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TOLMM WEEKLY NEWSLETTER  
for 12-24-22  MIKETZ 

 
 Ministry News 

IF YOU HAVE A PRAYER REQUEST YOU WOULD LIKE PEOPLE ON THE LIST TO 
PRAY FOR YOU CAN SEND THEM TO US AT TOLMM@ETZ-CHAYIM.ORG OR BY 
TEXT MESSAGE TO 575 644-7706 AND I WILL SEND THEM BY EMAIL ONLY. 
 
Remember that you can support the work of Tree of Life Messianic Ministries 
with a donation made via PayPal or by check to PO Box 467, Organ, NM 88052. 
Your donation helps our continued outreach to inmates and the time it takes to 
put this Newsletter together.  
 

 Tree of Life Messianic Ministries is an approved Giving 
Charity by PayPal. To donate go to etz-chayim.org and click on the PayPal Link. 
 
Tree of Life Messianic Ministries primarily focuses on its Prison Ministry and 
helping form groups in the prisons. TOLMM also seeks to help Home Groups and 
offers a covering for Home Groups and the combined experience of leadership 
from Rabbi Philip Hammond and Rabbi Mordecai Silver. Group leaders can 
receive recognition as Elders under TOLMM, which will help in an advisory role. 

mailto:TOLMM@ETZ-CHAYIM.ORG
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Your support is needed for the Prison Ministry due to continuing rising costs. 
We now have an Affiliate in Australia. 
 

HOME GROUPS, CONGREGATIONS AND 
PEOPLE SEEKING FELLOWSHIP… 
 
Shawn Warren lives in Arizona. If you know of someone who is looking for a 
group in that area, please let me know and I will send the information to Shawn. 
 
Marcia Hedrick would like to host a group on the west side of El Paso in her 
home. She also needs someone to lead the group while she will be the host. If 
you are interested let me know and I will send her the information. 
 
Gabriel Martinez has a home group in El Paso (different area). If interested let 
me know and I will send him the information. Gabriel is an Elder affiliated with 
TOLMM as is his Home Group, Ohr Ha’Brit Messianic Assembly. 
 
There is a new Home Group in Las Cruces. For more information email 
tolmm@etz-chayim.org. 
 
Rabbi Phillip Hammond has a Zoom Bible Study and a Erev Shabbat and Shabbat 
Service on Zoom Friday evening and Saturday morning at 11:00am. Rabbi 
Hammond is in Australia and the time difference would be 5:00pm Friday 
Mountain Time. Rabbi Hammond is looking into starting a men’s group focused 
in the United States. You can contact Rabbi Hammond at Philip@etz-
chayim.org. Rabbi Hammond is now affiliated with Rabbi Mordecai Silver and 
his ministry, Tree of Life Messianic Ministries. Check out Rabbi Hammond at 
https://www.etz-chayim.org/australia-affiliate/.  
 
Elder Shawn Warren is an Elder affiliated with TOLMM and helps with one-on-
one correspondence with inmates in our Prison Ministry Outreach. He also 
encourages people to contact us about affiliating with TOLMM through Home 
Groups and our help to group leaders. 
 
Michael and Gayle Michelucci are forming a new Home Group in Idaho. 
 
We thank you for your support. Blessings in Messiah Yeshua, 

mailto:Philip@etz-chayim.org
mailto:Philip@etz-chayim.org
https://www.etz-chayim.org/australia-affiliate/
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Rabbi Mordecai Silver, Ph. D., and Rabbi Philip Hammond, Ph.D. and our team 
 

 
General News 
 
TO SEARCH FOR MY BOOKS ON AMAZON ENTER “BOOKS BY RAV MORDECAI 
SILVER”. MINE ARE AVAILABLE IN PRINT FORMAT ONLY. I HAVE TWO NEW 
BOOKS ON AMAZON: RAV SHA’UL AND REFLECTIONS ON TORAH. 
 
FOR RABBI HAMMOND’S BOOK GO TO AMAZON.COM AS WELL. 
 
