well. The one on the receiving end receives
their status according to the identity of the one who has granted them
that status. For example, one who is ordained as a minister in a specific
denomination receives his status and authority within that denomination
and as a result of the identity of the denomination who ordained him.

Because of this connection, it should not surprise us that we find
Scriptural examples where ordination or commissioning of an individual
is done through the laying on of hands. Even today in some religious
circles, this authority is still granted by the laying on of hands based on
this Scriptural precedent. Symbolically, this practice represents a
continuity from the one granting authority to the one receiving it. It
asserts that just as the one laying hands has authority and respect, now
the same status is given to the one the hands are being laid upon.

A clear example of this is found in Numbers 27:18-20. Moses has just
been told by God that he will not enter the Promised Land with the
children of Israel. In response, he prays that God will raise up a capable
leader for the people in his place because he has seen their tendency to
wander. Moses was the established leader, and despite many mutinies
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and rebellions the people in the end respected him and realized that his
authority was given to him by God. If Moses simply passed away without
any clear indication who would take over, there would inevitably be
chaos, as we see happens later on throughout the book of Judges.

God instructs Moses to “commission” Joshua and to “put some of [his]
authority on him” in the sight of all the people of Israel. In doing this, the
people would see that the place that Moses had previously held was now
transferred to Joshua, and he would become like Moses to them. A little
piece of Moses would be passed on to Joshua so that he would be able to
lead the people according to God’s will.

Moses did just as the LORD commanded him; and he took Joshua
and set him before Eleazar the priest and before all the
congregation. Then he laid his hands on him and commissioned
him, just as the LORD had spoken through Moses. (verses 22-23)

It is clear that the laying on of hands is presented as symbolically
establishing a succession of leadership. Something else also seems to
happen when Moses lays his hands on Joshua, however:

Now Joshua the son of Nun was filled with the spirit of wisdom,
for Moses had laid his hands on him; and the sons of Israel
listened to him and did as the LORD had commanded Moses.
(Deuteronomy 34:9)

Implied in this verse is that in laying his hands on Joshua, the spirit of
wisdom which God had given Moses was transferred to Joshua. Although
we are told that Joshua already had some access to the Spirit before this
inauguration (Numbers 27:18), the laying on of hands and transfer of
authority increased this as the spirit and authority which Moses had was
given now to his successor.

This fact points us to another event which takes place in the book of
Numbers which deals with the transfer of authority in regard to the
imparting of God’s Spirit. God had recently been blessing the people by
sending manna, bread from heaven, for the people to eat while they
wandered in the wilderness. Eventually the people get tired of eating the
same old manna day after day, and they begin to weep and complain to
Moses that he ought to provide them with some meat. Their incessant
complaining infuriates Moses, and he pleads before God, “I alone am not
able to carry all these people, because it is too burdensome for me”
(Numbers 11:14).
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God responds by commanding Moses to bring seventy elders with him to
the tent of meeting, where God will take some of the Spirit which was on
Moses and put it on these other men. After this is done, these seventy
men will be able to help Moses bear the burden of leadership (verses
16-17). No mention is made of Moses laying his hands on the elders, but
the process seems very similar to what we saw with Joshua in that it
deals with the transfer of authority, which is centered around God’s Spirit
which assisted the people in leading with wisdom (cf. 2 Kings 2:9, 14-15).

When we come into the New Testament, the laying on of hands
continues to be used in this role of ordination. At times hands are laid on
a person so they may receive the indwelling of the Holy Spirit (spiritual
authority), and at other times in order to grant physical leadership
positions.

For example, in Acts 6 we find the apostles having to deal with an
administrative problem which was detracting from time they should
have been spending teaching the Word of God. Therefore, they decided
that seven men should be appointed who would deal with these types of
tasks. “And these they brought before the apostles; and after praying, they
laid their hands on them” (verse 6). In some respects this seems to mirror
the event where Moses’s authority was divested onto the seventy elders.
The apostles were being burdened with the people’s complaints that
their needs weren’t being met. They could not effectively lead, teach,
serve, and mediate these disputes. So they designate seven men and lay
their hands on them, thus granting them a certain level of leadership
authority, what would become known as deacons.

As this movement known as the Way continued to grow, the need for
these types of leadership positions became more and more essential. The
easiest way for them to quickly and easily establish a system where these
types of positions could be filled was to continue with the type of
authority structure already present in Judaism. Judaism based its
authority structure off of passages such as Deuteronomy 16:18. A small
group of individuals of high character were appointed in each city in
order to decide on smaller matters and to serve as the spiritual leaders in
the community. These roles were known as elders or judges. While we
may not initially think that this role of judging was necessary in the
community of the early believers, Scripture indicates that this role also
was continued in the early years of the faith (1 Corinthians 6:1-2).

Because of the importance of these positions, it was necessary that those
who filled them met certain standards. Paul speaks to Timothy
concerning various rules about elders, and concludes by instructing him
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about the importance of not transferring the role of elder or deacon onto
anyone before correctly determining whether their conduct will suit
them to the position (1 Timothy 5:17-22). In another place, Paul instructs
Titus to “set in order what remains and appoint elders in every city” (Titus
1:5-9). From reading these verses, it seems as if at times some of the
terms used to refer to different leadership roles are interchangeable. For
example, in the verses we just looked at in Titus, the same role seems to
be referred to both as “elder” and “overseer/bishop.” As time went on,
these roles would be separated and differentiated from each other.

Laying on of Hands in the Didache

We have examined the practice of laying on of hands in three different
contexts: blessing, substitution, and ordination. We could try to
determine which of these is most likely meant in our Hebrews 6 passage
by taking into account what a new believer would need to understand
about the faith they are entering into. While all the uses of laying on of
hands were necessary to learn and understand eventually, if we separate
the external ceremony from these three ideas, which would be the most
important for an initiate into a believing community to understand:
blessing, substitution, or ordination?

The strongest argument is for the third category to be the subject
intended in Hebrews 6. If a believer was to be accepted into the
community and function in his role there, he would need to understand
how the authority structure was laid out. Although in regard to himself
he would be accountable to God alone and his relationship with Him
through Yeshua would be the most important, it is also obvious that
community and fellowship were one expression of love for God. A new
believer would need to know who they were directly accountable to and
who to accept teaching and guidance from. Just as a citizen entering a
new country must understand the government and leadership of that
country, so too one wishing to enter a community of believers would
need to understand the hierarchy and where they fit into it.

Further evidence is that the Didache, while not mentioning the practice
of laying on of hands, does devote some space to teaching about the role
of overseers and administrators and how the majority were to engage
with them.

Of accepting the authority of the leadership, we read in Didache 4.1-2,

My child, remember night and day the teacher who speaks the
word of God to you, and esteem him as the Lord, for where
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lordship is spoken of, there the Lord is. And every day seek the
presence of the righteous so that you may lean upon their words.

While not speaking of laying on of hands, this does speak of the results of
the laying on of hands. When a person was ordained to be a leader
among a community of believers, the role of the community was to
respect his office of leadership and meditate on the words which he
preached. The phrase “esteem him as the Lord” may seem strange and
even dangerous at first glance, but we find that it is a Scriptural idea. The
Galatian community esteemed Paul as they would have esteemed
Messiah Himself (Galatians 4:14). Likewise in 1 Thessalonians, the people
are commended for the faith which they showed in accepting the words
of Paul and those with him not merely as the words of men, but as they
truly were: the words of God (1 Thessalonians 2:13). Several other
examples could be given of similar Scriptures which indicate that we
ought to show the same attitude toward those who speak God’s words as
we would if He were speaking them to us Himself (Matthew 10:40, Luke
10:16, John 13:20).

All of this is not to say that spiritual leaders ought to be considered
infallible, that they are to be deified, or that they hold the place of Yeshua
in our lives. The Bereans were commended because they verified in the
Scriptures that what was preached to them was correct, thus esteeming
leadership in this way does not include blindly following them (Acts
17:11). What this verse in the Didache speaks of is the place of authority
and the office of leadership that they hold, which is worthy of respect
and honor. Some who have been given the role of spiritual leader do not
teach correct doctrine and do not care for the people of God. In Ezekiel
34, God condemns the leaders, the shepherds, who cared only for their
own lives rather than the well-being of their flocks. The role of shepherd
nonetheless is still to be respected. If the sheep follow the wicked
example of the shepherds, they too will not be considered innocent
(verses 17-18).

Further in this chapter, we find instructions for the elders who are in the
position of mediating disputes among the believing community:

Do not crave conflict, but bring those who are quarreling to
peaceful reconciliation. Judge righteously; do not show partiality
when rebuking transgressions. Do not be indecisive as to whether
or not your judgment is correct. (Didache 4.3-4)

The instructions of the Torah have much to say about this similar theme
of justice among neighbors (Leviticus 19:15, Deuteronomy 1:15-17). When

70 www.JudeoChristianClarion.com



people live together and interact with each other in close proximity,
conflicts are bound to arise. One person may have been wronged by
another, or perhaps both feel they ought to be able to do what they
desire, but their two desires conflict. When a set of rules is established
for a community to live by, there needs to be a way to reconcile different
opinions about what a law exactly means in practice and to decide how
to handle transgressions of these laws. When all is said and done, the
role of the judge is to bring about peace. This is the case in Judaism, and
thus one of the roles of the judge or elder in early Christianity remained
likewise.

When an elder was ordained, his power was considered to be granted to
him by God in order to bring about His peace and justice within the
community. He must be resolute in judgment and not turn from
righteousness one way or the other, and the people needed to respect his
ruling (Deuteronomy 17:8-13). The elder needed to understand that he
acted as judge among his brothers, and thus he ought not allow any
personal preference or any type of bias to enter into how he decided a
case, but to allow the Spirit to guide him.

Later in the Didache, we find the following command:

Therefore, designate for yourselves overseers and administrators
worthy of the Lord—humble men and not lovers of money, and
truthful and proven—because they also perform the service of the
prophets and teachers. Do not then look down on them, for they
are your honored ones along with the prophets and teachers.
(Didache 15.1-2)

Here we see the injunction to establish the office of overseer and
administrator. We ought to take notice that the chapter begins with the
word “therefore,” thus signifying that the reason for designating overseers
and administrators was talked about just before this verse. If we look at
the end of chapter 14, then, we will find the reason these offices were
necessary.

In an earlier lesson, we looked at this preceding passage (chapter 14),
which speaks of communal meals and how they were considered to be
holy times, not unlike the sacrificial meals eaten at the temple. Because
the meal was holy, it was not to be eaten by those who were impure or
defiled in spirit, namely through quarreling and dissension: “But do not
let anyone who has a quarrel with his fellow come together with you
until they have reconciled, so that your sacrifice may not be impure”
(Didache 14.2). Therefore one of the primary reasons these roles of
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leadership were necessary was for mediating disputes and urging the
community toward peace and unity.

Despite this singular purpose of the two leadership positions of elder and
administrator, they also seem to be two distinct roles which were both
necessary for the community to be in proper order. Many have
concluded that “overseer” here is the same thing as the office of elder.

