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The Shemitah and having Mercy

This week’s Torah portion states the following in Vayikra / Levit-
icus 25:17-19 saying, °IX 2 7’55&73 DRI INONYTNR WOR 1N RN
05°7717% M17° 25:17 Do not wrong one another, but fear your God:; for |
the LORD am your God. 2n°w¥ 172WN Sudwn~NRI "Npn~NXR anown
nwaY PIRAHY onawsy ank 25:18 You shall observe My laws and
faithfully keep My rules, that you may live upon the land in security; =1
72V 1T2% anawY Yawh an?aRI 7779 YR 710 25:19 the land shall
yield its fruit and you shall eat your fill, and you shall live upon it in

security. In the context of the Shemittah we read the Lord saying obe-
dience to His Mitzvot (commandments) leads to living in safety in the

land in which we dwell. The Shemittah is the sabbatical year (70 W
which literally means “release” and is the 7 X 7" year of the agricul-
tural cycle mandated by the Torah for the Land of Israel to remain at
rest for one year and to release all debts. In the commentary Chizkuni

on Vayikra / Leviticus 25:18 Part 1 we read the following, “NX QN>WMN

NP, “You will keep My laws;™ this is a reference to all laws pertain-
ing to land in the Holy Land and any laws subject to being performed
only in the Holy Land as much as they apply during the sh’mittah and
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Yovel years.” Chizkuni states in Part 3 of his commentary saying, “if
you do this you will live in this and securely, where your security will be

bound up with your loyalty to God’s Torah. (7022 YR 2y anaw)”
Note how Chizkuni concludes our faithfulness (loyalty) to the com-
mandments will lead to a blessing upon our lives and the lives of our
children. The Shemitah and Yovel laws belong to the commandments
categorized as ““decrees.”” The Scriptures say 172%N *VAYN-NY), “and
My social laws you shall keep/observe,” which follow immediately re-
fer to the rules about reversing the sales into service, or the sale of prop-
erty due to duress which when the party making the sale became more
affluent can be reversed, as well as to all the laws involving wrongdo-

ing. Rashi on Leviticus 25:18 Part 1 states saying, “YIN7 2V Qnaw”

N2 [WHEREFORE YE SHALL DO MY ORDINANCES] AND YE
SHALL ABIDE IN THE LAND IN SAFETY — It states this because as
a punishment for the sin of neglecting the laws of ”’Shemittah” Israel
becomes exiled, as it is said (Leviticus 26:33, 34) ““(And I will disperse
you among the nations...] Then shall the land makeup for the Sabbat-
ical years... even then make up for her Sabbatical years that she has
not observed” (Shabbat 33a). The seventy years of the Babylonian ex-
ile were indeed a punishment corresponding to the seventy Sabbatical
years which they had neglected (cf. Rashi on Leviticus 26:35).”” Notice
how Rashi concludes the seventy years of Babylonian exile were in
direct relation to the neglect of seventy occurrences of the command
on the Shemitah. The reason is we do not read of Israel obeying this
command on the Shemitah in the Tanach following their entry into the
Promised Land. Take note how mercy is connected to the Shemitah

release. If we consider all of these things in context, the Lord says
NPD-NY an wy1“you shall carry out My decrees, etc.”” these words
not only refer back to the Shemitah but also to the commands on so-
cial behavior (1WA VIWN-NNI, “and you are to observe My social
laws’”). This is interpreted from the Hebrew words 2°77 and 2 09w
making two categories, the QP17 (statutes) such as the Shemitah, and
cheating (not having mercy to release debt or being dishonest) belongs

to the category of D>VOWN. These two categories juxtaposed together
suggest the freeing of slaves and the social laws, illustrate how we are