CHECK OUT RABBI MORDECAI SILVERS 3 YEARS OF VIDEO TEACHINGS ON THE 
TORAH PORTIONS AND FESTIVALS ON YOUTUBE. 
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MESSIANIC TEACHING ON THE WEEKLY TORAH, 
HAFTARAH, AND APOSTOLIC SCRIPTURE 

PORTIONS… 
 
 

 
 

 
MESSAGE FOR 12-24-22 

MIKETZ 
 

Originally shared 12/26/97 
Miketz – at the end of 
Genesis 41:1-44:17 

1 Kings 3:15-4:1 
Matthew 27:15-46 

 
Wisdom – Understanding – Knowledge 
 
Genesis 41:29-36 
Behold! —Seven years are coming—a great abundance throughout all the 
land of Egypt. Then seven years of famine will arise after them and all the 
abundance in the land of Egypt will be forgotten; the famine will ravage the 
land. And the abundance will be unknown in the land in the face of the 
subsequent famine—for it will be terribly severe. As for the repetition of the 
dream to Pharaoh—two times—it is because the matter stands ready 
before God, and God is hastening to accomplish it. Now let Pharaoh seek 
out a discerning and wise man and set him over the land of Egypt. Let 
Pharaoh proceed and let him appoint overseers on the land, and he shall 
prepare the land of Egypt during the seven years of abundance. And let 
them gather all the food of those approaching good years; let them amass 
fine grain under Pharaoh’s authority for food in the cities and safeguard it. 
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The food will be a reserve for the land against the seven years of famine, 
which will befall the land of Egypt, so that the land will not perish in the 
famine. 
 
Genesis 41:38 
Pharaoh said to his servants, “Could we find another like him—a man in 
whom is the spirit of God?” 
 
Genesis 41:39 
Then Pharaoh said to Joseph, “Since God has informed you of all this, 
there can be no one so discerning and wise as you.” 
 
H995 !yBi {bene} ¤ a primitive  root; TWOT -  239; v ¤ AV -  understand 62,  
understanding  32, consider 22,  prudent 8,  perceive 7,  regard 6,  discern 
3,  instruct 3, misc.  27; 170 ¤ 1) to discern, understand, consider, to 
perceive, discern to  understand,  know (with the  mind), to  observe, 
mark, give heed  to,distinguish, consider, to have  discernment, insight, 
understanding, (Niphal) to be discerning, intelligent, discreet, have  
understanding, (Hiphil) to understand, to cause to understand, give 
understanding, teach, (Hithpolel) to show oneself discerning or attentive, 
consider diligently, to teach, instruct, (TWOT) prudent, regard   
 
H2450 ~k'x’ {khaw-kawm'} ¤ from 02449;  TWOT - 647b;  adj ¤ AV - wise  
109, wise man  13, cunning 6,  cunning men 4,  subtil 1, unwise  2, wiser 2; 
137 ¤ 1) wise, wise  (man), skilful  (in technical  work), wise  (in  
administration), shrewd,  crafty, cunning,  wily, subtle, learned, shrewd  
(class of men), prudent, wise (ethically and religiously)   
 
1 Kings 3:26-27 
The woman whose son was the live one spoke to the king—because her 
compassion was aroused for her son—and she said,” Please, my lord, give 
her the living newborn, and do not put it to death!” The king spoke up and 
said, “Give her [the first one] the living newborn and do not put it to death; 
she is his mother!” 
 
1 Kings 3:28 
All Israel heard the judgement that the king rendered, and they were in awe 
of the king, for they saw that the wisdom of God was within him, to do 
justice. 
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Wisdom-understanding-knowledge seems to be the order in which God 
proceeds. Solomon indicated the primacy of wisdom when he said in 
Proverbs 4:7,  
“Wisdom is supreme; therefore, get wisdom.”  
 
James 1:5 
Now if any of you lacks wisdom, let him ask God, who gives to all 
generously and without reproach; and it will be given to him. 
 
G5429  fro,nimoj  phronimos  {fron'-ee-mos} ¤ from 5424;  TDNT -  
9:220,1277; adj ¤ AV - wise 14;  14 ¤ 1) intelligent,  wise 2) prudent,  i.e. 
mindful of  one's interests ¤ For  Synonyms see  entry 5872   
 
G4073 pe,tra  petra {pet'-ra} ¤ from the same  as 4074; TDNT -  6:95,834; 
n f ¤ AV - rock 16;  16 ¤ 1) a rock, cliff  or ledge 1a) a  projecting rock,  
crag, rocky  ground 1b) a  rock, a large  stone 1c)  metaph. a man  like a 
rock, by  reason of his  firmness and  strength of soul   
 
Western society is taught to follow the process of knowledge-
understanding-wisdom. Students are told to “gather as much knowledge as 
possible; from this accumulated knowledge you will gain understanding, 
and then you can declare yourself wise!” 
 