The Greek word normally translated as “elder” is presbyeros, but the

term used here in the Didache is episkope, which is translated as
“overseer” or “bishop.” While later these two roles of elder and
bishop/overseer would be separated, early on they were interchangeable
terms for the same office (see 1 Timothy 3:1, Titus 1:5-7). The role
referred to as “administrator” here in the Didache is the office of deacon.

The word “deacon” in English comes directly from the Greek diakonos,
which literally means a servant or a waiter. This literal definition is
evident in our introduction to the institution of this office, where the
apostles give the following reason for ordaining people to this role: “It is
not desirable for us to neglect the word of God in order to serve tables”
(Acts 6:2). Therefore it appears that the deacon or administrator primarily
functioned as one who attended to the physical needs of the assembly of
believers.

In addition to these duties, the Didache tells us that both the
overseer/elder and administrator/deacon “also perform the service of
the prophets and teachers.” Scripture gives us a description of what the
required character traits are for one who wishes to attain to either of
these leadership roles. One of the requirements for an overseer is that he
must be “able to teach”,as well as able to manage his family well as
evidence that he will be able to keep the flock of the congregation
together in peace and order (1 Timothy 3:1-5). Likewise, the deacon can
not be one who is “double-tongued,” but rather they must “hold to the
mystery of the faith with a clear conscience” (verses 8-9).

Performing the service of the prophets and teachers does not necessarily
mean that they exercised the gift of prophecy. It means that they held a
similar level of status among the community which the prophets and
righteous leaders of old had before them. In the Old Testament, we see
that the prophets functioned as teachers of righteousness, warning and
correcting those who strayed from the true path and revealing the path
of wisdom and life to those who were searching for it. The elders and
deacons, being in the role of spiritual advisers, held a similar role in their
communities and were therefore worthy of honor and respect.
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The Didache gives us an interesting look into the authority structures of
the early believing community. Even though the Didache doesn’t
mention the physical act of hands being laid on a person, nevertheless
the transfer of power and the authority structures it describes are what
the laying on of hands was symbolic of.

Conclusion

In our attempt to figure out what the phrase “laying on of hands” meant
in our passage of Hebrews, we tried to get a full picture of how the
phrase is used in Scripture. We broke down the laying on of hands into
three categories: blessing, ritual substitution, and ordaining/granting
authority. In the context of our Hebrews passage, it is most likely that the
latter is what is meant to be conveyed. If we understand Hebrews 6:1-2
as referring to a catechism which the believers would have gone through,
then it would make sense that before entering the community, the
initiate would need to understand the hierarchy of the assembly. Laying
on of hands was the primary method of passing down this authority from
one person or group to another, and so this phrase would act as a
suitable reference to the general instruction regarding what roles were
present in the hierarchy of the community as well as the process for
passing this authority on in the following generations. This is supported
by the fact that the Didache gives instructions about authority structures.

Those who act as leaders in our spiritual communities are to be treated
with the respect and honor which their office of shepherd has been
granted by God. We as the sheep must balance this honor with our
obligation to not blindly follow any doctrine based only on an appeal to
authority. Whatever our role in the congregation may be, Messiah is the
head of us all, and through Him we receive all power and authority.
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Resurrection of the Dead

As we have examined the elementary principles listed in Hebrews 6:1-2,
we have been investigating what Scripture has to say about each of these
themes, and additionally we have compared these principles to those
found in the Didache, a catechism from the early believing community.
The previous four principles which we covered are about various areas
of importance in our lives. The first two seem to be vital actions we must
have in our spiritual walk, namely repentance and faith. After that, the
next two principles had to do with ceremonial acts and what they
represented, namely instruction about washings and the laying on of
hands. As we proceed into the final two principles, we find that they are
focused on the end or the goal of our lives and our faith: resurrection of
the dead and eternal judgment.

Hope for the resurrection is arguably at the very center of the New
Testament’s message. If we do not believe that the dead can and will be
resurrected, then our faith is meaningless: “For if the dead are not raised,
not even Messiah has been raised; and if Messiah has not been raised,
your faith is worthless; you are still in your sins” ( 1 Corinthians 15:16-17).
If Messiah had died but had not risen, then He would be just like many
other religious figures throughout the ages. He would have been
remembered as a great man and a good teacher, but could not have been
considered as the very Son of God who died to atone for our sins and
was raised to life in victory over death.

The resurrection of Yeshua acts as evidence that we have indeed been
purified of our sins and that we too will be resurrected (1 Corinthians
15:20). Yeshua is the first-fruits of the resurrection, signifying that the rest
of humanity will likewise be lifted from the grave at the end of the age by
His power. This end-times vision is different from other religions in that
many who believe in some form of afterlife imagine only the immortal
soul as surviving beyond the grave. Obviously the body immediately
begins to decay after death, returning to the dust from which it came.
This is the miracle of the resurrection, that our soul will once again be
united with our resurrected, imperishable bodies.

If the resurrection is so important to our faith, then surely we ought to
know a lot about it, or at least understand enough about the resurrection
that it becomes foundational to how we conduct ourselves in this life.
What we believe about the afterlife will have an enormous impact on
how we behave before we die. For those who believe that there is no soul
and that consciousness ends at death, existence has no purpose of itself.
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For those who believe that the entire physical order is inferior and will be
destroyed as such, leaving room only for the spiritual, matter itself
becomes a prison and a hindrance to the flight of the undefiled soul.
Opposing all other views, we who look forward to a resurrection
acknowledge that though our bodies are fading, a new creation will
appear and has already begun to take hold of our hearts.

The author of the epistle to the Hebrews understood how essential it was
for new believers to recognize for what purpose they were conducting
themselves with righteousness and their reason for believing in Messiah.
He considered the doctrine of the resurrection to be an elementary
principle, and indeed as we shall see it is too important to gloss over
quickly.

Sometimes it seems as if we try to figure out the message of the New
Testament apart from its context in Judaism. This is particularly of
interest concerning Yeshua’s words about the afterlife. We see words and
phrases such as “Sheol,” “Kingdom of Heaven,” and “resurrection,” and we
try to understand what they mean. It becomes difficult to correctly
understand some of the parables of Yeshua if we don’t approach them
the way His audience would have.

Some have debated whether the themes contained in Scripture are
timeless or whether they require an understanding of cultural context.
What seems to be the natural stance is that everything necessary for
salvation is plainly evident from Scripture, but the words contained in
Scripture were not written in a vacuum. It is true that the Holy Spirit
aided the authors in conveying a message that could be received by all
nations in every generation, but it cannot be denied that there are
phrases and concepts of which the background must be explained
before the lessons can be fully understood.

Such is the case in speaking of the resurrection. There was already a
significant debate over the doctrine of resurrection and the Kingdom of
God in the days of Yeshua. These two themes, resurrection and the
Kingdom, are both connected to each other very closely. Messiah’s
words, “The Kingdom of Heaven is at hand,” were spoken without
introduction as to what this Kingdom was, and indeed it needed no
introduction. His audience knew what the Kingdom was, and they were
expecting it.

Before we begin to examine the New Testament teachings about the
resurrection, we are going to begin by examining what beliefs already
existed about the resurrection during that time. Because of this doctrine’s
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close relationship with the Kingdom of God, we will also briefly examine
some of the beliefs about the Kingdom as it relates to the resurrection.

The Resurrection in Judaism

The central place of the resurrection of the dead was not a new
innovation by Yeshua, but His coming solidified its reality and His words
shed new light on this doctrine. There are many more explicit references
to the resurrection in the New Testament than there appear to be in the
Hebrew Scriptures, but nevertheless Judaism had already been hotly
debating this facet of faith prior to His arrival. Because of the relative
silence of the Old Testament on this topic, many different ideas
developed leading up to the time of Yeshua’s birth about what the truth
was regarding the resurrection.

This debate about the resurrection is one critical part of answering the
larger question, what happens when we die? This most natural of
questions does not seem to be met with a very conclusive answer in a
surface reading of the Hebrew Scriptures. We may be able to make some
general statements about the grave or resurrection, but Scripture does
not offer many clear statements in describing these things. Because of
the lack of clarity, Judaism has taken a fairly lenient stance on doctrine
regarding the afterlife and the resurrection, allowing for many different
opinions to be considered.

Many in modern Judaism who consider themselves to hold orthodox
beliefs (although not necessarily belonging to the Orthodox
denomination) have accepted thirteen fundamental principles which
they agree form the basis of their faith. These principles were compiled
from out of the Torah by Moses Maimonides in the 12th century. The
thirteenth belief in this list is that the dead will be resurrected. It should
be noted that Reform Judaism, the most liberal and largest denomination
in North America, rejects the doctrine of a physical resurrection.

Before we can talk about resurrection, we must first talk about death. If
one does not die, then they can not be resurrected. When studying death
in the Old Testament, we continually encounter references to Sheol.
Scholars have had difficulty determining the origin of the word and thus
what its exact definition ought to be. From context it is easily determined
that Sheol is the place where the dead go. Many verses describe Sheol as
a pit or a deep place inside or under the earth (Numbers 16:33, Isaiah
38:18). Here, ethereal bodies of the deceased live in the form of “shades,”
sometimes translated as “spirits,” mere shadows of life (Proverbs 21:16,
Isaiah 14:9). The translators of the Septuagint chose the Greek word
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Hades as a suitable translation for Sheol, and this is likewise the case in
the New Testament (Matthew 11:23, Revelation 1:18). Unlike the Hades in
Greek mythology, this place is not governed by a spiritual entity separate
from God, but rather this place itself is under His control (1 Samuel 2:6,
Psalm 139:8).

Because of its association with the depths of the earth, Sheol is poetically
contrasted against the heavens (Job 11:8, Psalm 139:8, Amos 9:2). Despite
the similarities, this does not necessarily equal the heaven/hell
distinction we are familiar with today in Christianity. Heavens was
another term for the skies, which was symbolic of the dwelling place of
God, but rarely do we find that a person is assumed directly into heaven
(2 Kings 2:11, Hebrews 11:5). Some references seem to indicate that all
people who die go to Sheol (Genesis 42:38, 1 Kings 2:6, Ecclesiastes 9:10).
Some translators have chosen to translate Sheol as if it were a poetic title
for death or the grave, thus they say these verses do not tell us anything
about the afterlife. In other places it seems that Sheol is reserved only for
the wicked (Psalm 16:10, 49:14-15).

The non-canonical Book of Enoch had a significant impact on the Jewish
and early Christian understanding of the afterlife. Written in the 2nd

century BC, it claims to contain the writings of Enoch himself as he
experienced various visions and prophecies. In one such vision, Enoch is
given a glimpse of Sheol. He sees four very deep, dark, hollow
compartments carved into a mountain. The angel with him says,

These hollow places have been created for this very purpose, that
the spirits of the souls of the dead should be gathered here, that all
the souls of the children of men should [be] brought together here.
And these places have been made to receive them until the day of
their judgment and until the period appointed, until the great
judgment comes on them. (1 Enoch 22:3)

When asked about why there are four compartments of Sheol separated
one from another, the angel replies that two contain the souls of the
righteous, and in that place they are comforted by “the bright spring of
water” (cf. Luke 16:24). The other compartments are reserved for storing
the wicked.

