THIS WEEK’S TORAH PORTION

DEUTERONOMY 3:23-7:11
Parashat Va’etchanan / שׁת ָוֶאְתַחנַּן
ַ ָפָּר
In this week’s guide…
The COMMENTARY from Rabbi Jason digs down deep into the most foundational of
all Jewish prayers (which appears in this week’s parashat): the Shema. Typically, this
prayer is both the first and the last one in the lips of the Jewish people, in early childhood
and at the moment of their passing. We not only learn the theological significance of this
prayer, we go deeper into the typographical significance the Shema has in the Torah
scroll. Fascinating and equipping content!
Our NEW TESTAMENT TIE-IN pokes the proverbial hornet’s nest that is the argument
of Law vs. Grace. Christians have a less-than-stellar history of assessing and interpreting
Israel’s covenants. It is true, of course, that “Torah was given through Moses; grace and
truth came through Yeshua the Messiah” (John 1:17), but that doesn’t mean “the Law”
was merely a matter of external performance or works-based righteousness. This study is
going to pull you into the beautiful tension of the “Law of the

And the HEBREW WORD STUDY does a superb job of unpacking one of the most
important terms in Jewish life and practice: Shema. Yes, there is a conventional, straightahead “definition” of the word, but there is a more profound (and challenging!)
understanding of Shema that all of Yeshua’s followers need to embrace. Dive in and let
this ancient term impact your daily life.

OVERVIEW
Our forty-fifth reading from the Torah and the second reading from the book of
Deuteronomy is named Va’etchanan, which means “and I besought.” This title originates
from the first verse of the reading, which says, “I pleaded (va’etchanan) with ADONAI at
that time” (Deut 3:23). The portion completes Deuteronomy’s historical preface as a
covenant document and begins a rehearsal of the stipulations. Part of that rehearsal is a
repetition of the Ten Commandments and the beloved Jewish prayers, the Shema and
V’ahavta, as found in Deuteronomy 6:4-9.

שׁת ָוֶאְתַחנַּן
ָפָּר ַ

One of the great debates in the Church is “Law vs. Grace.” What is the source of
the conflict? One is the presumption that the “Law” calls for merely external
performance while “Grace” is exclusively a matter of the heart. The former is
“religion,” while the latter is “relationship.” Of course, this seemingly enlightened
perspective—aside from its occasional anti-Semitic undertones—has created all
sorts of problems over the prevailing centuries. The work of German monk and
reformer Martin Luther planted (unintentionally?) combative theological seeds
more than 500 years ago.

Christ, when the Jews asked Him what they should do that they might work the works of God, rejected the
multitude of works, with which He saw that they were puffed up, and commanded them one thing saying,
“This is the work of God: that ye believe on Him whom He hath sent, for Him hath God the Father sealed.”
i

In an attempt to disabuse ourselves of
“legalism,”
many have pendulously drifted into ethical license
and abused the liberty we have in Yeshua. Another German (Lutheran) theologian addressed this issue. In his seminal
work, Nachfolge (“Discipleship”), Dietrich Bonhoeffer wrote:
Cheap grace is preaching forgiveness without repentance; it is baptism without the
discipline of community; it is the Lord’s Supper without the confession of sin; it is
absolution without personal confession. Cheap grace is grace without discipleship, grace
without the cross, grace without the living, incarnate Jesus Christ.
ii

No one wants “mere” religion, some set of rules to be followed, or a moral checklist to fill out, either in a sense of
dread or superiority. But, at the same time, if how we live as men and women of faith doesn’t matter, if our moral
decisions and actions are utterly irrelevant, why bother? Unfortunately, many churches are empty for this very reason
—
(see 1 Corinthians 2:6).
Parashat Va’etchanan offers a detail that holds the Law/Gospel or external/internal realities in beautiful tension.
Immediately following the famous cornerstones of Jewish life and faith, the Shema and V’ahavtah, we read in
Deuteronomy 6:6, “These words, which I am commanding you today, are to be on your heart” (emphasis added). In
other words, merely external obedience—or should we say, “conformity”—to the biblical commands was never a
consideration. God always meant for His commandments to be connected to the heart. God created us to live from our
hearts, for “everything you do flows from it” (Proverbs 4:23 NIV). It’s asinine to think that our external doings can be
divorced from our inner believing. Hence Jeremiah prophesied:
“Behold, days are coming”—it is a declaration of Adonai—“when I will make a new
covenant with the house of Israel and with the house of Judah—not like the covenant I
made with their fathers in the day I took them by the hand to bring them out of the land of
Egypt. For they broke My covenant, though I was a husband to them” it is a declaration
of Adonai. “But this is the covenant I will make with the house of Israel after those
days”—it is a declaration of Adonai—“I will put My Torah within them. Yes, I will write
it on their heart. I will be their God and they will be My people. (Jeremiah 33:30-32)
We should note that in Jeremiah’s prophecy, God promised a new
covenant because the previous one was broken, not because its
terms were insufficient. In other words, that older covenant was not
“external,” only to be replaced by a newer, “internal” one. Israel’s
“covenantal history” consistently revealed the universal human
condition: we cannot fulfill God’s demands.
But there was a
who walked
’s dusty roads some 2,000
years ago. He was “One who has been tempted in all the same ways
—yet without sin” (Hebrews 4:15). Through baptism, we have been
immersed into His life (see Romans 6:1-4). Our “life is hidden with
Messiah in God” (Colossians 3:3). And it is from the heart of love
that we have for Him that

•
•
•

THOUGHTS for REFLECTION
Take some time this week to prayerfully consider and discuss with friends:
§ Hearing God (accurately) is perhaps THE core issue in all of life. His voice is the
genesis of everything, from the creation of the universe to the “new creation” that is
you. As Yeshua declared, we don’t “live by bread alone, but by every word that comes
from the mouth of God” (Matthew 4:4). Compare that to these words: “I will send a
famine on the land —not a famine of bread nor a thirst for water, but of hearing the
words of ADONAI” (Amos 8:11). Are you hungry or satisfied?
§

Each one of us processes God’s grace vs. God’s commands differently, depending
on our personality, history, et al. Where do
land on that spectrum, more to the
moralistic side or the permissive? Why do you think that might be? How does this
week’s
challenge you? As you process these questions prayerfully, be sure to
thank God for the gift He has given you in Yeshua and communion with Him!