The downfall of this method is that science must constantly change its 
conclusions when new and different knowledge becomes available. 
Science then takes this knowledge and formulates a theory. 
 
Consider this: a professor at a university who, while teaching evolution and 
forbidding any student to mention God, creation or the Bible, mockingly 
said, “Of the 20,000,000 animals on earth, 2,000,000 have been named. 
Try to get 2,000,000 animals in the ark!” A student in the class said, “Aren’t 
you the same professor who told us yesterday that 95% of all animals live 
in the oceans? They hardly needed the ark!” 
 
We need to follow God’s method. Wisdom-understanding and knowledge. 
 
Matthew 7:24 
"Everyone then who hears these words of mine and acts on them will be 
like a wise man who built his house on rock. 
 



7 
 

And I will close with this: 
 
1 Corinthians 1:24 
But to those who are called, both Jews and Greeks, this same Messiah is 
God’s power and God’s wisdom! 

 

 
 
We include a Traditional Torah Commentary and my Messianic Commentary. The 
reason for this is so you can see a Messianic Perspective and a Traditional 
Jewish one. Remember to use discernment in approaching Traditional Jewish 
teachings as they do not recognize Yeshua as the Messiah. There are various 
ideas in traditional Jewish circles about the Messiah and even that there is no 
Messiah, the thinking in Reform Judaism. So, please be careful to balance the 
teachings. 
 
We do not agree with the Jewish position on Yeshua, but Believers need to know 
the Jewish thinking on Yeshua and not buy into this thinking and forsake faith in 
our Messiah. For those who say they would never do this, we must beg to differ, 
because we have seen it over our lives as Jewish Believer’s in Yeshua. We have 
been Believer’s in Messiah Yeshua for decades. We have seen a lot and had many 
discussions with our fellow Jews and non-Jews who ultimately turned away from 
Yeshua because they steeped themselves in Jewish teachings. One does not 
come out of either traditional Judaism or Christianity and come into the 
Messianic walk, and then going back, or into, traditional Judaism. There are many 
good things in Judaism but denying Yeshua as Messiah is not one of them. 
Berachot (Blessings), Rabbi Mordecai Silver, Ph.D., and Rabbi Philip Hammond, 
Ph.D. 

 
 

A TRADITIONAL JEWISH PARASHAH  
AND HAFTARAH COMMENTARY  
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Parashat Miketz: Summary  

Gen. 41:1-44:17 
Joseph interprets Pharaoh's dreams and is appointed to implement 

Egypt's anti-famine plan, which brings him into contact with his 
brothers again. 

Joseph interprets correctly the dream of Pharaoh’s jailed chief butler and baker. The 
butler returns to his job but does not keep his promise to tell the Pharaoh about Joseph. 

Two years later, the Pharaoh had a dream. He stood by the river deep in thought. Out of 
the river there came seven fat cows. Then seven thin cows came out of the river and 
ate up the fat ones. 

The Pharaoh then has a second dream. There were seven healthy ears of corn on one 
stalk followed by seven thin ears of corn. The thin ears swallowed up the seven healthy 
and full ears. 

In the morning, the Pharaoh’s spirit was troubled and he called all the wise men in the 
land, but none could interpret his dreams. Then the butler spoke to the Pharaoh about 
Joseph and Joseph was immediately sent for. 

The Pharaoh said to Joseph, “I hear you can interpret dreams.” 

Joseph replied, “It is not me! May God provide an answer that will give the 
Pharaoh peace.” 

The Pharaoh then told him of his dreams. 

Joseph Interprets Pharoah’s Dreams 

“Pharaoh’s dream is only one dream about what God is going to do,” explained Joseph. 
“God has announced to Pharaoh that the seven fat cows are seven good years, and the 
seven fat ears of corn are seven good years. But the seven thin cows and the seven 
thin ears of corn predict there will be seven years of famine. God is telling you, Pharaoh, 
what God is about to do. 

The fact that the dream was repeated twice is because God is hastening to bring this 
about. So let the Pharaoh seek out a wise and judicious man and set him to oversee the 
land of Egypt during these years. Let there be a tax of one-fifth each year during the 
seven years of plenty. Let him hold back the food of these good years and, under 
Pharaoh’s hand, store up grain for food. In this way there will be food enough during the 
famine.” 

This was good in the eyes of Pharaoh and in the eyes of all his servants. Pharaoh said 
to Joseph. “Since God has let you know all this, there is no one as judicious and wise as 
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you. You shall be the overseer and only my word from the throne will be greater than 
yours.” 