With all of this evidence in mind, it seems that Sheol can be understood
as a place where the souls of the deceased live. Some Scriptures indicate
that some activity goes on in this place, but it is creatively limited. Isaiah
14 describes the newly deceased souls being greeted by those who have
preceded them into the grave. The Book of Enoch records the soul of
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Abel making intercession before God from Sheol, pleading that justice
would be accomplished on the earth (cf. Revelation 6:9-11).

Even in the face of Sheol, there is hope for a resurrection. As seen in the
passage from the Book of Enoch above, the souls are stored in Sheol in
preparation for the day of judgment, when they will be resurrected.
Likewise there are a few Scriptures that seem to hint at the fact that even
if the souls of the dead are reserved in Sheol, they will not stay there
forever, they will somehow be restored again. Job cries out as he
struggles with the finality of death, perhaps showing an early hint of this
hope for resurrection:

Oh that You would hide me in Sheol, that You would conceal me
until Your wrath returns to You, that You would set a limit for me
and remember me! If a man dies, will he live again? All the days of
my struggle I will wait until my change comes. ( Job 14:13-14).

We have already looked at a couple of examples in the Psalms where a
hope is held either for total avoidance of Sheol or an eventual
redemption and escape from such a state/place (Psalm 16:10-11,
49:14-15). Other Scriptures which are often pointed to as evidence of a
future resurrection are Isaiah 26:19 and Daniel 12:1-2. The passage in
Daniel is by far the most explicit, but the resurrection is only mentioned
in passing and few details are given. A contemporary position on this
verse in the JPS Jewish Study Bible says the following:

“Many… will awake,” i.e., not all; presumably some who deserve
eternal life, others who deserve everlasting abhorrence… Whether
bodily resurrection or some form of spiritual resurrection is
intended is not stated… This is the only certain biblical reference to
this doctrine.

Despite this modern scholarly perspective, rabbinic Judaism firmly holds
to a belief in a physical resurrection. As mentioned before, because of
the lack of details in the Scriptural text there have historically been many
different views about what this resurrection is like. Is it a universal
resurrection of all the nations, or is it only for Israel? If the latter, is it for
all Israel, or only a certain subset? Some rabbis even claimed that only
those who died in the land of Israel would be resurrected.

The apocryphal book of 2 Maccabees, written around 124 BC, makes it
clear that the hope of resurrection was present among the common
people at that time. Through the great turmoil and persecution of the
Jewish people at the hand of the Syrian empire, brave and devout men,
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women, and children were tortured and killed for their faith, holding fast
because they were confident that they would share in the resurrection.
One particular case is recorded where a family of brothers all refuse to
eat pork, and are subsequently tortured and killed. A couple of
interesting phrases are spoken to the foreign king which give us some
insight into the attitude current among the people at that time
concerning resurrection:

You accursed wretch, you dismiss us from this present life, but the
King of the universe will raise us up to an everlasting renewal of
life, because we have died for his laws… One cannot but choose to
die at the hands of mortals and to cherish the hope God gives of
being raised again by him. But for you there will be no
resurrection to life! (2 Maccabees 7:9, 14 NRSV).

Among these martyrs it seems that the resurrection was not so much a
possibility as it was a determined fact. Their confidence that they will
partake of this resurrection seems to be based on the fact that they are
willing to be martyred rather than disobey God (Psalm 116:15). The
martyrs are confident that the foreign king will not partake in the
“resurrection to life.” From this statement alone it cannot be determined
whether they thought that he would be raised in a resurrection to eternal
death or whether he would simply not be resurrected at all. Both beliefs
have historically been accepted.

This confidence that there will be a resurrection is likewise revealed in
the fact that literature containing the words of rabbis from the first
century refers to those who don’t believe in the resurrection as “heretics.”

Heretics [those who rejected the doctrine of the resurrection]
asked Rabban Gamliel [a rabbi from the first century AD]: From
where is it derived that the Holy One, Blessed be He, revives the
dead? Rabban Gamliel said to them that this matter can be proven
from the Torah, from the Prophets, and from Writings [i.e., all
three parts of the Hebrew Scriptures], but they did not accept the
proofs from him. (b. Sanhedrin 90b)

Those who supported the belief in the resurrection of the dead were
compelled to provide proof that their convictions were correct from the
Torah. We have looked at some proofs from the Writings (Psalms, Job)
and from the Prophets (Isaiah, Ezekiel), but we have not yet looked at any
from the Torah (the five books of Moses).
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Some of the verses offered as proof rest on promises made to individuals
which were not fulfilled for them personally within their lifetime, which
the rabbis say must take place after the resurrection (Exodus 6:3-4,
Deuteronomy 11:21). Another explanation relies on an alternative division
of the Hebrew text in Deuteronomy 31:16. Instead of reading it as, “You
shall lie down with your fathers; and this people will arise and play the
harlot with the strange gods of the land,” it is possible in the Hebrew that
instead it could read, “You shall lie down with your fathers and arise; and
this people will play the harlot, etc.”

A similar method of interpretation is used by Yeshua to justify a belief in
the resurrection when he confronts certain members of the Sadducees
(Mark 12:26-27). Reading the gospels and Acts, we see some mention in
passing of this Jewish sect known as the Sadducees, and how they did not
believe in the resurrection (Matthew 22:23, Acts 23:8). From our
explanations above, we can perhaps understand part of the reason why
the Sadducees did not believe in the resurrection. They held to an
extremely literal interpretation of Scripture, and this led them to
rationalize many of the verses brought up in favor of resurrection.

It is interesting as well to note the consequences of this split on whether
there would be a resurrection or not. The common people were to a
greater degree influenced by the Pharisees, who did believe there would
be a resurrection. Since belief in God and the deeds that resulted would
be rewarded in a future age, death was met with boldness rather than
despair. As we witnessed in our passage from 2 Maccabees, many who
were nationally or religiously zealous gladly went to their deaths rather
than compromise in this life. On the other hand, the Sadducees, in
rejecting a hope for resurrection or a future judgment, were more eager
to pursue a comfortable life that was as long as possible. Rather than
understanding the Torah as having moral scope in the life of the
individual, they mainly understood it as the basis of a national, civil
system.

If a resurrection from the dead is established as doctrinal, then a natural
question to ask is, when will this resurrection take place? And what type
of place will those who are resurrected be ushered into? In answering
these questions, the sages of Israel connected the prophecies of a
worldwide kingdom of God with the doctrine of a resurrection. Thus it is
essential for us to briefly introduce some of the basic facts about what
this kingdom was believed to be like.

During the time of the prophets, the nation of Israel was a monarchy.
God had made a promise to David that the kingly line would continue
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through his lineage. Although the people disobeyed God and His
prophets brought messages of destruction, they also spoke words of
comfort and hope, that one day God would intervene in human history
and change His people so that they would never again be punished or
sent away into exile. There would be a time of peace and prosperity
under a special ruler, a messiah or anointed one. God’s people would
never again be expelled from the land, but would dwell there forever,
and the whole earth would be filled with peace and the knowledge of
God.

A couple of names became attached to this ideal: the Messianic Age/Era
(named due to the expectation of a kingly Messiah figure, Isaiah 9:6-7,
Jeremiah 33:14-16) or the Kingdom of God (Exodus 15:18, Micah 4:7,
Zechariah 14:9). Often the term Kingdom of Heaven is preferred to the
latter, as the word “heaven” was often used to avoid speaking the name of
God. The Jewish Encyclopedia says the following on this matter:

In rabbinical terminology, especially, "shamayim," [i.e., heaven]
without the article, became the regular expression for the name of
God, which was, from motives of reverence, avoided as far as
possible; hence the words [used most often in rabbinical literature
which demonstrate this practice are] "mora" or "yir'at shamayim" =
"fear of heaven"; "shem shamayim" = "the name of heaven"; and
"malkut shamayim" = "kingdom of heaven.".. With reference to the
Messianic age, it applies to the time when God will be the sole
King on earth, in opposition to the kings of worldly powers;
whence Matthew's "kingdom of heaven" (Matthew 3:2, and
elsewhere), where the other gospels have "kingdom of God."

One opinion during the first century was that the resurrection would
take place after the Kingdom of Heaven. The non-canonical Syriac
Apocalypse of Baruch, written in the late first century AD, describes a
period of tribulation followed by the great prosperity of the Kingdom
under the rule of the Messiah. After this time, the souls of both the
righteous and wicked will be restored and led to their eternal destinies.
This order is likewise held in the apocryphal book of 2 Esdras:

For my son the Messiah shall be revealed with those who are with
him, and those who remain shall rejoice four hundred years. After
those years my son the Messiah shall die, and all who draw human
breath. Then the world shall be turned back to primeval silence for
seven days, as it was at the first beginnings, so that no one shall be
left. After seven days the world that is not yet awake shall be
roused, and that which is corruptible shall perish. The earth shall
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give up those who are asleep in it, and the dust those who rest
there in silence; and the chambers shall give up the souls that have
been committed to them. (2 Esdras 7:28-32, NRSV)

In traditional Judaism, the belief is that forty years after the arrival of the
Messiah, the dead will be resurrected. The Kingdom of Heaven, while
similar to the conception of an afterlife, is often described as a separate
period of time with some differences. For example we read:

Rav Hisda raises a contradiction. It is written: “Then the moon shall
be confounded and the sun ashamed, when the Lord of hosts will
reign in Mount Zion and in Jerusalem, and before His elders shall
be His glory” (Isaiah 24:23), indicating that the sun and the moon
will no longer shine at the end of days. And it is written: “And the
light of the moon shall be as the light of the sun, and the light of
the sun shall be sevenfold, as the light of seven days” (Isaiah
30:26), indicating that the sun and the moon will exist then and
they will shine more brightly. The Gemara [a rabbinic
commentary] answers that this is not difficult. The verse here, in
Isaiah chapter 30, is written with regard to the days of the Messiah
[the Kingdom], when the sun and moon will shine more brightly;
the verse there, in Isaiah chapter 24, is written with regard to the
World-to-Come [the eternal afterlife], when the only light will be
the light of God. (b. Sanhedrin 91b)

Thus the Messianic Age or Kingdom of Heaven is expected to last for a
specific period of time, which will then be followed by the World to
Come, which is the name for the afterlife in Judaism.

So far, we have taken a look at the foundations which the New Testament
beliefs about the resurrection were built upon. As we continue, we will
see how the various ideas interact with each other in order to hopefully
understand a little bit more about the resurrection.

Resurrection in the New Testament

As we stated in opening this lesson, the resurrection is at the very center
of our faith. At times in Christianity, it seems we have focused on what
happens to an individual immediately after death while not stressing so
much the fact that wherever we go, we will not be staying there, but will
stand reunited with our bodies upon some future day. In an attempt to
fill the spaces left by the Scriptures, we extrapolate upon a verse here or
there in order to try to describe what our eternal home will be like. In so
doing, we perhaps do not emphasize enough that the promise of
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Scripture is of a resurrected humanity living upon a recreated earth
(Isaiah 65:17-19, 66:22; 2 Peter 3:11-13, Revelation 21:1-3).

