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B’har (On Mount [Sinai]) – Bechukotai (My Decrees) 

 
Parashat Behar consists of a single chapter that, despite its brevity, had a 
transformative impact on the social structure of ancient Israel and provid-
ed a unique solution to the otherwise intractable conflict between two 
fundamental ideals: freedom and equality. Much of human history has 
illustrated the fact that you can have freedom without equality (laissez-
faire economics), or equality without freedom (communism, socialism), 
but not both. The powerful insight of the Torah is that you can have 
both, but not at the same time. Therefore time itself has to become part 
of the solution, in the form of the seventh year and, after seven sabbatical 
cycles, the Jubilee. These become periodic corrections to the distortions 
of the free market that allow some to become rich while others suffer 
the loss of land, home, and even freedom. Through the periodic libera-
tion of slaves, release of debts, and restoration of ancestral lands, the To-
rah provides a still-inspiring alternative to individualism on the one hand, 
collectivism on the other. 

The first of the essays that follow is about the principle that underlies 
the social legislation here and elsewhere in the Torah, the legal principle 
known as eminent domain. This sheds fascinating light on the connection in 
Judaism between creation, redemption, and law. The second is about the 
difference between the politics of revolution and those of evolution and 
why the Torah prefers the latter. The third is about a key term in Judaism, 
“redemption,” and explains why it is a concept of both history and law. 

The fourth is about what I call the chronological imagination—a way of 
thinking about truth as something that unfolds through the medium of 
time, as opposed to the logical imagination of the Greeks that sees truth 
as essentially timeless. The fifth is about the Torah’s solution to the con-
flict between freedom and equality, and the sixth about its pioneering 
statement of minority rights. 
 
Parashat Bechukkotai is dominated by the passage in which God speaks 
of the blessings that will be experienced by the Israelites if they are faith-
ful to the covenant and the curses they will encounter if they are not. The 
essays that follow examine various aspects of this passage. 

The first argues that it is divine involvement in history that forms the 
basis for the Jewish principle of hope. It was this that made it so different 
from the tragic culture of ancient Greece. The second looks at recent em-
pirical evidence that a belief in divine justice helps create the social virtue 
of trust. The third makes the case that it is the perennial choice between 
blessing and curse that lies at the heart of Judaism as an ethic of respon-
sibility—the opposite of a victim culture. 

The fourth asks why the sages take an unlikely passage from the curs-
es as the prooftext for the principle that “all Israel are responsible for one 
another.” The fifth is about the Christian argument against Judaism, 
that God had rejected the “old” covenant in favour of a new one. The 
remarkable statement at the end of the curses explicitly rules this out. 
It says in effect that whatever happens, God will not reject His people. 
 
The Rejection of Rejection1 
 
For one reason more than any other, Jewish-Christian relations have been 
scarred by tragedy: the doctrine known as Supersessionist or Replacement 
theology, which maintains that Christianity represents God’s rejection of 
the Jewish people, the “old Israel.” 

It says that God once had a covenant with the people of Israel, but no 
longer. Hence the Christian name for the Hebrew Bible: “The Old Testa-
ment.” “Old” here means the testament or covenant once in force but no 
more. On this view God no longer wants us to serve Him the Jewish way, 
through the 613 commandments, but a new way, through a New Testa-
ment. His old chosen people were the physical descendants of Abra-
ham. His new chosen people are the spiritual descendants of Abraham, 
that is, not Jews but Christians. 

 
1. Hebrew 8:6 

6the ... covenant of which he is mediator is superior to the old one, 
since the new covenant is established on better promises.  
a. In Jewish thought “superior” and “inferior” are NOT opposites as in 

Greek thought—it is a comparative phrase that means one is “bet-
ter” than the other. But, “better” in the sense that it facilitates some-
thing that the other does not—it does not make the one “less better” 
in the sense of “bad,” or “of no use,” or “obsolete.”  

b. What makes Yeshua’s priesthood “superior” to that of Aaron’s?  
1) Yeshua’s priesthood is “heavenly”—Aaron’s priesthood is 

“earthly.”  
2) Yeshua’s priesthood is the “original” (or the “reality,” the “sub-

stance”)—Aaron’s priesthood is the “copy,” the “shadow.”  
a) Hebrews 9:24 

For Messiah did not enter a sanctuary made with human 
hands that was only a copy of the true one; he entered 
heaven itself, now to appear for us in God's presence.  