Pharaoh took off his ring and placed it on Joseph’s hand and proclaimed that Egyptians 
bow down to Joseph. He changed Joseph’s name to Tzaphenath Paneah and gave him 
the daughter of a priest for a wife. Joseph was 30 years old. 

Joseph’s Interpretations Come to Life 

Joseph went throughout Egypt during the lands of plenty, storing grain in the cities. Two 
sons were born during this time to Joseph and his wife Asenath. Joseph named his first-
born Menashe, “For God has made all my trouble and all my father’s house into 
creditors for me.” The second son he named Ephraim, “For God has caused me to 
blossom in the land of my affliction.” 

The seven years of plenty came to an end and famine entered the land. When the 
people began to complain to Pharaoh about the famine, Joseph opened the 
storehouses and began to sell the grain. All over Egypt, hungry people came to Joseph 
to buy food. 

Jacob sent all of his sons but Benjamin to buy food in Egypt. Jacob was afraid that an 
accident might befall his youngest son. 

The Brothers are Accused of Spying 

When Joseph saw that his brothers had come to buy grain, he made himself a stranger 
and they did not recognize him. Joseph remembered his childhood dream of his 
brothers bowing down to him. Joseph said to them, “You are spies.” 

“No,” Joseph’s brother replied. “We are 12 brothers of one man in the land of Canaan. 
The youngest is with our father and the other is gone.” 

“I have said you are spies. Therefore, you shall be tested. Therefore, one of you stay 
here and the rest of you go fetch your younger brother.” 

They said to each other, “Distress has come upon us because of what we did to our 
brother, Joseph.” 

Reuben said, “Did I not tell you not to sin against that child? But you would not listen. 
Behold, his blood is therefore now avenged.” 

Now Joseph was listening, but the brothers did not know he understood their language. 
Joseph turned away from them and wept. 

Joseph came back in the room and took Simeon and bound him before their eyes. Then 
he filled the rest of the brother’s vessels with grain and put their money back into their 
sacks along with provisions for the journey. 
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Along their travels, a brother noticed the provisions and the money. They were 
frightened. “What is this that God has done to us?” 

When the brothers reached their father’s home, they told him of their visit. They told him 
that he they must bring Benjamin to Egypt in order to prove they are not spies and to be 
able to bring back Simeon. 

“Joseph is gone,” retorts Jacob, “and Simeon, and now you want to take Benjamin? Are 
you to make me childless?” 

Then Reuben said, “You can kill my two sons if I do not bring him home to you. Put him 
into my hands and I will bring him back to you.” 

But Jacob refused to let Benjamin go. The famine was severe in the land, and Jacob 
needed his sons to go get grain from Egypt. They would not go without Benjamin. 
Finally, Jacob agreed to let Benjamin go. He had his sons bring gifts for the Egyptian 
overseer and insisted that they return the money from their packs. 

When Joseph saw his brothers coming with Benjamin, he had his servants prepare a 
feast. The brothers were scared but immediately told Joseph about finding the money 
and sought to return it. 

The Silver Goblet 

Joseph dismissed their fear. “Peace be with you! God and the God of your fathers has 
placed a hidden treasure in your pack. Your money for the grain has already come to 
me.” Then, Joseph released Simeon. 

Later, the brothers came to the feast and presented their gifts. Joseph asked of their 
father, but when he saw his brother Benjamin, he said, “May God be gracious to you, 
my son.” Feeling overcome with emotion, Joseph went into another room to weep. He 
returned later and ordered the feast to begin. 

Afterwards, Joseph made sure the packs of his brothers’ bags were full. Again, their 
money was returned, but this time a silver goblet was put in Benjamin’s bag. That 
morning after Joseph’s brothers had traveled a short distance, Joseph sent his servant 
to them. He said, “Why have you repaid good with evil? Who took the special silver 
goblet of my master?” 

The brothers were shocked, saying they did no such thing. “If such a thing was done, 
with whomever you find this goblet, he shall die. And the rest of us shall be your slaves.” 

“No,” the servant responded. “Whomever has the goblet shall be my servant and the 
rest of you shall go free.” The overseer found the goblet in Benjamin’s pack. The 
brothers tore their clothing as if in mourning. 

They returned to Joseph pleading to be able to stay as slaves with their youngest 
brother. But Joseph said, “It would be a profanation to do that. Only the man who had 
the goblet shall remain my slave. The rest of you must go home to your father.” 