Because of the lack of descriptions in Scripture, we will not dwell on
speaking of this place too much here and instead focus on the topic at
hand, the resurrection. Did the expectation of what the resurrection was
going to be like undergo any dramatic changes in the New Testament? Or
was it still for the most part advocating the same doctrine of a physical
resurrection associated with the physical Kingdom of Heaven on earth?

One innovation which we find in the New Testament is that it seems to
indicate that there will be two resurrections. First, the righteous will be
resurrected and enjoy the one-thousand year reign of the Messiah
(Revelation 20:4-6). Afterward, all will be resurrected and face the final
judgment (Revelation 20:11-13). A similar idea may be present in John
5:28-29. More evidence that the first resurrection will take place just
before the Messianic Era is found in 1 Corinthians 15:50-52. Paul
explains:

Now I say this, brethren, that flesh and blood cannot inherit the
kingdom of God; nor does the perishable inherit the imperishable.
Behold, I tell you a mystery; we will not all sleep, but we will all be
changed, in a moment, in the twinkling of an eye, at the last
trumpet; for the trumpet will sound, and the dead will be raised
imperishable, and we will be changed.

He says in another place:

The Lord Himself will descend from heaven with a shout, with the
voice of the archangel and with the trumpet of God, and the dead
in Messiah will rise first. Then we who are alive and remain will be
caught up together with them in the clouds to meet the Lord in the
air, and so we shall always be with the Lord. (1 Thessalonians
4:16-17)

These two passages mention only the resurrection of the righteous. Both
passages speak of those who are still alive when it is time for the
resurrection, telling us that they will be instantaneously transformed into
their resurrection bodies.

Each of these passages also mentions a trumpet which directly precedes
the resurrection of the righteous. We also see a similar event associated
with this trumpet in Yeshua’s discourse on the Mount of Olives:
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And then the sign of the Son of Man will appear in the sky, and
then all the tribes of the earth will mourn, and they will see the
Son of Man coming on the clouds of the sky with power and great
glory. And He will send forth His angels with a great trumpet and
they will gather together His elect from the four winds, from one
end of the sky to the other. (Matthew 24:30-31)

In some people’s understanding, the gathering of the elect mentioned in
Matthew and in 1 Thessalonians indicates that we will be leaving behind
the earth for good. If we form our conclusions from these verses without
the necessary context, this theory may seem reasonable. We find that this
event is prophetically spoken of by the prophet Isaiah, who gives us the
rest of the picture regarding the events surrounding the blowing of this
great trumpet:

It will come about also in that day that a great trumpet will be
blown, and those who were perishing in the land of Assyria and
who were scattered in the land of Egypt will come and worship
the LORD in the holy mountain at Jerusalem. (Isaiah 27:13)

In the context of the book of Isaiah, this verse is speaking of the
restoration of Israel after its destruction, which resulted in the people
being dispersed into other nations. Those who had been exiled and
scattered into the surrounding nations would return to Jerusalem and
return to a pure worship of the Lord. One of the greatest hopes related to
the promise of the Kingdom of God was this gathering of the exiles into
the land of Israel (Isaiah 11:12, 45:13, Ezekiel 37:21-28). Some have
speculated that since many passages indicate that God Himself will
gather the people, the ingathering of the exiles will be accomplished in
an obviously supernatural fashion. The New Testament thus ties this
ingathering of the exiles to the resurrection into the Kingdom through
this sounding of the great trumpet.

Likewise, the Didache contains evidence that the early believers also held
on to a similar expectation. Part of the blessing to be spoken before
eating bread is as follows:

Just as this piece of bread was scattered over the mountains and
gathered together, so may your assembly be gathered from the
ends of the earth into your kingdom. For yours is the glory and the
power through Yeshua the Messiah forever. (Didache 9.4)

Again we read:
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Remember, O Lord, your congregation, to rescue her from all evil
and to make her complete in your love. Gather her, the sanctified,
from the four winds to your kingdom that you have prepared for
her. (Didache 10.5)

Thus in the Didache we see the hope that the righteous exiles, scattered
like seeds throughout the earth, would be gathered together into the
kingdom along with all of God’s elect.

The final chapter of the Didache includes a short end-times teaching, a
part of which is as follows:

And then the signs of the truth will appear: the first sign, an
expansion in the heavens; next, the sign of the sound of the
trumpet; and the third sign, the resurrection of the dead. However,
not the resurrection of everyone but rather as it is said: “The Lord
will come, and all the righteous along with him.” Then the world
will behold the Lord coming upon the clouds of heaven. (Didache
16.6-8)

Several of the earlier points we touched on are present here in these
couple of verses. On the other hand, the first sign at first may appear
cryptic and unfamiliar: “an expansion in the heavens.” What this phrase
means exactly is difficult to determine. The Apostolic Constitutions in its
version of this teaching instead uses the phrase, “the sign of the Son of
Man in heaven,” as we saw earlier in Matthew 24 (cf. Matthew 24:29,
Revelation 6:14). Some see this sign as a possible reference to such
prophesies as Isaiah 11:10-12, where a banner is lifted up to signal the
ingathering of the exiles, as we saw also with the trumpet. Again we see
the blowing of the trumpet, followed by the resurrection only of the
righteous, but not of the wicked. It seems as if the resurrected are
gathered to Him and then immediately return to the earth,
accompanying the Lord as He comes to establish His Kingdom.

The concept of a physical Kingdom of Heaven may seem backwards to
some. Didn’t Yeshua Himself indicate that the Kingdom was not physical?
He says, “The kingdom of God is not coming with signs to be observed;
nor will they say, ‘Look, here it is!’ or, ‘There it is!’ For behold, the kingdom
of God is in your midst” (Luke 17:20-21).

These words of Yeshua indicate that the Kingdom of God has some
spiritual qualities which can be accessed in the present age. But upon
further investigation, it does not appear that this statement in Luke
means to end the expectation of an earthly Kingdom. We read in Acts
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that before Yeshua ascends, His disciples question Him whether it is at
this time that He will initiate the Messianic Age (Acts 1:6). They still fully
expected Him to exercise His authority as the Son of David and begin a
physical reign over Israel now that He had died and been resurrected.
We might expect Him at this point to rebuke His disciples and condemn
their hardness of heart for still expecting a physical kingdom.

These expectations are not met, however, but instead He replies, “It is not
for you to know times or epochs which the Father has fixed by His own
authority” (Acts 1:7). Instead of telling them not to expect a Kingdom, He
redirects their focus onto what they need to accomplish in spreading His
words to all the nations without worrying about times and dates.

We have taken a brief glance at some of the details about the future
resurrection, but our faith that there will be a resurrection does not stand
on its own. We believe that we will partake of this resurrection because
we have faith that Yeshua Himself has been resurrected and that He will
bring us to life as well. Any hope for resurrection apart from Yeshua is in
vain.

Yeshua said to her, “I am the resurrection and the life; he who
believes in Me will live even if he dies, and everyone who lives and
believes in Me will never die. (John 11:25-26)

After Yeshua rose from the grave, it was impossible that anything could
remain unaffected. Throughout the book of Acts, we see the apostles
preaching that Yeshua has been resurrected and that through faith in
Him we also can attain to the resurrection (Acts 2:30-33, 4:33, 26:22-23).
Not only is there hope for a physical resurrection of the body, but here
and now we can begin to walk in newness of life. When we put our faith
in Him, it is as if our old being has died along with Him, and likewise on
account of His resurrection it is possible for us to obey Him in a manner
which was not possible before. We are not yet completely restored, and
therefore we still have a choice, either to obey our old sinful nature or
our renewed spiritual nature. Let us follow the exhortation of Scripture
and begin to lay hold of the resurrection which lives within us even now
as we alongside all of creation await our final restoration (Romans 6:3-11,
Philippians 3:8-11).

Conclusion

The goal of this lesson was to present the context which the New
Testament doctrine of the resurrection was grounded in. Although it is
undeniable that an afterlife is essential to our faith, all too often we
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misunderstand exactly what it is we are waiting for. In our search, we
began with the teachings of the Old Testament on the resurrection. In the
eyes of some, there are no such teachings, but to those who understand
both “the Scriptures and the power of God”, it is undeniably clear. We
proceeded in our teachings from death to life again and in the process
hopefully we arrived at a greater understanding of this elementary
teaching.

In the context of a catechism, the message of the resurrection would take
a foundational role in the faith and practice of the individual. In order to
properly understand his faith, he would need to be able to understand, at
least on a basic level, what he hoped to gain by devoting his life to
Messiah. Without a hope for resurrection, we will be off balance, either
placing too much emphasis on the spiritual or too much emphasis on the
physical.

While some description is found in Scripture regarding the order or
arrangement in time of the resurrection and the Kingdom, our attention
ought to be on what we are doing today to prepare for the resurrection
and the Kingdom. Yeshua Himself gives us life through His Spirit which
dwells in us. Let us lay aside every distraction and let go of every unclean
thing as we walk in the life He has given us.
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Eternal Judgment

Finally we have arrived at the sixth and final element in our series. In the
previous lesson we discussed the resurrection, and now we are moving
on to the teaching on eternal judgment. As we touched on in the last
lesson, the resurrection and the judgment are connected to each other
by their place in the afterlife. In order for there to be an eternal
judgment, there must be a resurrection; where the resurrection leaves
off, the eternal judgment begins. In our last lesson we looked at this
chronology, finding that everyone will be resurrected prior to the
judgment. Each of these two teachings are one half of the whole teaching
on the afterlife.

We have been examining the six principles in Hebrews 6:1-2 with the
assumption that they are referring to some type of external catechism, or
period of instruction, for new believers. In a previous lesson, we briefly
mentioned the fact that other similar types of catechisms conclude with
a discussion of the end times or the afterlife. The example we looked at
described the process for a new convert to Judaism. Right before
immersing in water, the convert-to-be was re-briefed on assorted
commandments and doctrines, concluding with the statement that the
ultimate lot of mankind is in the World to Come rather than in this life.
Scripture itself is organized in a similar fashion, with the book of
Revelation taking its position at the end of the New Testament.

From a time-centered point of view, it makes sense to conclude a
teaching in this manner. The logic is to teach about the end at the end.
Additionally, there is an obvious practical reason to conclude a catechism
with a discussion of the judgment. It supplies a final source of motivation
to not grow weary in doing good. After hearing how to conduct oneself
with holiness and faithfulness, the resurrection and eternal judgment
form a basis for understanding the benefits of continuing to grow in faith
and the abhorrence one ought to have at the prospect of going astray
from the way of life.

The fact that there will be a final judgment obviously forms an important
part of our faith. For this very reason, it is detrimental either to drop any
discussion of this doctrine altogether or to wield it incorrectly. In this list
in Hebrews 6, the teaching of eternal judgment is listed last. In the
Didache, the doctrine of eternal judgment, while possibly hinted at
throughout, is not stated at all in present copies, although it is likely that
at one time there was such a teaching at the end. This placement is not
because these documents are trying to hide or put off talking about this
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controversial subject, but because in order to be properly understood it
must be preceded by the teachings pertaining to this life. The very
concept of a judgment implies that there is a particular standard which
the lives of the judged will be measured against. Without a proper
understanding of righteousness and faith, the concept of an eternal
judgment can easily be misunderstood.