3) Yeshua’s priesthood effects our eternal fitness—Aaron’s priest-
hood effects our earthly fitness.  

 
1 Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, Covenant & Conversation: Exodus, (Maggid Books & The 

Orthodox Union), pp. 429-433. 



 

c. What makes the “new” covenant “superior” to the “old one”?  
1) The “new” covenant is ultimately (although not only) about eter-

nal life in the Olam HaBah (World-To-Come)—the “old” covenant 
is about our temporal life in the Olam HaZeh (This World).  
a) 2Corinthians 5:16-21 

17Therefore, if anyone is in Messiah, the new creation has 
come (or he is a new creature [NAS]): The old has gone, the 
new is here!  

2) Does our “connection” to a “new covenant” (and the Olam HaBah) 
terminate our relationship to the “old” one (and life in the Olam 
HaZeh)?  

3) 1John 2:3-11 
3We know that we have come to know him if we keep his com-
mands. 4Whoever says, "I know him," but does not do what he 
commands is a liar, and the truth is not in that person. 5But if 
anyone obeys his word, love for God is truly made complete in 
them. This is how we know we are in him: 6Whoever claims to 
live in him must live as Yeshua did. 

7Dear friends, I am not writing you a new command but an 
old one, which you have had since the beginning. This old 
command is the message you have heard. 8Yet I am writing you 
a new command; its truth is seen in him and in you, because the 
darkness is passing and the true light is already shining ... 

 
2. Galatians 3:6-9 

6So also Abraham "believed God, and it was credited to him as right-
eousness." 7Understand, then, that those who have faith are children 
of Abraham. 8Scripture foresaw that God would justify the Gentiles by 
faith, and announced the gospel in advance to Abraham: "All nations 
will be blessed through you." 9So those who rely on faith are blessed 
along with Abraham, the man of faith.  
a. Shabbat 63a (cf. Yevamot [Levirates] 11b, 24a) 

A verse (i.e., a midrash) cannot depart from its plain meaning (i.e, 
it’s peshat). 

 
The results of this doctrine were devastating. They were chronicled after 
the Holocaust by the French historian and Holocaust survivor Jules Isaac. 
Subsequently they were set out in works like Rosemary Ruether’s Faith 
and Fratricide (the killing of one’s brother or sister), and James Carroll’s 
Constantine’s Sword.(1) The story they tell is of a doctrine that led to centu-
ries of persecution and to Jews being treated as a pariah people. Reading 
Jules Isaac’s work led to a profound metanoia or change of heart on the 
part of Pope John XXIII, which led ultimately to the Second Vatican 

Council (1962-65) and the declaration Nostra Aetate, which transformed 
relations between the Catholic Church and the Jews. 

 
3. The fourth century preacher Gregory of Nyssa(22), described Jews as 

“murderers of the Lord, assassins of the prophets, rebels, and detesters 
of God, they outraged the Law, resist grace, repudiate the faith of their 
fathers. Companions of the devil, race of vipers, informers ... darkeners 
of the mind, pharisaic leaven, Sanhedrin of demons, accursed, detest-
ed ... enemies of all that is beautiful ...”(23)2  
22 Gregory of Nyssa, Saint A.D. 335?–394? Eastern theologian and church father 

who led the conservative faction during the Trinitarian controversy of the 
fourth century. From www.answers.com/Gregory+of+Nyssa. 