11 
 

Parashat Miketz Discussion Questions 

1. Why does Joseph accuse his brothers of being spies? 

2. The brothers feel they are being punished by God for selling Joseph into 
slavery, but their hardship is really Joseph’s doing. Do you ever feel that God is 
punishing you, only to find that it is really a person doing the punishing? 

3. Why does Joseph weep when he hears his brother’s speaking of him and when 
he sees Benjamin? How would you feel about your brothers if you were Joseph? 

Haftarah for Miketz Zechariah 2:14-4:7 
Wisdom and how to wield it. 

There are many parallels between Joseph, the hero of Parashat Miketz, and Solomon, 
the subject of its Haftarah. Both serve in important governmental positions, Joseph as 
viceroy to Egypt’s Pharaoh, and Solomon as king of Israel. And both receive immense 
power — and immense wisdom — through dreams. 

The Haftarah opens with the words “It was all a dream!” This line refers to the scene 
which immediately precedes it, in which God offers to grant any wish that Solomon asks 
for. 

Solomon’s Wisdom 

Without hesitation, Solomon replies that he wants to be wise, and God accedes to his 
request. When Solomon wakes, he immediately prepares an offering and sacrifices it. 

A short time later, two prostitutes come before Solomon with a perplexing case. Both 
had recently given birth, and one of the women had mistakenly smothered her child 
while sleeping, killing it. The other woman accused her of stealing her own baby and 
replacing it with the dead child; the first woman accused the second of doing the same. 

Each presents her story to Solomon, who contemplates the case and then instructs his 
attendants to bring him a sword. When they do, he orders them to cut the living child in 
half and present one piece to each mother. One woman cries out to the king, telling him 
not to kill the child; “Give her [the other woman] the living child; whatever you do, don’t 
kill him!” (Zechariah 3:26). The other woman is indifferent: “No, it will be neither yours 
nor mine; cut it in two” (Zechariah 3:26). 

Solomon, of course, sees through the lie at once. “On no account kill the child,” he 
instructs his attendants, “Give him to the first woman–she is the real mother” (Zechariah 
3:27). 

The haftarah concludes with the nation of Israel reverentially hearing the news of King 
Solomon’s decision: “they saw that he had within him divine wisdom to do justice” 
(Zechariah 3:28). This cemented his standing among the tribes, and, the story 
concludes, “Solomon was now king over all Israel” (Zechariah 4:1). 

https://www.myjewishlearning.com/history/Ancient_and_Medieval_History/2500_BCE-539_BCE/Social_History/King_Solomon.shtml?HSAM
https://www.myjewishlearning.com/israel/History/1948-1967.shtml
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From the Desk of  
Rabbi Philip Hammond 

WORDS OF WISDOM CHAPTER 15 

We would all prefer to live happy, healthy and productive lives. The challenge is 
deciding what constitutes a happy, healthy, productive life. The answer to this 
question would be very different amongst the world populace. The answers are 
tied to the various “world views”. The question then becomes which world view 
delivers the best outcomes. Again, we can ask, “What is considered a good 
outcome”? We can quickly find ourselves going round and round in circles.  

In considering these issues let us narrow the field and ask, “Which world view 
delivers a happy, healthy, and productive life for the Children of Israel”? In 
answering this question, we are blessed, because we only have to look to our 
Father in heaven to receive the answers. 

““And now, O sons, listen to me: blessed are those who keep my ways. 
33 Hear instruction and be wise, 
    and do not neglect it. 34 Blessed is the one who listens to me, 
    watching daily at my gates, waiting beside my doors. 35 For whoever 
finds me finds life and obtains favor from the LORD, 
36 but he who fails to find me injures himself; all who hate me love 
death.”  Proverbs 8:32-36 [ESV] 

Would it not be appropriate to equate being happy, healthy, and productive to 
finding life? In some form or another we are all trying to find life. The Children of 
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Israel can find this life when we find HaShem. It is only when we seek and find 
HaShem that we are given the opportunity of receiving the gift of life.  

When searching for treasure, [ in this instance a happy, healthy, productive life] it 
is much easier to find if one is given a map with instructions. The Children of 
Israel have been given both the map and instructions to find the treasure of life. 
The problem we have is we either reject them or we do not recognise them for 
what they are. 

Yeshua the Master experienced a similar scenario as recorded in the following 
encounter. 

 9 Then the Samaritan woman tells Him, “How is it that You, a Jew, ask 
me, a Samaritan woman, for a drink?” (For Jewish people don’t deal with 
Samaritans.) 