Many are eager to shy away from speaking about the topic of eternal
judgment. This obviously leaves a hole in our teachings. We must accept
that if Scripture emphasizes the importance of this subject, then we also
must emphasize it. On the other hand, many have used the prospect of
eternal torment to emotionally lasso people into conversion or
acceptance of certain beliefs/practices. Generally this has done more
harm than good and possibly leads to an incorrect conception of God as
one who exists only to usher us into our eternal inheritance. Faith is not
born out of a fear of punishment, but it is strengthened by the
recognition that the object of our faith is also our Judge. The great men
and women of faith, when faced with difficult commands, obeyed
because they loved God and desired to do His will, not because they
were concerned they might go to hell.

Before we get too far, it would be a good idea to understand what we are
talking about when we speak of eternal judgment. Sometimes we think
of the word “judgment” as having a negative connotation, almost using it
as a synonym of “condemnation.” The definition of the word itself does
not necessarily carry this negative feeling. Judgment is simply the process
of coming to a formal conclusion, usually of a legal matter. In Hebrew,
the word we translate as “judgment” is mishpat, and it also carries this
neutral stance (Leviticus 19:15, Deuteronomy 1:17).

Although judgment itself does not always mean something negative,
there is obviously a danger in judgment: the prospect of punishment for
a guilty party. In Scripture we do see the word judgment seeming to be a
synonym of punishment, especially in speaking of the judgment of the
wicked (Isaiah 34:5, Ezekiel 34:16). This type of use is probably the one
we are most familiar with. Judgment in these contexts still is not
necessarily negative in itself. Whether judgment is seen as good or bad
largely depends on the verdict of the judgment and where we stand in
relation to this verdict. For the wicked, judgment symbolizes
punishment, but for the afflicted it means righteousness and justice.

It seems the problem we have with judgment is that we are afraid of
what the verdict might be, and thus we fear the judgment itself. If the
prospect of facing an earthly court or a temporary judgment in this world
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causes anxiety, how much more so does the concept of a final judgment
which determines one’s eternal destiny!

Throughout Scripture we see talk of judgment both for good and for evil.
As a preface to our discussion on the eternal judgment, it would be a
good idea to study what Scripture says about judgment and justice in
general before delving into the specifics of the final, eternal judgment.

Justice and Righteousness

Especially in the Torah, there is a very heavy emphasis on judgment in
the neutral sense of coming to a decision. God had given the Torah as a
means to guard His people Israel in the form of legally binding
commandments. Obedience to the Torah was of more than spiritual or
moral value: it also formed the structure of the legal system. As with any
nation, the people of Israel needed to be given some form of judicial
authority to resolve disputes and ensure a peaceful community. The
Torah formed the basis for this system of judgment.

The Hebrew word mishpat, which we said earlier is translated as
“judgment,” can also be understood to mean “justice.” We can see this by
comparing English translations of, for example, Amos 5:15. In the King
James Version, the first phrase in this verse reads, “Hate the evil, and love
the good, and establish judgment in the gate.” The New King James
Version chose to update the language as follows: “Hate evil, love good;
establish justice in the gate.” In our modern culture, the word “justice” is
perhaps felt to have a brighter tone than “judgment.” In reality, justice is
the goal of judgment. To establish judgment is to establish justice.

Justice is thus connected to the Hebrew word mishpat and the idea of
judgment. Other sections of Scripture alternatively translate the word

tzedek as “justice.” Usually tzedek is translated into English as
“righteousness.” So, what is the connection between justice and
righteousness? One way we could approach this connection is to explain
that justice is righteousness in judgment. In other words, justice is the
rightful punishment of the wicked and the rightful help of those who are
being oppressed (Isaiah 5:15-17).

The fact that tzedek can mean both justice and righteousness shows that
there is a common thread between the two values. Further evidence of
this is that we often see the words mishpat and tzedek used together, a
phrase usually translated as “justice and righteousness” (1 Chronicles
18:14, Job 37:23, Psalm 89:14). God’s will is that judgment will be used to
further the cause of righteousness and justice.
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Justice is one of the most widely-lauded virtues which mankind desires
to uphold. Even those who don’t recognize that there will be an eternal
judgment or that the Great Judge will take our behavior into account
often feel a great need and desire to see wrongs made right. The reason
we have this desire to see the success of judgment and justice is because
we ourselves are made in the image of God, who says, “I, the LORD, love
justice (mishpat)” (Isaiah 61:8). In another place He describes what this
justice looks like:

The LORD your God is the God of gods and the Lord of lords, the
great, the mighty, and the awesome God who does not show
partiality nor take a bribe. He executes justice for the orphan and
the widow, and shows His love for the alien by giving him food
and clothing. (Deuteronomy 10:17-18)

Often in Scripture, justice and judgment reach their highest aim when
they seek to uphold fair treatment of the disadvantaged and the poor. In
a society where adult males held the greatest authority, widows and
orphans were often left without anyone to provide for their needs or
defend them in justice. They were easily taken advantage of because of
this fact. This verse in Deuteronomy tells us that those who are forgotten
or left behind by society are most precious in God’s sight and He judges
in their favor when they are wrongly oppressed. Since this was God’s
ideal for justice, the earthly judges were supposed to maintain this
standard as well. Their task was to be God’s representatives in regard to
justice on the earth (Deuteronomy 16:18-20, 2 Chronicles 19:6, Isaiah
1:17, Jeremiah 22:3).

When justice was not upheld and Israel was consumed with sin and
wickedness, God presented His case against them (Jeremiah 2:34-35,
Hosea 5:10-11). If they continued on their path of lawlessness, then they
would receive a guilty verdict and be punished accordingly, but those
who remained as a remnant would return to God and establish His
justice and His righteousness in the nation (2 Kings 19:30-31, Isaiah
10:20). Judgment for wickedness is not reserved for Israel alone, but we
similarly see other nations condemned for their wickedness ( Genesis
15:14, Isaiah 34:5).

Much of the Old Testament focuses on Israel as a nation, and thus we see
that the prophesies predicting judgment were primarily directed to the
entire nation rather than individuals. Just as God spoke of bringing
judgment collectively upon the nation through wars, famines, and exiles,
so too we see that since a nation is a group of individuals, God brings
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each person separately into judgment as well (Psalm 91:7-8, Ezekiel
33:18-20, 34:20-22).

Although the evidence we have seen so far makes it clear that God loves
justice and that He executes judgment in this world, often it seems that
the guilty go unpunished. Wicked men trample the poor and the
disadvantaged at their pleasure, and they die with length of days and
material comfort. Innocent people suffer greatly, and it sometimes seems
that no one is there to save them. If God is just, and if He does involve
Himself in human affairs, then why does He allow the wicked to prosper?
And why does suffering that appears unjust occur in this way? We find
similar sentiments expressed in Scripture (Ecclesiastes 3:16, 4:1, Jeremiah
12:1-2).

In the accounting of the story of Job, we find him and his friends
debating the reason for Job’s sufferings. Job’s friends seem to take the
position that because God is just, therefore any suffering in this life is
deserved punishment for iniquity (Job 4:7-9, 22:4-5). They appear
unwilling to accept the position that justice would not be done in this life,
and so perhaps they did not believe that there would be a judgment after
death. Since this is their firm belief, they assume that because of the great
tragedy which has fallen upon Job, he must have acted sinfully or been
the cause of unjust oppression. They believed that if he would only
repent of these sins, he would immediately be restored (Job 11:13-17,
22:21-26).

Throughout their dialogues, Job maintains that they are wrong about the
wicked always being punished in this life (Job 21:7-9). He also maintains
that he has done no sin worthy of the hardship he is currently going
through (Job 23:10-12). As we mentioned in our lesson on the
resurrection, we see a possible acknowledgment of Job’s hope for a
resurrection in Job 14:13-14. The reason he has this hope is because he
longs to see vindication done for the current suffering he is going
through, as well as other injustices which he sees on the earth. If justice is
sometimes not accomplished in this life, and if God is fully just, then of
necessity there must be some type of recompense after death.

Another perspective held by some was that if God appears to be leaving
the wicked unpunished in this life, then surely their descendants will
receive the punishment for their fathers (Job 18:16-19, 21:19-21, Psalm
37:28). This view was apparently well-accepted in the time of the
prophets, to the point where a popular proverb arose: “The fathers eat
the sour grapes, but the children’s teeth are set on edge.” In times of great
suffering, the people of Israel tried to shift the blame for their
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punishment onto their fathers by claiming that they were being punished
not for their own sins, but for the sins of those who were before them.
God informs His prophets that this view of judgment is incorrect:

“What do you mean by using this proverb concerning the land of
Israel, saying, ‘The fathers eat the sour grapes, but the children’s
teeth are set on edge?’ As I live,” declares the Lord GOD, “you are
surely not going to use this proverb in Israel anymore. Behold, all
souls are Mine; the soul of the father as well as the soul of the son
is Mine. The soul who sins will die.” (Ezekiel 18:1-4, cf. Jeremiah
31:29-30)

We have briefly looked at the teachings about judgment and justice
found in Scripture. Now we will examine how these Scriptures were
interpreted traditionally in Judaism.

Judgment in Judaism

As time progressed into the second temple period, there was still
significant division and debate over exactly what relationship existed
between God and His justice. The Sadducees were of the opinion that
since there was no such thing as resurrection or an afterlife, there could
be no judgment after death. Suffering in this life was not considered to
be judgment of evil, and in fact the Sadducees tended to hold a
“hands-off” view of God, where He was not active in judging individuals.
Josephus, a Jewish historian from the first century, has left us with the
following description of their thoughts on this issue:

The Sadducees… take away fate entirely, and suppose that God is
not concerned in our doing or not doing what is evil; and they say,
that to act what is good, or what is evil, is at men’s own choice, and
that the one or the other belongs so to everyone, that they may act
as they please. They also take away the belief of the immortal
duration of the soul, and the punishments and rewards in Hades.
(Wars of the Jews 2.8.14)

The Pharisees and the Essenes, on the other hand, both understood that
God’s hand was active in this world for judgment and that behavior in
this life would be brought into account in an afterlife. We have already
looked at some of the Scriptures which indicate individual judgment, and
we have discussed the logic which makes an eternal judgment necessary.
Since the Pharisees were the sect which thrived after the destruction of
the temple, their doctrines about resurrection and judgment are those
which are largely espoused by modern traditional Judaism.

www.JudeoChristianClarion.com 93



An interesting peek into how the doctrine of judgment was interpreted in
the first century is found by reading some passages from the Targum
Jonathon. The Targum Jonathon is a paraphrase translation of the
Hebrew Bible into Aramaic. It differs from the Hebrew Scriptures in
many places because it was intending not to make a literal translation,
but to paraphrase or explain an idea found in the verses described.

For example, in the Hebrew of Deuteronomy 33:6, we read that Jacob
blesses his son Reuben, saying, “May Reuben live and not die.” The
Aramaic translation in the Targum Jonathon expands this, saying, “Let
Reuben live in this world, nor die the second death which the wicked die
in the world to come.” Obviously this translation reveals that the
translator and the audience he was translating for understood that the
wicked would be punished in the afterlife, and thus inserted this
commentary directly into his translation of the text.