23 Leon Poliakov, The History of Anti-Semitism, (Vanguard Press), p. 23.  
a. The view of Jews as demons was expressed most forcefully by the 

4th–century Church father St. John Chrysostom(24): “The synagogue 
is not only a place of vice and impiety. It is a haunt of the de-
mons. The very souls of Jews are haunts of demons.”(25)3  
24 Chrysostom), Saint John A.D. 347?–407. Antioch-born Greek prelate 

whose eloquent sermons earned him the name Chrysostom, “golden-
mouthed.” As patriarch of Constantinople (from 398), his oratory against 
corruption eventually led to his death. From www.answers.com/St.+John 
++Chrysostom. 

25 Rosemary Radford Ruether, Faith and Fratricide, (Wipf & Stock), p. 178  
b. The demands of the Christian clergy in fourth century Rome were 

derived from the view that Jews (even in the fourth century) were 
guilty of “Christ killing” so that the very word Jew became synony-
mous with the phrase “Christ-Killer.” This served as an argument 
against the employment of Jews in any occupation that gave them 
ascendancy over non-Jews and permitted any excess and cruelty 
against them.4 

For example, in 405 CE, a Christian mob attacked the Jews then 
living in Antioch, Syria. Inflamed by the religious hatred preached 
by St. John Chrysostom, “The Golden Mouth,” the mob destroyed 
the synagogues in that city, tearing them down stone by stone. Jew-
ish homes were pillaged. In Alexandria, where Jews had lived for 
700 years, all Jews were driven out by Christian devotees who 
viewed themselves as elected to commit these crimes by their inter-
pretation of their religion and considered it their duty to murder the 
“Christ killers.”(5)  
(5) Nathan Asubel, The Book of Jewish Knowledge, (Crown, 1964), p. 113. 

 

 
2 Robert R. Gorelik, A Brief History of Anti-Semitism, (Eshav Books), p. 72. 
3 Ibid. 
4 Ibid., p. 74. 



 

I tell the story only because, as we will see, IT HAS BEEN TRANS-
FORMED IN OUR TIME INTO A NARRATIVE OF HOPE. It belongs here 
because one of the key sources of the untenability of the doctrine ap-
pears in this parasha, in perhaps the darkest passage of the entire Torah, 
the curses of Parashat Behukkotai. Here in the starkest possible terms are 
set out the consequences of the choices the people Israel must make 
throughout history. If they stay faithful to God they will be blessed. But If 
they are faithless the result will be defeat, devastation, destruction, and 
despair. The rhetoric is relentless, the warning unmistakable, the vision 
terrifying. Yet at the end come these utterly unexpected lines:  

Yes in spite of this, when they be in the land of their enemies, I WILL 
NOT CAST THEM AWAY, NEITHER WILL I ABHOR THEM, TO 
DESTROY THEM UTTERLY, AND TO BREAK MY COVENANT WITH 
THEM: for I am the Lord their God. But I WILL FOR THEIR SAKES 
REMEMBER THE COVENANT OF THEIR ANCESTORS, whom I brought 
forth out of the land of Egypt in the sight of the heathen, that I might 
be their God: I am the Lord. (Lev. 26:44-45) 

 
This is an absolutely fundamental statement. It is the foundation on 
which Judaism rests. It says that though the people may be faithless to 
God, God will never be faithless to the people. He may punish them but 
He will not abandon them. He may judge them harshly but He will not for-
get their ancestors who followed Him, nor will He break the covenant He 
made with our ancestors. God does not break His promises even if we 
break ours. “I the Lord do not change. So you, the descendants of Jacob, 
are not destroyed” (Mal. 3:6). 

There were moments of crisis when Jews feared that all was lost. The 
Talmud describes a conversation between the Jewish exiles in Babylon and 
a prophet.  