10 Yeshua replied to her, “If you knew the gift of God, and who it is who is 
saying to you, ‘Give Me a drink,’ you would have asked Him, and He 
would have given you living water.” 

11 “Sir,” the woman tells Him, “You don’t have a bucket, and the well is 
deep. Then from where do You get this living water? 12 You’re not 
greater than our father Jacob, are You? He gave us this well. He drank 
out of it himself, with his sons and his cattle.” 

13 Yeshua replied to her, “Everyone who drinks from this water will get 
thirsty again. 14 But whoever drinks of the water that I will give him shall 
never be thirsty. The water that I give him will become a fountain of 
water within him, springing up to eternal life!”  John 4:9-14 [TLV] 

A map without instructions is limited just as instructions without a map has 
limitations. To reduce making mistakes in a treasure hunt it is far better to have 
both map and instructions. The Children of Israel have access to both. I suggest 
we view Yeshua as the “map” and the Torah as the “instructions”. Without both, 
there is every likelihood you will become lost on your journey. We witness this in 
both Christianity and Rabbinical Judaism. Both have lost their way. In saying this 
we at JSI make no claim that we have it all correct, because I know we do not. 
We are all growing and learning. None the less this doesn’t change the fact 
that Rabbinical Judaism has rejected the map, deciding to rely on the instruction 
manual only. This has caused them to construct their own map that fails to lead 
all the Children of Israel to the Treasure. Christianity has rejected the instruction 
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manual, deciding to rely on the map only. This has resulted in Christianity drawing 
up their own instruction manual, thereby failing to lead all the Children of Israel to 
the Treasure.  

It is Yeshua that gives the water. Water from any other source will only leave 
people parched and thirsty. May I suggest that Rabbinical Judaism have 
accepted water from other sources? Because they have rejected the map that 
shows them the correct location of these living waters, they have been unable to 
detect their mistake. Christianity has accepted polluted water. They have failed to 
detect the pollution due to the fact they have thrown out the very instructions that 
would alert and educate them to detect this pollution.  

We must admit that as a people, as a nation, we have failed and continue to fail 
to hear our Father in heaven. This has caused us to neglect the instructions of 
HaShem, and thereby we have not watched daily at His gates or waited patiently 
at His doorposts.  

If we are to receive the wisdom of HaShem, we are required to be watchful, 
patient, and knowledgeable of Torah and Yeshua as HaMoshiach. This will 
require many to discard present positions and view a different path forward. 
Some have found this difficult, and we must not underestimate the issues 
associated with such changes. Compassion, Godly wisdom, and strength are 
important ingredients for our nation as we navigate our way back to the treasure 
found in our “family home”. I end this chapter with the words of HaMoshiach 
Yeshua. 

“Enter through the narrow gate; for the gate is wide and the road is 
broad that leads to destruction, and those who enter through it are 
many. How narrow the gate and constricted the road that leads to life. 
And those who find it are few.”  Matthew 7:13-14 [NAB] 

May the grace, love and wisdom of HaShem and Yeshua HaMoshiach be 
with you!  
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This, that and the other … 

 

 

Mitzvah: A Commandment 
There are 613, not just 10, commandments, or mitzvot. 

One often hears someone Jewish saying, “It’s a mitzvah!” usually referring to a charitable, 
beneficial act performed by another person. However, the Hebrew word mitzvah does not 
mean “a good deed” in that sense. 

Mitzvah literally means “commandment.”  In fact, Jewish tradition understands exactly 
613 mitzvot (plural of mitzvah) to be derived from the Hebrew Bible. The 613 are listed 
in Maimonides‘ Sefer Hamitzvot (Book of the Commandments), divided into “positive” (things 
one is required to do) and “negative” (things one may not do) commandments.  

It is not simply a “good deed,” for example, to refrain from murdering or stealing. And similarly, 
the mitzvot that deal with feeding the poor, acting kindly to the stranger, or observing the 
Sabbath are much more significant in the Jewish tradition than mere divine suggestions on how 
to be good. Mitzvot are commandments, traditionally understood to come from God and to be 
intended for the Jewish people to observe. 

Those of us who live in the Western world are often uncomfortable with the idea of being 
“commanded” to do something, because it seems to deprive us of the right to choose how we 
behave. In fact, the Torah itself says that when God gave the commandments, God declared: 

Behold, I have set before you the blessing [of observing the commandments] and the curse 
[the potential punishment for failing to observe the mitzvot] — therefore, choose life! 
It seems that even God recognized that the Jews had a choice in the matter — and was clearly 
hinting at the right choice. 