Here in this verse we see the phrase, “second death,” which we are so
familiar with from the New Testament. As we saw in discussing the
resurrection, the description of the judgment is vague, and this is also
true of the second death. There doesn’t seem to be an explicit reference
to this second death in the Hebrew Scriptures, and the rabbis variously
interpreted this phrase to mean complete annihilation of the soul, a
period of trial in the place of judgment followed by acceptance into
paradise, or eternal punishment.

Another example of interpretation from the Targum can be found in
Psalm 49:11, which, due to differences in the verse divisions, in our
English versions is actually verse 10. In the English translation of the
Hebrew we read, “For he sees that even wise men die; the stupid and the
senseless alike perish and leave their wealth to others.” The Targum, on
the other hand, reads as follows: “For the wise will see the wicked, in
Gehenna they will be judged; together fools and the stupid will perish,
and they will leave their money to the righteous.”

Here we see reference to Gehenna, another term you may be familiar
with if you have used a literal translation of the Scriptures. Frequently in
the New Testament it is translated as “hell,” and the concept of Gehenna
in Judaism is thematically similar to hell, being the place where the
wicked are punished with fire. There are no direct references to Gehenna
as a place of eternal punishment in the Hebrew Scriptures, but it is

interesting that the valley of Hinnom (Hebrew ge-hinnom) is historically
the location where children were passed through the fire to the pagan
deity Moloch (2 Kings 23:10, 2 Chronicles 33:6).
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An obvious question to ask is, how is it determined who will be sent to
punishment and who will be sent to paradise according to the final
judgment? In the Hebrew Scriptures, we see mention of a book of life or
of the living (Exodus 32:32-33, Isaiah 4:2-3, Psalm 69:28). Some have
understood this as a book of physical life, where those who God
determines to continue to live are written in the book, and when they are
blotted out they soon meet their demise. Others understand it to be the
books in which are written the eternal fate of individuals (Daniel 7:9-10).
It also seems as if there are different types of books which God records
in, not only of life and of death (Jeremiah 22:30, Malachi 3:16-17). It is
obvious that God alone determines who is written in this book of life,
and as we have mentioned several times, there is a variety of opinions on
who is entered into the book of life.

Now that we have laid somewhat of a foundation, we will be able to
move forward and hopefully understand a little bit more about what
makes this such an elementary teaching.

Judgment in the New Testament

In the New Testament, the teachings about the afterlife form a more
substantial part. The teachings of Yeshua and the apostles are built upon
the teachings found in the Hebrew Scriptures and the interpretations
which were present in the first century. Much of the New Testament
teachings are about how to prepare for the day of judgment, since the
necessary context about this judgment was either already established or
was unnecessary for understanding the concepts.

One of the teachings that the New Testament advances is that Yeshua, the
Messiah and Son of God, is the one who will preside over the eternal
judgment. We see this in John 5:22, where Yeshua explains that the
Father “has given all judgment to the Son.” Paul, being familiar with this
teaching and its foundation in truth, describes Him as “Messiah Yeshua,
who is to judge the living and the dead” (2 Timothy 4:1). The role of
Messiah as judge is one which was foretold in the prophets (Isaiah
11:3-4).

Another important teaching confirmed by the New Testament is that all
mankind will appear before God in the eternal judgment. The author of
Hebrews states, “It is appointed for men to die once and after this comes
judgment” (Hebrews 9:27). In the epistle to the Romans, Paul attempts to
dissuade the congregation from judging one another about matters of
opinion. He insists that since “we will all stand before the judgment seat
of God,” therefore we each will give an account of our actions to Him
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(Romans 14:10-13). The basis for not judging each other is that every one
of us will face God in the judgment.

This teaching about human judgment in distinction against God’s
judgment is important, as it is mentioned several times throughout the
New Testament (Romans 2:1-3, 1 Corinthians 4:5). These Scriptures teach
us that if we judge others, then we ourselves will be judged by the same
standard we used against others. Yeshua says, “Do not judge so that you
will not be judged. For in the way you judge, you will be judged; and by
your standard of measure, it will be measured to you” (Matthew 7:1-2).
Similar teachings are found in James 2:13 and 4:11.

In an earlier lesson we already discussed the importance of correction
and reproof in the body of believers, and the above Scriptures do not
negate that teaching. On the contrary, they uphold it and provide the
opposite end of the teaching. On the one hand, we are not to ignore the
sins of our brothers and sisters when they become evident to us. On the
other hand, we are not to focus so much on the sins of others that we
forget our own sins and failures. When we condemn others because of
their sins, we are condemning ourselves also.

Yeshua concludes this saying about judgment by comparing it to a man
who has a log in his own eye while pointing out the speck in another
man’s eye. His command in this situation is, “First take the log out of your
own eye, and then you will see clearly to take the speck out of your
brother's eye” (Matthew 7:5). In other words, before taking it upon
yourself to be the judge of your brother’s behavior, first judge yourself
and determine whether your interpretation of his behavior is correct.
Recognize the greatness of your own shortcomings in comparison with
what you see in your neighbor. When correction is necessary, do so in
the manner of a brother or a son rather than as a judge (1 Timothy 5:1-2).
It is only when this has been done in good faith that you truly are able to
help remove the speck from their eye.

The common theme of these teachings is that we are not to take the role
of judge upon ourselves in our daily affairs. There is one Judge who sees
every motive and deed. He is completely just, and yet He is merciful to
the undeserving. If we take pleasure in pronouncing condemnation on
others as if we were an impartial judge, then what will God have to say to
us on the day when He is before us as the truly impartial Judge?

Another clarification we find in the New Testament is about the book of
life. The Hebrew Scriptures do not talk much about this book, and from
the verses we looked at, it is possible to understand it only in the physical

96 www.JudeoChristianClarion.com



sense of life and death. The New Testament description of the book of life
is more directly associated with eternal salvation:

And I saw the dead, the great and the small, standing before the
throne, and books were opened; and another book was opened,
which is the book of life; and the dead were judged from the
things which were written in the books, according to their deeds…
And if anyone’s name was not found written in the book of life, he
was thrown into the lake of fire. (Revelation 20:12, 15)

We see a likely allusion to the book of life in the words of Yeshua
recorded in Luke 10:20. His disciples had just returned from being sent
out into the cities Yeshua was going to enter, and they were joyful
because they were able to cast out demons. Yeshua replies, “Do not
rejoice in this, that the spirits are subject to you, but rejoice that your
names are recorded in heaven.” In another parable He speaks in a similar
tone, saying that the ability to perform signs and wonders is not itself an
indication that a person has their name recorded in the book of life:

Many will say to Me on that day, “Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy
in Your name, and in Your name cast out demons, and in Your
name perform many miracles?” And then I will declare to them, “I
never knew you; depart from me, you who practice lawlessness.”
(Matthew 7:21-22)

After reading such Scriptures as we have examined above in the New
Testament, some have wondered what the relationship is between
judgment and our deeds. While we see repeatedly emphasized that
through Yeshua we are “justified by faith” (Romans 5:1), and because of
this we do not “come into judgment” (John 5:24), we also see passages
that say the resurrected dead will be judged, “every one of them
according to their deeds” (Revelation 20:13), and that “by your words you
will be justified, and by your words you will be condemned” ( Matthew
12:37). We have already looked at some Scriptures which indicate that
God will take our attitudes into account at the final judgment. How do we
reconcile all of these statements?

In our lesson on the elementary principle of faith, we discussed the
relationship between faith and deeds. We saw that faith and belief are
inseparable from deeds. If faith does not bear fruit, then it is not truly
faith. If belief does not lead us to leave the old body of sin behind, then it
is only a mental facade: “If we say that we have fellowship with Him and
yet walk in the darkness, we lie and do not practice the truth” (1 John 1:6).
Faith requires obedience.
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Scripture appears to support the argument that the eternal judgment is
not only a binary decision about whether the resurrected dead will go to
heaven or hell. The goal of the judgment is for all things to be taken into
account. Notice in the verses we looked at in Revelation 20, that the
names as well as the deeds of the dead are recorded in the books of life
and death. If our names are written in the book of life, then we can be
assured that we will spend eternity with the Lord, and if our names are
not written in the book of life, then we will be thrown into the lake of fire.
Being written in the book of life does not mean that we bypass the
judgment altogether, however, for Scripture informs us that our deeds
will be recompensed: “We must all appear before the judgment seat of
Messiah, so that each one may be recompensed for his deeds in the
body, according to what he has done, whether good or bad”
(2 Corinthians 5:10). What this means exactly is unclear, but further
support of this idea can be gleaned from Yeshua’s encouragement to “lay
up treasure in heaven” (Matthew 19:21, Luke 12:33).

We are to conduct ourselves with the knowledge that both our good and
bad deeds will be rewarded at the judgment, but this reward is not
supposed to be what drives us. Yeshua draws a parallel between the
behavior of His disciples and a slave who does a task for his master. The
slave does not expect to be repaid lavishly for his labor, but does his duty:
“So you too, when you do all the things which are commanded you, say,
‘We are unworthy slaves; we have done only that which we ought to have
done’” (Luke 17:10).

Much more could be said about the eternal judgment based on the
teachings found in the New Testament, but for the purposes of this study
we will conclude here and move on to how all of what we have spoken of
so far works with what we find in the Didache.

Truncated Didache

As we mentioned in passing earlier, although the Didache contains an
end-times teaching in its final chapter, the document ends after talking
about the second coming without going into the ensuing judgment. We
quoted the ending section in our discussion on the resurrection. One of
the last verses mentions that the first resurrection is only for the
righteous to partake of, but the text as we have it today makes no
mention of the resurrection of the dead unto judgment. Because of this
and other reasons, scholars believe that at one point the Didache did
contain a continuing dialogue, but because there are few complete
manuscripts this ending cannot be reconstructed. The Apostolic
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Constitutions, however, does contain a continued dialogue after this
mention of the resurrection:

And then shall the Lord come, and all his saints with him, with a
great concussion above the clouds, with the angels of his power,
on the throne of his kingdom, to condemn the deceiver of the
world, and to render to everyone according to his deeds. Then
shall the wicked go away into everlasting punishment, but the
righteous shall go into life eternal, to inherit those things which
eye hath not seen, nor ear heard, nor have entered into the heart
of man such things as God hath prepared for them that love him;
and they shall rejoice in the kingdom of God, which is in Christ
Jesus. (Apostolic Constitutions VII, 32)

We can assume based on this text and on what we find in Scripture that
the Didache originally ended in a similar way. Despite the lack of an
end-times description of a final judgment in the Didache, there are
several points throughout the text which are hinged upon the existence
of, and make reference to, such a judgment.

Perhaps the first and most obvious is the structure of the document itself.
As we have mentioned throughout this study, the Didache begins by
explaining the way of life and the way of death. This contrast between life
and death is obviously concerned with more than just physical life and
death. The idea that the Didache attempts to convey is that by
maintaining yourself within the contained instructions, you will do well
in holding to your faith. If indeed your faith is true, then you will partake
of the everlasting life which is found in Yeshua. If, however, you turn
away from the hope you previously had in Yeshua and pursue your own
fleshly desires, then you will find that your name is not written in the
book of life.

