BIBLE Q’S AND A’S 

by Roger P. Howard

The Year of the Bible
As almost one hundred of you officially signed up for “The Year of the Bible” and I hope there are a few more of you in the church, although you did not sign up, that you are reading the Bible anyway, some questions have arisen. Jan Gorr suggested that as questions come up about the texts you are reading, you could e-mail them to me, write them to me, or call me to give some answers. I am glad people are thinking about what they are reading! I will do the best I can to answer the questions. Here are a few tough ones:
Questions and Answers

Genesis:

1. Why did God curse Canaan? He was the son of Ham, who was the son of Noah. You will remember that Ham looked at his father’s nakedness – which was a sin and an abomination to God. That was Ham’s sin. But, according to the Ten Commandments, “the iniquities of the fathers will be visited upon the children to the third and fourth generation…” Canaan inherited his sin from his father, Ham. In retrospect, the story also serves to illustrate how the Canaanites became hated by the Israelites. (Today, the Canaanites would be the Palestinians. Can you see the reason for including this hatred of Canaan by God in the Israelites’ story?
2. What is the significance of wings? (Ps 17, 36, 18, 24, etc.) Did wings just imply protection or is there an angelic implication? (Hebrews 2: “message we received from angels.”) There are five different words in Hebrew used for “wings” in English. One has to do with strength – evidently, birds with wings represented strength – as in “They shall mount up with wings like eagles…” (Isaiah 40:31). Second is a similar meaning, “…takes them, bears them on her wings…” (Deut. 32:11). The third meaning has to do with the arch in wings, which is the meaning used two places in Daniel. Fourth, is one obscure reference to the wings as a flower in Jeremiah 48:9. But the largest reference has to do with wings as a covering or protection. The word in Hebrew is כנף, pronounced, “kanaph.” You can see the similarity to “canopy.” In the New Testament, there is only one Greek word for wings which carries the angelic idea as well as protection and the anatomical feature of a bird.
3. Genesis 27: Jacob fools his father and cheats his brother, but Psalm 20 states, “May the God of Jacob be with you.” How many Jacobs are in the Bible? Is this the same man? There are two Jacobs in the Bible and a third meaning. Starting backwards, there is Jacob, the father of Joseph, the father of Jesus. He gets only two short mentions in the New Testament. However, the main character Jacob is the man of Genesis; Isaac and Rebecca’s son, Esau’s brother. Jacob is a scoundrel of sorts; steals his brother’s birthright and blessing from their father. His name means “supplanter,” because he supplants his brother Esau even though Jacob is the second born of these twins. Jacob is deceptive many times. Nonetheless, he is the son of Isaac, because of his blessing by his father, who becomes the patriarch of the Jewish people, not Esau. Later, when Jacob wrestles with God all night before meeting his brother again, he is changed; his hip is put out of joint, and he is changed inwardly. Whenever that happens in the Bible, because names mean so much in Hebrew, and usually convey the purpose and mission or the characteristics of the person, Jacob’s name is changed to “Israel,” which means, “He who wrestles with God.” The meaning of “Jacob” in many passages is not so much the historical man himself, but referring to the Jews as a whole – descendants of Jacob or Israel.
4. Exodus: chapter 4, verse 24: Why did God try to kill Moses? Great question! This is a scene which follows the whole negotiation between God and Moses as to sending Moses to Pharaoh to free the Israelites from slavery in Egypt. As you read, Moses is very reluctant to fulfill God’s will for him. In expressing the feeling of God by the author of Exodus, one can guess that God is frustrated with Moses. The passage is probably more of a reflection of that frustration of God in his chosen leader than it is a genuine desire to kill him. God is dissuaded very easily to change his mind! This is typical in Old Testament writings – where God is personified – described in very human terms.
5. Chapter 7: How were Moses and Aaron the same age? The text says they were three years apart in age.

6. How were the Pharaoh’s magicians able to perform miracles, (blood, frogs, etc.)? I would not call them miracles, but rather magic tricks or illusions. Still, how were they able to do their illusions or tricks – at least some of the ones that Moses could do by God’s power? A good magician never reveals the secret of the trick!!! (I don’t know, but only by their own magic.)