But why should the biblical Israelites have bothered to accept and observe the mitzvot? After 
God rescued the Jewish people from slavery in Egypt, God expected that the Israelites would 
in turn observe the mitzvot in eternal, loving gratitude for this redemption. Yet, gratitude only 
goes so far, especially when it comes to observing such commandments as keeping 
kosher (dietary laws) or Shabbat (resting and not working on the Sabbath day).  For the past 

https://www.myjewishlearning.com/culture/2/Languages/Hebrew.shtml
https://www.myjewishlearning.com/texts/Bible.shtml
https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/maimonides-rambam/
https://www.myjewishlearning.com/practices/Ethics/Tzedakah_Charity/Requirements/Providing_Food_Clothing_and_Shelter.shtml
https://www.myjewishlearning.com/holidays/Jewish_Holidays/Passover/The_Seder/Seder_Structure_and_Experience/loving-strangers.shtml
https://www.myjewishlearning.com/practices/Ritual/Shabbat_The_Sabbath.shtml
https://www.myjewishlearning.com/practices/Ritual/Shabbat_The_Sabbath.shtml
https://www.myjewishlearning.com/texts/Bible/Torah.shtml
https://www.myjewishlearning.com/holidays/Jewish_Holidays/Passover/The_Seder/Haggadah/Reenacting_the_Exodus.shtml
https://www.myjewishlearning.com/practices/Ritual/Kashrut_Dietary_Laws.shtml
https://www.myjewishlearning.com/practices/Ritual/Kashrut_Dietary_Laws.shtml
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3,000 or so years, every generation of Jews, rabbis, and scholars, has analyzed and argued 
about exactly why the Jewish people should continue to observe the mitzvot. 

And it is not just 613 mitzvot that we are talking about! Even after the historical era of the 
Hebrew Bible, generations of rabbis continued to update, adapt, and generate new, more 
modern commandments — all understood to be derived from the original 613 in the Torah. 
Today, Jews no longer practice animal sacrifices or give agricultural gifts to a hereditary class 
of priests, yet there are modern mitzvot (often the subject of ideological controversy) that deal 
with questions relating to organ donation, the kashrut (fitness for eating) of organic fruits and 
vegetables, and interfaith relations. Mitzvot deal with every aspect of how one should go about 
leading a Jewish life. 

Why Observe the Mitzvot? 

 

 

The Torah generally explains that the Jewish people should observe the mitzvot simply 
because God commanded us to do so, or because of the potential negative consequences that 
would result from non-compliance.  Other thinkers have endeavored to prove that the mitzvot 
are all completely rational, logical actions which any moral and ethical people would welcome. 
Still others claim that the commandments actually improve us as human beings, refining us as 
upright and just people, or that doing God’s commandments actually has a cosmic effect upon 
the spiritual fabric of all creation. And some thinkers even reject the importance of asking this 
question entirely, arguing that the only legitimate reason for the performance of mitzvot is in 
order to obey God’s commandments and fulfill our part in the covenant between God and the 
Jewish people. 

Some people observe the mitzvot because it helps them to identify and feel a part of the larger 
Jewish community, others because they believe themselves to be commanded to do so, and 
still others simply because it is pleasurable, a joy, to celebrate the Jewish holidays and home 
rituals. But whatever reason motivates someone to observe the commandments is, in Jewish 
tradition, less important than the actual performing of the mitzvot themselves: One might say 
that the “deed” is more important than the “creed.”  That is, how we behave in this world, 
towards our fellow human beings and the world we live in, is ultimately of more importance than 

https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/understanding-biblical-sacrifice-korbanot/
https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/kohanim-jewish-priests/
https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/kohanim-jewish-priests/
https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/jewish-views-on-organ-donation/
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what we may believe. In the final analysis, the mitzvot are a uniquely Jewish approach to living 
a holy life in this world. 
 

 
Prayer Points 

 

Elohai Neshama: Breathing the Soul Alive 
The simple words of this traditional morning blessing draw us back to the dawn 

of our mythic creation. 

Breathing, the natural rhythm of expanding and condensing, occurs not just within the 
air sacs of the lungs but throughout the body, each cell gently expanding and 
condensing as it receives oxygen and nourishment and releases what is no longer 
needed. The ubiquitous process of breathing, of receiving oxygen and releasing carbon 
dioxide, defines life itself. 

