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Torah Observance -

Are Christians restored to the Sinai Covenant?

Some people, having discovered the joy of the Jevaets of their faith,
want to take it to the “next level” by becoming ‘fat observant,” by
which they mean obligated to follow the commandradotind in the
writings of Moses and interpreted by certain Ralaailnauthorities as
halakhah,or the “way to walk” the Jewish life. This positid would call
“neo-Ebionism,” so named after the sect of Eikonites who, though
they apparently accepted Yeshua as the Messiattedjthe teachings of
Paul and insisted that the writings of Moses shbeldtrictly observed
for the true follower of Jesus.

Today’s neo-Ebionites will say that since Jesuslagdirst followers were “Torah
observant,” we should be likewise. They will poauit that the only reference in the
Tanakh for the new covenaftirit chadashah)s in Jeremiah 31:31-34, where it is
clearly stated that God would write Aisrahwithin our inward parts and write in upon
our hearts:
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natati et-torati b'kirbam, v'al-libam ekhtavenah

| will put my torah into their inward parts
and | will write it in their hearts...

Matthew 5:17-20 is then often cited as a proof-that Jesus explicitly taught His
followers to observe the commandments of Moses {he Torah):

Do not think that | have come to abolish the Law.(ifrorah)or the Prophets
(i.e.,Nevi'im); | have not come to abolish them but to fulfill tmeFor truly, | say
to you, until heaven and earth pass away, nottan(ie.Yod),not a dot (i.e.,

tag), will pass from the Law until all is accomplishd&dherefore whoever relaxes
one of the least of these commandments and teathes to do the same will be
called least in the kingdom of heaven, but whoels them and teaches them
will be called great in the kingdom of heaven. Ftall you, unless your
righteousness exceeds that of the scribeferim)and Phariseg@erushim),you
will never enter the kingdom of heavénalkhut hashamayim).
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Immediately after saying these things, Jesus goés explain what He meant by saying
that our righteousness was to exceed that of ttleescand the Pharisees. “You have
heard that it was said to those of old... but Itsayou...” (Matt 5:21-48). But note that in
each case Jesus takes ptehat (outward meaning) of the commandment and moves it
inward, to the “inward parts,” by “writing it upon our hes’:

Old (written upon tablets) New (written upon the heart)

No Murder (Ex. 20:13; Deut 5:17) No Anger / resentment (Matt 5:21-4)
No Adultery (Ex. 20:14; Deut 5:18) No Lust (Matt 5:22-32)

No False Witness (Ex. 20:16; Deut 5:20) Simple Honesty (Matt 5:33-7)

Eye for Eye Justice (Ex. 21:24) Forgiveness (Matt 5:38-42)

Love friends; hate enemies (Lev 19:18) Love all people (Matt 5:43-48)

Outer Righteousness Inner Righteousness (Matt 6:1-4)
Formulaic prayer Secret Prayer (Matt 6:5-6)
Ostentatious Religiosity Secret Fasting (Matt 6:16-18)
Outwardness Inwardness (Matt 7:12)

The Inner is not the Outer

It should be evident that Jesusidrashregarding these commandments is intended to
move the focus away from an outward appearancglueiousness (as was affected by
certain Jewish leaders of Jesus’ day) toward thvard motivation of the heart. this
sense is our righteousness to exceed the scrupiaions of observance as practiced by
the scribes and Pharisedssus is putting the Torah into the inward partd aniting it
upon the heart.

Indeed, Jesus had some fierce words for those waardold to the “traditions of the
elders” but who “make void the word of God” for thake of Jewish traditions:

Then Phariseg@erushim)and scribegsoferim)came to Jesus from Jerusalem
and said, "Why do your disciples break the traditod the elders? For they do not
wash their hands when they eat.” He answered th&mad, why do you break the
commandment of God for the sake of your traditibon? God commanded,
'Honor your father and your mother," and, 'Whoewegiles father or mother must
surely die."' But you say, 'lIf anyone tells his @&tbr his mother, What you would
have gained from me is given to God, he need nobihbis father." So for the
sake of your tradition you have made void the wafr@God. You hypocrites! Well
did Isaiah prophesy of you, when he said: "Thiggbe honors me with their lips,
but their heart is far from me; in vain do they slip me, teaching as doctrines
the commandments of men.' (Matt 15:1-9)
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Matthew 23:2-3 is another supposed proof-text mieatEbionites will cite to support the
view that followers of Jesus should observe theheas of the rabbinics:

The scribes and the Pharisees sit on Moses'sseptactice and observe
whatever they tell youbut not what they do. For they preach, but diopnactice.