Another interesting teaching which, although not mentioning judgment
does seem to allude to the result of judgment, says the following:

Do not turn away someone who is in need; rather, share all things
in common with your brother. Do not claim ownership, for if you
are common partners in what is immortal, how much more so in
what is mortal! (Didache 4.8)

Scripture records the fact that one of the ways in which the unity of the
early believers was demonstrated was in communal living (Acts 2:44-45,
4:32-35). Here the Didache gives an interesting justification for this
lifestyle. Since we will all share together the eternal blessings of the
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world to come, shouldn’t we also share what God has given us in this
world?

One last reference we will look at from the Didache is found in the
section which gives a prayer to be said after meals: “We thank you, our
holy Father, for the… eternal life that you have made known to us through
your servant Yeshua” (Didache 10.2). It is only through Yeshua that we
have access to the eternal life which He has promised all those who put
their faith in Him and His righteousness. While the Didache is not
focused on explaining theology and assumes the reader has already
begun to believe in Yeshua, it is clear that He is at the center of all things.
Without Him, we would be dead in our sins. Thanks be to God for the gift
of salvation in Messiah Yeshua.

Conclusion

The conclusion of the list of elementary principles in Hebrews 6 takes us
to the conclusion of time itself: the final, eternal judgment. It is fitting to
end the list in this manner, and we have seen several examples that
reveal there is a solid precedent for doing so.

The prospect of judgment can be a terrifying thing, and for good reason.
We, however, can be confident because of Yeshua’s work that our names
are indeed written in the Lamb’s book of life, and thus if we hold on to
our hope we will spend eternity with the Lord.

Sometimes we stress the subject of eternal judgment to non-believers
but neglect to consider it in our own walk. We have seen in Yeshua’s
words and in the teachings of the Scriptures that the doctrines regarding
eternal judgment are far more than just a tool for conversion. They
provide us as believers with a place to fix our gaze. Justice does not
always happen in this world, but justice will be found in the world to
come. Our struggles and our toil will be remembered, and every tear will
be wiped away. The seed we plant in this life will produce an abundant
harvest, “for in due time we will reap if we do not grow weary” ( Galatians
6:9). We understand the judgment, and we understand that every act has
consequences. “Therefore, knowing the fear of the Lord, we persuade
men” (2 Corinthians 5:11).

The eternal judgment is founded on the principles of justice and
righteousness which the Holy Spirit enables us to shine forth in the
world right now. God loves justice, and His desire is that those who
worship Him would pursue it. “He has told you, O man, what is good; and
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what does the LORD require of you but to do justice, to love kindness,
and to walk humbly with your God?” ( Micah 6:8).

Knowing this, may we always continue to do what is just and good in His
sight, knowing that it is He who is working justice through us. May we
never grow weary, but may we fix our eyes on the imperishable reward
which He has promised to those who love Him.

The end of the matter; all has been heard. Fear God and keep his
commandments, for this is the whole duty of man. For God will
bring every deed into judgment, with every secret thing, whether
good or evil. (Ecclesiastes 12:13-14)
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Conclusion

In the first lesson of this study, we began by bringing attention to the root
of our individual faith and the way that we may live that faith in our daily
walk. As believers, we have been redeemed from the old sinful practices
of the world and are called to walk in newness of life. After the initial act
of putting our faith in Yeshua for the forgiveness of our sins, we begin a
new life governed not by ourselves, but by our Redeemer.

Historically, there have been many conceptions about the correct way to
be a disciple of Yeshua. Although most Christians make great efforts to be
genuine and led by the Spirit when formulating doctrine, careful to base
beliefs off of the teachings contained in Scripture, somehow different
groups come to drastically different conclusions. Each competing
viewpoint strives to carry on the ancient teachings passed on from the
Messiah and His apostles. In the process, we view things through the lens
of undetected cultural and theological bias, unable to clearly focus on
what the apostles truly envisioned for the future disciples of the Master.

This study does not claim to have transcended such bias. Try as we may,
a completely objective view is not easily achieved. In spite of this,
hopefully by placing things in their historical context we have arrived at a
closer understanding of what the audience they were speaking to
interpreted from their teachings. As we have set out to interpret the
Scriptures used in this study, we have compared them to other works
from the period which hopefully give us some insight into how the
people of that time may have understood the words contained in
Scripture.

While the interpretation of many passages of Scripture is aided by
approaching them from this perspective, we specifically focused on a
passage found in the book of Hebrews. The author of this epistle was
trying to teach a very profound lesson about the Messiah, but felt he was
hindered by the infantile state of the believers he was writing to. While
he had expected them by this time to be capable of understanding
deeper truths and in fact to be capable of teaching others the same, this
expectation was not met as he had hoped: “For though by this time you
ought to be teachers, you have need again for someone to teach you the
elementary principles of the oracles of God” (Hebrews 5:12).

The author of Hebrews does go on to teach this lesson, but not before he
reproves them for their lack of growth. It is perhaps an exaggeration on
his part to claim that the community needed to relearn the elementary
principles, because he does not proceed to teach them any lessons on

102 www.JudeoChristianClarion.com



these basic principles. Instead, he simply lists off the teachings which this
community must have received as its introduction to the teachings of
Messiah:

Therefore leaving the elementary teaching about the Messiah, let
us press on to maturity, not laying again a foundation of
repentance from dead works and of faith toward God, of
instruction about washings and laying on of hands, and the
resurrection of the dead and eternal judgment. (Hebrews 6:1-2)

One of the ways we approached this list was by understanding it as
referring to a series of lessons which the community received as a
catechism, or introductory period of instruction before joining the faith.
We perhaps have a glimpse of this catechism in the early work known as
the Didache, the title of which is the Greek word for “instruction.” The six
teachings listed in these verses are present in the work. This doesn’t
necessarily indicate that Hebrews is referring to the Didache itself, but it
is perhaps referring to an oral tradition which the Didache itself was also
based off of. Since we do not have this oral tradition, however, the
Didache provides us with a glimpse into what it might have looked like.

The full title of the Didache actually makes the claim that it contains the
teachings of the twelve apostles, supposedly as passed down to them
from Yeshua. Whether this is true or not is heavily debated. There exist
many documents from early Christianity which claim to be written by
the apostles or other important figures, but due to their content
obviously were not. The Didache is different from these other forgeries
in that it is from an early stage in Christianity that was still largely
influenced and rooted in Judaism. While later works were more focused
on fleshing out a theological framework, the Didache presents itself as an
instruction manual for everyday life in a community of believers.

In this study, we broke this list down into its six parts and attempted to
understand what type of teachings the author of Hebrews assumed his
readers would have received about these teachings. Obviously our main
source of inquiry was Scripture, since this is the foundation of all sound
teaching. We also examined how these Scriptures were interpreted by
those within Judaism as well as early Christianity. We will briefly
summarize what we learned about each of these lessons.
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Repentance From Dead Works

Since repentance is the first teaching mentioned in these verses, it is
probably regarded as the most important. In reading Scripture, it is
obvious that the doctrine of repentance is indeed central. In the Hebrew
language, the word for repentance is based on the root which means, “to
return.” In Greek, the word translated as repentance means, “to change
one’s mind,” but from context it is clear that the same meaning is
intended. A change of mind which is truly a change must result in
decisive action. These words indicate that to repent is to turn to God. In
another sense, to repent is to turn away from sin and unbelief.

Repentance is sometimes understood as a one-time event which occurs
when one comes to believe in Yeshua. While it is true that this type of
repentance only happens once, there is also another behavioral aspect to
repentance which ought to become a habitual practice in the life of the
believer. Most will readily acknowledge along with Scripture that
although we are redeemed and receive the righteousness of Messiah, we
still make mistakes, we still indulge our fleshly, sinful nature, although
repeated and frequent failure to overcome specific sins may be the sign
of a larger problem. When this happens, we are to confess and repent,
that is, return to God and obedience to His will. In turning to Him, we
trust that He will remove our sins from us and continue to change our
hearts.

In order to return, we must have something to return to. Forsaking sin
requires a knowledge of the right path to walk on. Only by staying in
God’s word and allowing it to change our lives can we truly repent and
return to the way of life. All of God’s ways are life and peace, and so we
ought to strive to allow all our deeds to be filled with life and peace in
conformance with His will. “Therefore we have been buried with Him
through baptism into death, so that as Messiah was raised from the dead
through the glory of the Father, so we too might walk in newness of life”
(Romans 6:4).

Faith Toward God

Faith is a firm belief and trust which evidences itself through action.
According to this definition, it is possible to have faith in something other
than God. We can have a firm conviction of an unseen idea or concept
and allow that to change our deeds. We can devote our lives to a
particular cause, thinking this is the highest aim for humanity. Perhaps
we put faith in our own abilities to sustain ourselves, in a political system,
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or in acts of philanthropy. Without a firm base in the sovereignty of God
and His ultimate purposes for mankind, our faith in anything else may
become idolatry if we serve it in the way we ought to serve God.

In Scripture, faith is never presented as something flimsy or subject to
rapid change. It is a conviction which is firmly seated alike in the head
and the heart based on an accurate knowledge of God’s will. Abraham
believed that God would fulfill the promise He had spoken, regardless of
the physical circumstances which he was in. For this reason, his belief
was credited to him as righteousness. God’s will is that we will all likewise
not only believe that He exists, but that His words have meaning and
relevance in our lives. If we believe that Yeshua has redeemed us from
sin, and if He has told us what we ought to be doing in His word, then
true faith will lead us to confirm in our hearts and minds to act according
to our convictions. Faith bears fruit, it has physical results, and is far from
being merely an acknowledgment of the mind which has no effect on the
way we orient our lives.

Messiah is the object of our faith, our only hope for salvation. We believe
that He died, and we believe that He rose again. We believe that His work
atoned for our sins so that we may receive forgiveness and redemption.
We believe that just as He was resurrected to life, so too He will raise us
up in the last day. These things are what we believe, and these beliefs will
necessarily affect the way we live. God’s faithfulness to all mankind
overshadows anything we could ever do in return. As we are conformed
more into the image of Messiah, let us continue to be steadfast in
faithfulness to Him and to our fellowman.

Instruction About Washings

Different translations reflect different views regarding this phrase. The
title we chose to use for this section is from the New American Standard
translation of the verse. Others, such as the King James, may say
something like, “doctrine about baptisms.” The Greek word translated as
“baptism” throughout the New Testament is not reserved only for use in
the context of Christian baptism. Literally the word speaks of immersion
or dipping. The Greek word may be used to speak of the ritual washings
associated with purity in Judaism.

As we learned in this section, the practice of immersion which came to
be associated with acceptance of Yeshua as Messiah and Lord was not a
new or innovative practice in its external form. Neither was John the
Baptist the first to associate immersion with spiritual renewal. While the
Torah does not speak of ritual washings outside of the Levitical purity
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laws, as time progressed ritual washing became more associated with
spiritual purity outside of what was prescribed directly by the Torah.
External immersion as described in the Torah was not for cleansing from
sin, but from physical defilement, such as would occur after coming into
contact with a dead body or after giving birth. In time it also became
associated with conversion to Judaism or as an outward sign of a spiritual
renewal or cleansing. This is the sense which baptism became associated
with for the followers of Yeshua, as a one-time unrepeatable induction
into the body of Messiah.