Samuel said: Ten men came and sat down before the prophet. He told 
them, “Return and repent.” They replied, “If a master sells his slave, or 
a husband divorces his wife, has one a claim upon the other?” Then the 
Holy One, Blessed Be He, said to the prophet, “Go and say to them: 
Thus says the Lord, ‘Where is your mother’s certificate of divorce with 
which I sent her away? Or to which of My creditors did I sell you? Be-
cause of your sins you were sold; because of your transgressions your 
mother was sent away.”(2) 

 
The Talmud places in the mouths of the exiles an argument that would 
later be repeated by Spinoza,(3)5 that the very fact of exile terminated the 

 
5 Benedict (Baruch) Spinoza, (1632–1677), Dutch Jewish philosopher, one of the 

foremost exponents of 17th-century Rationalism and one of the early and semi-
nal figures of the Enlightenment. His masterwork is the treatise Ethics (1677). 

covenant between God and the Jewish people. God had rescued them 
from Egypt and thereby become their only sovereign, their king. But now 
having allowed them to suffer exile, He had abandoned them. The result 
was that they were under the rule of another king, the ruler of Babylon. It 
was as if He had sold them to another master, or as if Israel were a wife 
God had divorced. Having sold or divorced them, God could have no 
further claim on them. 

It is precisely this that the verse in Isaiah—“Where is your mother’s 
certificate of divorce with which I sent her away? Or to which of My credi-
tors did I sell you?” (Isa 50:1)—denies. God has not divorced, sold, or 
abandoned His people. That too is the meaning of the great prophecy in 
Jeremiah:  

This is what the Lord says, he who appoints the sun to shine by day, 
who decrees the moon and stars to shine by night, who stirs up the sea 
so that its waves roar—the Lord Almighty is His name: “Only if these 
decrees vanish from My sight,” declares the Lord, “will Israel ever 
cease to be a nation before Me.” This is what the Lord says: “Only if 
the heavens above can be measured and the foundations of the 
earth below be searched out will I reject all the descendants of Israel 
because of all they have done,” declares the Lord. (Jer. 31:34-36)  
Jeremiah 31:31 
31"The days are coming," declares the LORD, "when I will make a new 
covenant with the people of Israel and with the people of Judah. 

 
Isaiah’s and Jeremiah’s prophecies are in turn based on the promise at the 
end of the curses of Parashat Behukkotai: “Yet in spite of this, when they 
be in the land of their enemies, I will not cast them away ... nor break My 
covenant with them: for I am the Lord their God.” God may send His peo-
ple into exile but they remain His people, and He will bring them back. 

This is not an isolated verse. A careful examination of the Torah as a 
whole reveals an underlying principle, namely the rejection of rejection. At 
first, God rejects humanity, saving only Noah, when He sees the world full 
of violence. Yet after the Flood He vows: “Never again will I curse the 
ground because of humans, even though every inclination of the human 
heart is evil from childhood. And never again will I destroy all living crea-
tures, as I have done” (Gen. 8:21). That is the first rejection of rejection. 

Then come a series of sibling rivalries. The covenant passes through 
Isaac not Ishmael, Jacob not Esau. But God sees Hagar and Ishmael’s tears. 
Evidently He hears Esau’s also, for He later commands, “Do not despise an 
Edomite [i.e., a descendant of Esau] because he is your brother” (Deut. 
23:8). Finally God brings it about that Levi, one of the children Jacob curs-
es on his deathbed—“Cursed be their anger, so fierce, and their fury, so 
cruel” (Gen. 49:6)—becomes the father of Israel’s spiritual leaders, Moses, 



 

Aaron, and Miriam. From now on, all Israel are chosen. That is the second 
rejection of rejection. 

Even when Israel suffer exile and find themselves “in the land of their 
enemies,” they will remain the children of God’s covenant, which He 
will not break because God does not abandon His people. They may be 
faithless to Him. He will not be faithless to them. That is the third rejec-
tion of rejection, stated in this parasha, reiterated by Isaiah, Jeremiah, and 
Ezekiel. THE GOD OF ABRAHAM KEEPS HIS PROMISES. 

Thus the claim on which Replacement or Supersessionist theology is 
based that God rejects His people because they rejected Him—is un-
thinkable in terms of Abrahamic monotheism. God keeps His word even 
if others break theirs. God does not, will not, abandon His people. The 
covenant with Abraham, given content at Mount Sinai, and renewed at 
every critical juncture in Israel’s history since, is still in force, undimin-
ished, unqualified, unbreakable. 