7. Chapter 12, verse 37: 600,000 men and children were listed but no women are mentioned, why? That is the way they counted – the men were the only ones that really counted, and children and women were considered chattel – owned items. (Not very politically correct!) The only real surprise here is the inclusion of the children in the count. Perhaps the number of women was assumed from the number of the men.
8. Leviticus: This book seems so paganistic; I wonder why it’s included in the Bible. It may be of transitional use only, from idol worship to monotheological thinking. A: It is not paganistic, but I do understand why you might think it is so. Leviticus is a legal book. It contains the codes of the Hebrew people, laying out in detail their understanding of the practical application of the Ten Commandments. The most complicated section is the so-called “holiness code” starting in chapter 16. The idea is that the people of Israel, God’s chosen nation, is to be different: holy, rather than profane, common, and like the rest of the people and nations of the earth. Therefore, there were to be distinguishing behaviors, restrictions, and marks for Jews alone. To be “holy” is to be separate – different than the average for the purpose of God. All the kosher (clean and holy) laws are located here. Only Orthodox Jews attempt to follow all the laws in Leviticus to the letter. You are right in saying that part of the purpose is to move Israel (or Jacob!) from idol worship or polytheistic religion which prevailed in the cultures surrounding them and among them, to monotheism – the worship of one God alone.
9. Numbers: Chapter 5, verse 2; chapter 6:1-12. Are there any Jewish coroners or undertakers? (Yes!) Even though bacteria were unknown at that time, it seems there is a bacteriological connection: chapter 19:14-20 – (7 day period of uncleanness – was this a period of incubation? Yes. If no symptoms presented in a person in 7 days they were regarded as cleansed – free of infection? Yes!); open vessels are considered unclean (airborne bacteria); ashes mixed with water used to cleanse or disinfect. Wood ashes leached in water produce lye, (sodium plus potassium hydroxide: Na + KOH = NaOH + K (for the scientists among us)). Lye is used for making soap and cleansing. Did these people find an unexplained cleansing caused by ashes? This is all true. They did not understand their experiences, but they had learned, probably the hard way, that corpses, uncovered vessels, and other things when touched produced disease. The other purpose for the kosher laws aside from a difference between the Jewish people and everybody else, was for health reasons. Without refrigeration of foods, without embalming of bodies, etc, disease was a major problem. One early solution was to have a primitive protocol – as is laid out in this medical portion of their manual – Leviticus and Numbers.
10. Matthew: 5:33: Define, “Poor in spirit.” I am afraid there are several large sermons to be preached in answering that one! Let me just answer simply and succinctly. To be poor in spirit is to be humble before God – to recognize our need for God and the futility of depending upon ourselves. Our souls or spirits are totally dependent upon the grace of God and we can do nothing without that grace and without him. To be poor in spirit is to recognize that and act like that in our humility and thankfulness toward God and toward each other. No person is more important or more holy than another – we cannot earn that state. Only God can redeem us through Christ.
11.  “Neither a borrower or lender be.” Mt. 5:42: “Do not refuse anyone who wants to borrow from you.” How do we reconcile these two? (I believe the first quotation is not from the Bible, but from Franklin or Shakespeare – both wise men, but not God’s Word!) However, there are two means at work here. God is clear that we should not lend something to people in order to get something in return – like favors or interest, which was considered usury. Today that term refers to excessive interest charged on a loan or debt. We are to be much freer than that, helping out others not looking for a return of favors or being paid back.
     I hope these brief (!) answers are helpful to those struggling with some of the passages in the Bible as we read along together! If you need something deeper, contact me or look in the church library for a commentary or Bible companion for a longer and deeper discussion.

Thanks for reading!!!

SERMON NOTES

May 2: Youth Sunday

May 9: “No More Tears”

…Revelation 21:1-6

May 16: “A City Without Steeples”

…Rev. 21:10, 22-22:5

…11 a.m. – Children’s Day

May 23: “Don’t Leave Before the Benediction”

…Rev. 22:12-21

…Senior Gifts

…VFW here for Memorial

May 30: “Gathered-Scattered”

…Genesis 11:1-9

…10 a.m. – New Members

…Pentecost – Wear Red

June 6: “Access to the Table”

…Romans 5:1-5

…Scottish Rite Communion

…Wear your tartan!