Prima facieit seems that Jesus is saying that His followezs$oapractice and observe
the Jewish traditions as expounded by the scribé$aarisees. However, when we
closely read the context of this passage we naitetiese words undoubtedly indicate
irony and scorn for outward their shows of rightemess geeMatt 23:13-36). If Jesus
hadseriouslymeant for His followers to practice and observawthe scribes and
Pharisees had taught, why would He go on to béneta as hypocrites who “shut up the
kingdom of heaven against men,” making a “pretedeheir prayers and going out of
their way to make one convert who is “twice thdahif hell” than themselves? Would
Jesus have you angbiactice and observihese sorts of things? On the contrary, the
overall context of this passage indicates thatalewer of Jesus shouldot become
subject to their authority. This interpretatiorfusther made evident by Jesus’ statement
that we are to be subject to Hatoneas Teacher and are to call no one “rabbi,” the
traditional appellation of the Jewish leaders ef day (Matt 23:8).

Covenant and Torah

What is Torah about, anyway? As is well known,wed itself derives from a root
meaning “direction,” or “aim,” or “instruction.” Buare not all these terms relative to
something else, something more fundamental asaaleag “end” of such instruction?
Indeed, what would it mean to instruct or direahsone without a destination? Would
you attend a class if there was no impartationnoiledge as its justification? Would
you read a map that had directions that led to mogh

So what, then, is the goal wirah?Is it not - in the end - to be reconciled to Gdbe in
vital relationship with Him, in short, to be in liog communion with Him? But how is
that to be effected? Is it through “rule-following&haviors, or is there something else
that needs to be provided in order to accomplighehd?

Is not “torah” essentially man’s response to tisigrething else,” and is not this more
basic thing God’sovenant?

Torah is dunction ofcovenant -- as man’s responsibility -- and thexeetorah has
changed in light of God’s different covenants. Erample, the earliest of the patriarchs -
from Adam to Noah to Abraham - all observed torathe sense that they related to God
through covenant. Consider that Noah, Abraham emed Moses himself offered blood
sacrifices to Gotbeforeadditional torah was given at Sinai (Exodus 5:3).
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In light of this distinction, we need to restribettopic and ask the question as to whether
we are bound to keep the terms of the covenant mvétdsraelat Sinaior whether there

is indeed anew covenanthat has been effected by means of which we maydraw

near to God. In other words, is the life, sacidicieath, and resurrection of Jesus merely
a means to eenewedSinaitic covenant relationship with God, or doesoibstitute a
genuinely new way of being in relationship with Fim

How we answerthis question will determine what we mean by “torah” ard our
covenantal responsibilities before the LORD.

Now what did Jesus teach us about the new covevitmGod? Did He focus on ritual,
obligatory prayer or the traditions of the eldesdl@ means of observing torah? No, He
said that torah is observed by our inward resptms#s sacrificial death and
resurrection for us and is demonstrated by loviog @ith all our heart, mind, soul, and
strength, and by loving our neighbor as ourself tBese two commandments,” He said,
“hang all the law and the prophets” (Matt 22:35-4€e also John 15:12-14).

In other wordsthe love of God and otheis the goal or purpose of torah, and, as Paul
wrote in Romans 13:10L.ove is the fulfilling of the law"(see also Gal 5:14).
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ha’ahava lo ta’aseh ra lare’a al-ken ha’ahavah hi kiyum ha-Torah

Love does no wrong to a neighbor;
therefore love is the fulfilling of the lafRom 13:10)

The Torah of JesuJorat Yeshuais love. When we truly love God and our neighbor, we
ipso factofulfill the intent of the various rules, ordinarsc@nd statutes as found in the
writings of Moses. In this sense, then, and basetth® new covenant promises we have
in Jesus, we indeed have direction, aim, and iostmi for the walk of life. Théalakhah

of Jesus is the walk of love, and this love engitednscends the role of rule-following
behaviors as our way to truly commune with Godwaitd our fellow man.

For additional information about Torah and its ralethe life of the follower of Jesus the
Mashiach, please see:

= http://www.hebrew4christians.com/Articles/Olam_Hatw'olam_hatorah.html
= http://www.hebrew4christians.com/Articles/Torah_@&h&nce/Mitzvot/mitzvot.html

= http://www.hebrew4christians.com/Articles/Taryagyteg.html
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