I have told this story because of what has happened to the Catholic 
Church after Pope John XIII met Jules Isaac and realised the historic depth 
and tragic consequences of the Adversus Judaeos (“Against the Jews”) tradi-
tion within the early church. Having set in motion the historic change in 
the Church’s relationship with the Jews, codified in the Nostra Aetate (“In 
our time”) declaration (1965), his precedent was followed by Pope John Paul 
II and his successor Benedict XVI. On September 12, 2013, Pope Francis took 
the reconsideration further still. In an open letter to the editor of an Italian 
newspaper, La Repubblica, he wrote: “God's fidelity to the close covenant 
with Israel never failed, and ... through the terrible trials of these centuries, 
the Jews have kept their faith in God. And for this we shall never be suffi-
ciently grateful to them as a Church but also as humanity.” 

In November 2013, in the course of the declaration Evangelii Gaudium 
(“Joy of the Gospel”), he wrote that “the friendship that has grown” be-
tween Jews and Christians “makes us bitterly and sincerely regret the ter-
rible persecutions which they have endured and continue to endure, espe-
cially those that have involved Christians.” The Catholic Church, he added, 
holds “the Jewish people in special regard because their covenant with 
God has never been revoked.” 

That truth, denied by many within the Church over the course of cen-
turies, has now been firmly acknowledged by Pope Francis in one of the 
great transformations in religious history. God’s promise through Moses 
and the prophets that His covenant with the Jewish people would never be 
revoked remains true and is now seen to be so not only by Jews but also 
by the head of the Catholic Church. The Old Testament is not old. God’s 
relationship with the Jewish people is still alive, still strong. Acknowl-
edgement of this fact has changed the relationship between Christians 
and Jews and helped begin to wipe away many centuries of tears.  

(1). Rosemary Ruether, Faith and Fratricide: The Theological Roots of Anti-Semitism 
(New York: Seabury Press, 1979); James Carroll, Constantine’s Sword: The 
Church and the Jews (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 2001). 

(2) Isaiah 50:1; Sanhedrin 105a. 
(3) Baruch Spinoza, Tractatus Theologico–Politicus, part 1, chap. 3. 
 
4. Hebrews 8:13 

13By calling this covenant "new," he has made the first one obsolete 

(παλαιόω [palaioo]); and what is obsolete and outdated (γηράσκω 

[gerasko]) will soon disappear.  
CJB—By using the term, "new," he has made the first covenant "old"; 

and something being made old, something in the process of ag-
ing, is on its way to vanishing altogether.  

—Obsolete—no longer in use, superseded by something newer.  
—Old—worn-out, archaic, antiquated, outmoded, out-of-date OR deep-

rooted, long-standing, timeworn?  
a. παλαιόω (palaioo)—to make ancient or old, to become old, to be worn 

out, of things worn out by time and use, to declare a thing to be old 
and so about to be abrogated.  
1) Isaiah 51:6  

Lift up your eyes to the heavens, look at the earth beneath; the 
heavens will vanish like smoke, the earth will wear out (i.e., 
“grow old”) like a garment and its inhabitants die like flies. But 
my salvation will last forever, my righteousness will never fail.  

2) Isaiah 65:22 
No longer will they build houses and others live in them, or plant 
and others eat. For as the days of a tree, so will be the days of my 
people; my chosen ones will long enjoy the work of their hands.  

3) Sirach 11:20 (NJB) 
Stick to your job, work hard at it and grow old at your work.  

4) Sirach 14:17 
All living beings become old like a garment, for the decree from 
of old is, "You must surely die!"  

5) Baruch 3:10 
Why, Israel, why are you in the country of your enemies, growing 
older and older in an alien land ...  

b. ָּבָלה (bala)—to wear out, become old, to wear out by use, use up com-

pletely, to enjoy, use to the full.  
1) Genesis 18:12 

12So Sarah laughed to herself as she thought, "After I am worn 
out (i.e., ‘old’) and my lord is old, will I now have this pleasure?”  



 

c. γηράσκω (gerasko)—to grow old (of things and institutions), to fail 

from age, be obsolescent.  
1) Obsolescent—in the process of becoming obsolete, in the process 

of being replaced by something newer and better.  

d. ָזֵקן (zaken)—be an old man, woman ,age, become old. 
 