Neshamah, one of the Hebrew words for breath, also means soul. The sages of the 
Talmud suggest that upon awakening in the morning, a person should say, Elohai 
neshamah shenatata bi tehorah. “My God, the soul that you have placed within me is 
pure.” Berakhot 60b 

These simple yet potent words, now included in our traditional morning blessings, draw 
us back to the very dawn of our mythic creation. In Genesis 2:7 we read that God 
formed the human of dust from the earth and breathed into its nostrils the soul-breath of 
life. 

Each morning, as I draw my first conscious of breaths of the day, I am transported back 
to that state of purity and wonder that our tradition ascribes to the first human, breathed 
into aliveness by the Infinite. Legend teaches that in the Garden of Eden, before eating 
from the Tree of Knowledge, the first human could see from one end of the universe to 
the other. Enjoying the gift of breath, I too glimpse the vastness, the wholeness of the 
world. I am ensouled anew. 
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Elohai – my God. This prayer-word teaches me that the great cosmic mystery that 
breathes life into me is also very personal. The unique breath-channel that I am, can 
draw in the very manifestation of the Unnameable that knows me intimately. 

Rabbi Zalman Schachter-Shalomi writes: “Our minds might insist that we go directly to 
the Infinite when we think of God, but the heart doesn’t want the Infinite; it wants a You 
it can confide in and take comfort in.” Amidst the jagged and often wrenching 
complexities of daily life, what a balm it can be to feel the Presence as close as my 
breath. 

Tehorah hi – it is pure. The mystics speak of five levels of soul, neshamah being the 
level that corresponds to the mind and heart, the wise, universal intellect. Reminding 
myself that each soul-breath I inhale from Source is tehorah, pure, becomes a 
touchstone for my day. Whatever challenges greet me, whatever missteps I take, I can 
return again and again to the gift of pure breath, soul, that remains unsullied, unshaken 
by the vicissitudes of the moment—refreshed, awakened, fully alive. 

 

 

Hebrew -  ִעְבִרי 

 Word (s) of the Week 

  יי ִהְנִנ  ַוֲאִנ    
Vah-Ah-Knee He-Nih-Knee 

 

I AM 
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 A Taste of Jewish Humor  
 

The Top Hat 

Schwartz is sitting in his room, wearing only a top hat, when 
Steinberg strolls in. 
“Why are you sitting here naked?” 
“It’s all right,” says Schwartz. “Nobody comes to visit.” 
“But why the hat?” 
“Maybe somebody will come.” 
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This is not your Bubbie’s Chicken Soup 

 

Egyptian Golden Potato Soup Recipe 
A comforting Shabbat soup from the Egyptian Jewish community. 

 

      Ingredients  

• Olive oil, as needed 

• 2 medium yellow onions, chopped 

• 3 ribs celery, chopped 

• 2 carrots, chopped 
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• 3-4 cloves garlic, minced 

• 1 Tbsp ground turmeric 

• 3 lbs (6-7 medium large) Yukon Gold potatoes, peeled and cubed in 
about 1” pieces 

• 8 cups water or chicken stock (if using water, you can add a vegetarian 
bouillon cube) 

• Juice of 1 large lemon, about ¼ cup, or to taste 

• Salt and pepper, to taste 

Directions 

1. Add a few tablespoons of olive oil to a large pot over medium heat. Add 
the chopped onion, celery, and carrot to the pot. Sauté until very softened 
and the onions are completely translucent and starting to get golden, about 
10-12 minutes. 

2. Add the minced garlic, and sauté for an additional 2-3 minutes, or until 
the garlic is softened and fragrant but not beginning to brown. Add the 
turmeric and a generous amount of salt and pepper, and sauté for an 
additional minute or until all of the vegetables are well coated in the spice. 

3. Add the peeled and cubed potatoes, and the water/stock to the pot (if 
using water, you can also add a vegetarian bouillon cube for added flavor). 
Bring the liquid up to a simmer, then lower the heat and simmer for 30-40 
minutes or until the potatoes are tender and fully cooked. Remove the soup 
from the heat. For a smooth soup, use an immersion blender or blender at 
this point and purée the soup. 

4. Off the heat, add the lemon juice, stir, and taste. Add more lemon juice, 
salt, and/or pepper to your liking. Soup can be made in advance and freezes 
well. 

 Tree of Life Messianic Ministries is an approved Giving 
Charity by PayPal. To donate go to etz-chayim.org and click on the PayPal Link. 
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