Instruction about washings could be understood several ways. We
determined that the most likely was either instructions about how to
prepare for baptisms (what type of water to use, to fast beforehand, etc.)
or instructions which were received prior to conducting baptisms (such
as the Two Ways teaching). In either case, it is obvious that baptisms
were not to be rushed into, but those who were going to join the body of
Messiah needed to first count the cost and recognize what type of life
they were immersing themselves into.

Laying on of Hands

We broke down the Scriptural practice of laying on of hands into three
categories: blessing, substitution, and ordination. Generally speaking,
laying hands on a person, from a physical or symbolic perspective,
creates a connection or union between the parties. The first mention of
laying on of hands is associated with blessing, as the patriarchs laid their
hands on their sons while giving them blessings. This practice continued
throughout Jewish history, and we see Yeshua laying His hands on the
children to bless them. Hands were laid on animals in the sacrificial
system as a sign that the identity of the owner was transferred to the
animal. Likewise the congregation of Israel laid their hands on the
Levites, signifying that this tribe was to serve in the tabernacle as a
substitute for the firstborn sons of the whole nation of Israel.

Our main focus was on the third category, ordination, as this is likely the
one which is intended to be understood in our Hebrews passage. Moses
was instructed to lay his hands on Joshua, who would succeed him as
leader of the Israelites. Laying hands on a person to transfer authority
continued in Judaism into the period of the first century, and where the
physical act is not performed, the essence is carried on. In this context,
laying on of hands signifies a transfer of authority or identity, and in
some cases a special gifting of the Holy Spirit to aid in leadership.
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The Didache does not specifically mention the symbolism or ritual of
laying on of hands, but it does touch on the authority structure or
hierarchy of the assembly of believers which was a result of this
symbolic act. In order for new believers to be able to function correctly
in the tight-knit community, they would need to know who they were
accountable to and who they were to trust for support and guidance.
Spiritual leaders such as bishops/elders and deacons were to be treated
with reverence because of the office they held. Those who were seated in
these roles were to recognize that they represent Messiah and His words,
and must understand the authority entrusted to them for the purpose of
caring for His flock. Laymen, despite honoring these positions, were to
pay attention to what they were hearing and discern, as far as they were
able, whether they were being taught truth.

Resurrection from the Dead

If there is no resurrection our hope and faith are in vain, for then not
even Messiah has been raised. Resurrection gives us a hope for the
future, that the grave is not our final destination. If He was raised from
the dead, then we also can remain confident that He will lift us up from
the dust.

In examining what Scripture had to say about resurrection, we first had
to understand the various opinions about death and resurrection which
were contemporary in Yeshua’s day. The souls of the deceased were
understood to go to an other-worldly realm called Sheol. There the
righteous were sustained in happiness while the wicked suffered, with
each group being held until the resurrection or the day of judgment.
Scripture doesn’t go into detail to describe this place, and so we can
understand that the meaning we are supposed to take away is that our
souls remain conscious until the day they will be reunited with our
resurrected bodies.

As we walk out our faith and grow closer to Yeshua, we experience a type
of resurrection. Our old sinful nature has passed away, and we are to
walk according to the new life which has been given us in Messiah
Yeshua. This is only possible in part in this age, but when that day comes
and the righteous dead are raised, then we will experience the fullness of
our calling, when the old will truly have passed away and nothing will
remain but the pure, holy, and glorious.
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Eternal Judgment

The concept of a judgment only makes sense after establishing the way
God wants us to walk. Only after explaining the way of life which God has
established for His people to walk on can we then fully understand what
the judgment is about. In this section, we began by looking at the
connection between judgment and justice, finding that judgment is the
means of attaining justice. The Lord is a God who loves justice, and His
people also are to love and pursue justice and righteousness.

Although justice and judgment are sometimes viewed negatively or with
anxiety, this is usually due to a concern that we may receive a guilty
verdict. We know that eternal life is not merited by doing good deeds,
but that our faith in Yeshua is the basis by which our names are written
in the Lamb’s book of life, ensuring that our eternity will be spent with
Him. Although this is certainly the case, Scripture is clear that all men will
be judged by their deeds in order that justice which went undone in this
world might be accomplished.

This fact ought to motivate us to keep our eyes on the reward which lies
ahead. Although we are not to serve God only because we desire to be
rewarded, nevertheless Yeshua does encourage His disciples to store up
treasures in heaven. Our primary motivation should be a love for God
which is reward enough of its own, but we should always act in a way
which reflects our knowledge that God looks on us and sees all of our
words, thoughts, and deeds.

Moving Forward

For each of the above principles, there is obviously much more that
could be said. Since these principles are described as the foundational
teachings, it makes sense that all other teachings would build off of these
in some way. Once we have a basic understanding of faith, for example,
we can continue to receive deeper teachings on faith and recognize
more opportunities to exercise such faith.

What is so special about these six teachings? Why does Hebrews specify
these particular teachings as constituting the proper foundation? The
first two, faith and repentance, are fairly obvious. Arguably, faith and
repentance are what the entire weight of Scripture consists of. If we don’t
have faith and if we refuse to repent then by definition we cannot
consider ourselves Messiah’s disciples. Everything we do should be done
in faith, and when we fail in this regard then we must repent.

108 www.JudeoChristianClarion.com



The next two, baptism and laying on of hands, seem to have to deal with
understanding our place in the body of Messiah. Baptism is a sign that we
have been united with Messiah in His death. We are joined with Him and
with everyone who has put their faith in Him. Together we are His body.
Once part of the body, we are to understand that each part has a different
role and what that means for us as we seek to allow Messiah to be
evident in the midst of our congregation. It is important that we
understand this so that we accurately reveal His will to the world.

The last two, resurrection of the dead and eternal judgment, teach us
about the end and about our hope. They describe what we are to expect
of our walk of faith: that our souls will be restored into our transformed
bodies and we will spend eternity with our Lord. All of our struggles,
hardships, and toil will be rewarded. Wrongs will be made right. Death
cannot separate us from the love of God, and so we have no reason to
fear death. Far from making us complacent, these teachings call us to
action so we can be confident in knowing that we have wisely invested
this short time which God has entrusted to us.

Perhaps the reason these six teachings are asserted as forming the
foundation are because they start the believer out with knowledge in
these three essential areas. A new believer must be acquainted with the
basics of maintaining a personal relationship with God, a community
relationship with other believers, and they must have a motivation to
pursue growth in each of these areas. The six foundational teachings
listed in Hebrews accomplish this goal.

Admittedly, in this study we have not focused so much on providing a
catechism for new believers. The main goal of these teachings in the
current study is to stress the need for spiritual maturity. Although this
particular study is not necessarily targeted for new believers, it provides
a clear basis for how we ought to lay a doctrinal foundation for new
believers which is based in Scripture. Since these teachings are
specifically pointed out as being the basic, elementary principles, we
ought to pay attention to these teachings. Can we honestly say that we
have, at the very least, a basic understanding in each of these areas? If we
have been believers for a while, have we progressed past the milk and
begun to partake of the bread and meat? Could we explain to a new
believer the necessary doctrines relating to these elementary topics?

As believers, we are called to grow and never cease. So often we hear the
walk of faith compared to a journey or a road. We understand that
progress is essential, but progress can be defined in a way that misleads
us. In order for us to gain ground in our personal walk, we must forsake
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the world and the things of the world, making it our aim to grow closer to
God through obedience to His will. What we learn from Scripture is
directly applicable to our current behavior, whether it be how we look at
the world, how we interact with others, or the way we think about God
and what types of deeds He wants us to be busying ourselves with.

Not that I have already obtained it or have already become perfect,
but I press on so that I may lay hold of that for which also I was
laid hold of by Messiah Yeshua. Brethren, I do not regard myself as
having laid hold of it yet; but one thing I do: forgetting what lies
behind and reaching forward to what lies ahead, I press on toward
the goal for the prize of the upward call of God in Messiah
Yeshua... For many walk, of whom I often told you, and now tell
you even weeping, that they are enemies of the cross of Messiah,
whose end is destruction, whose god is their appetite, and whose
glory is in their shame, who set their minds on earthly things. For
our citizenship is in heaven, from which also we eagerly wait for a
Savior, the Lord Yeshua the Messiah. (Philippians 3:12-14, 18-20)

Paul reflects with tears on those who, although claiming to have
fellowship with Yeshua, do not demonstrate such faith by their actions.
They serve the world and the things which it contains. Instead of
following their example, we ought to always remember what lies ahead
of us. The same attitude which Paul exhibits here in these verses is what
has motivated countless men and women of faith, both in Scripture and
throughout history. They remained steadfast and faithful and beckoned
that all who were called would follow them as they followed Messiah on
the path of life.

Even in equating our life with walking on a path, when we separate this
from the allusion too far it can become confusing. How do we know if we
are moving forward on the path? How can we tell if we are actually
making progress? And what does progress look like?

We have seen that to progress on the way of life is to walk in
righteousness, obeying God and growing closer to Him. The way of life is
about consistency and victory over sins. It is about obedience through all
situations. The paths of life and death are behavioral patterns, they are
lifestyle choices. Progress might mean being able to maintain your trust
through a difficult situation, or it might mean remaining consistently
faithful to God in a certain area of your life, or finally being able to
forgive. From moment to moment, we may not be conscious of the fact
that we are making progress on this path, but if we are growing closer to
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God then we will be made more and more into the likeness of His image
as He molds us, each at the pace which He knows is best.

Those of us who have experienced growth and maturity are not to forget
that this path is not one we walk alone. There are others in the body who
can benefit from the lessons which we have learned. Not everyone is a
teacher, nor should all be teachers, as James says, “Let not many of you
become teachers, my brethren, knowing that as such we will incur a
stricter judgment” (James 3:1). Nevertheless, we all are students. We each
receive what has been given us from the Lord, and we ought to share that
with others rather than hoarding it to ourselves. We all live life. We all
walk this road and ought to encourage one another, spurring each other
forward toward holiness, love, and good deeds.

In conclusion, we hope that this study has been a blessing to you as a
source of enlightenment, encouragement, or exhortation. For some, the
concepts presented here may be new or difficult to digest. Others may
feel confident in their knowledge and experience with much of what we
have covered. We are all at different levels, experiencing different rates
of growth. Instead of comparing ourselves against others, let us measure
the progress we have made in our relationship with Messiah against the
bounty with which He has blessed us individually. May we never be
content to indulge in sloth or vanity, but rather keeping our eyes fixed on
the hope we have in Messiah, may we run with endurance the race that is
set before us.

This hope we have as an anchor of the soul, a hope both sure and
steadfast and one which enters within the veil, where Yeshua has
entered as a forerunner for us, having become a high priest
forever according to the order of Melchizedek… And we desire that
each one of you show the same diligence so as to realize the full
assurance of hope until the end, so that you will not be sluggish,
but imitators of those who through faith and patience inherit the
promises. (Hebrews 6:19-20, 11-12)
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