1) Genesis 18:13 
Then the LORD said to Abraham, "Why did Sarah laugh and say, 
'Will I really have a child, now that I am old?'  

2) Genesis 24:36 
My master's wife Sarah has borne him a son in her old age, and 
he has given him everything he owns.  

3) Joshua 23:1-6 
1After a long time had passed ... Joshua, by then a very old man, 
2summoned all Israel—their elders, leaders, judges and officials—
and said to them: "I am very old ...  

4) Proverbs 23:22 
Listen to your father, who gave you life, and do not despise your 
mother when she is old.  

5) 1Maccabees 16:2-3 (NJB) 
2Simon summoned his two elder sons, Judas and John, and said 
to them, 'My brothers and I, and my father's House, have fought 
the enemies of Israel from our youth until today, and many a 
time we have been successful in rescuing Israel. 3But now I am an 
old man, while you, by the mercy of Heaven, are the right age; 
take the place of my brother and myself, go out and fight for 
our nation, and may Heaven's aid be with you.'  

6) Luke 5:33-39 (The Parable of “Three Crazy Things People Never Do”) 
33They said to him, "John's disciples often fast and pray, and so 
do the disciples of the Pharisees, but yours go on eating and 
drinking." 34Yeshua answered, "Can you make the friends of the 
bridegroom fast while he is with them? 35But the time will come 
when the bridegroom will be taken from them; in those days they 
will fast." 36He told them this parable: (1)"No one tears a piece out 
of a new garment to patch an old one. Otherwise, they will have 
torn the new garment, and the patch from the new will not match 
the old. (2)37And no one pours new wine into old wineskins. Oth-
erwise, the new wine will burst the skins; the wine will run out 
and the wineskins will be ruined. 38No, new wine must be poured 
into new wineskins. (3)39And no one after drinking old wine 
wants the new, for they say, 'The old is better.'"  

5. POSITIONS REGARDING THE FUTURE OF ISRAEL6 
Some say Israel does not have a national, political future, and others 
say that it does. Under these two general themes, four majority posi-
tions are held: covenant theology, replacement theology, classical 
dispensationalism, and progressive dispensationalism. In the first 
view, covenant theologians see little or no distinction between the Old 
and New Testaments; they emphasize the continuity of the two. Most 
covenant theologians say the physical nation of Israel has no place 
in God’s future plans (though some say Israel’s blessings in the land 
will be experienced in the eternal state).(5) Thus Old Testament verses 
about the future of Israel are said to refer to the church. The second 
perspective, replacement theology, or supersessionism, teaches that 
the church has replaced, or superseded, Israel in God’s future plans. 
Supersessionism does not share with covenant theology its under-
standing of theological covenants whereby the people of God in both 
testaments are one covenant community. Israel as a nation rejected 
the Messiah, and therefore lost its inheritance. The modern state of 
Israel, then, is no more significant in God’s view than any other 
modern nation.(6) The third and fourth views, traditional dispensation-
alism and progressive dispensationalism, share belief in a future na-
tional Israel, but they see the composition and purpose differently. 
They both teach that there is a distinction between Israel and the 
church and that there will be a place for both in the future. They 
both teach that promises made to Israel in the Old Testament that are 
neither conditional on Israel’s obedience nor already fulfilled are still 
in effect ...  
(5) Richard L. Pratt Jr., “To the Jew First: A Reformed Perspective,” in To the Jew 

First, ed. Darrell L. Bock and Mitch Glaser (Grand Rapids: Kregel, 2008), 183. 
(6) For an excellent and recent rebuttal of replacement theology see Calvin L. 

Smith, The Jews, Modern Israel, and the New Supercessionism (Lampeter, UK: 
King’s Divinity, 2009). 

 
6 H. Wayne House, “The Future of National Israel” (BIBLIOTHECA SACRA 166 [October–

December 2009]): 463–81—a theological journal published by the Dallas Theolog-
ical Seminary. 