to be merciful towards others. As a result of such behavior, fairness,
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mercy, justice, and truth lead to dwelling in the land securely. This is
the point of God’s Torah, His Commands are holy, righteous, and good!
(Romans 7:12) Israel went into exile as a result of her failure to heed
these warnings. These things summarize for us not just the importance
of the Shemitah but also the importance of all of Torah as the instruc-
tion book for our lives. The Lord calls us to holiness, to apply all of
His words to our lives. This week’s Torah portion illustrates for us the
reasons why it is so important to study, apply, and to teach others to
apply God’s Word as the Children of God. This is what 1s meant when
Yeshua said, “Go ye into all the world, and preach the gospel to every
creature.” (Mark 16:15, Luke 14:23, Matthew 28:19-20, Acts 1:7-8)
Note how in Matthew 28:19 Yeshua says “Therefore, go and make dis-
ciples of all the nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and
the Son and the Holy Spirit.”” The gospel message is found in God’s
helping us to obey his commands, and baptism is found in the mikvah
and repentance (turning from sin), and devoting our lives to the Lord
determining our hearts to serve Him all the days of our lives!

In this week’s Torah portion the Lord gives us His mitzvot on how
to take care of the poor. The Torah describes the situation for someone
who has found themselves to be in trouble financially. In the worst
case, a person may sell himself to someone in order to pay off his debt.
The selling of one’s self into the service of another, the way the Torah
describes this, the person is to remain as a respected part of the com-
munity and he has the opportunity to earn his way out of poverty. The
Torah tells us that when one must sell himself in this way, he is not
selling his rights to ““Life, Liberty, Justice, and the pursuit of Happi-
ness” (a well known phrase in the United States Declaration of Inde-
pendence). We are commanded to not to look down on someone who
1s in this situation, but to help him to gain an increase, illustrated in the
command not to charge interest to a fellow Israelite or to the poor, for
the purpose of allowing him to get himself out of debt. Yeshua stated
“The poor you will always have with you.”” (John 12:8). If we consider
the context, Yeshua was actually advocating generosity and action as a
Chasidim (Righteous person) to eradicate poverty, rather than throwing
the hands-up-in-the-air with a shoulder-shrugging type of apathy say-
ing there is no use. The prophet Isaiah describes how the Lord wants us
to approach the poor saying the following, Isaiah 58:7-11, ““58:7 ‘Is it
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not to divide your bread with the hungry And bring the homeless poor
into the house; When you see the naked, to cover him; And not to hide
yourself from your own flesh? 58:8 “Then your light will break out like
the dawn, And your recovery will speedily spring forth; And your righ-
teousness will go before you; The glory of the Lord will be your rear
guard. 58:9 ‘Then you will call, and the Lord will answer; You will cry,
and He will say, ‘Here | am.” If you remove the yoke from your midst,
The pointing of the finger and speaking wickedness, 58:10 And if you
give yourself to the hungry And satisfy the desire of the afflicted, Then
your light will rise in darkness And your gloom will become like mid-
day. 58:11 ‘And the Lord will continually guide you, And satisfy your
desire in scorched places, And give strength to your bones; And you
will be like a watered garden, And like a spring of water whose waters
do not fail. (NASB)”” Isaiah states the obvious perspective for the child
of God, if we see someone who has need we are to share with them our
bread and drink, if they are naked give them cloths, and a place to stay
by bringing them into our homes. Doing such things causes our light to
break forth like the sun light and healing will come. Notice how Lashon
Hara is connected to this act of righteousness (i.e. the pointing finger
and speaking wickedness). This is connected to making fun of the poor
and homeless as opposed to actually getting involved and doing some-
thing about it. The Mishnah Torah 6:6 states, ““If a stranger comes and
says, ‘1 am hungry. Please give me food,” we are not allowed to check
to see if he is honest or not; we must immediately give him food.” The
point of this comment in the Mishnabh is to set aside the opportunity for
Lashon Harah and to simply give, because the Lord wants us to give
in purity and truth and not with a begrudging heart. The Torah states
the following in Devarim / Deuteronomy 15:7-11 “If among you, one
of your brothers should become poor, in any of your towns within your
land that the Lord your God is giving you, you shall not harden your
heart or shut your hand against your poor brother, but you shall open
your hand to him and lend him sufficient for his need, whatever it may
be ... For the poor you will always have with you in the land. Therefore
| command you, “You shall open wide your hand to your brother, to the
needy and to the poor, in your land.”” The point of these Scriptures are
meant to spur generosity towards the poor. The mitzvah in the Torah is
to “Open wide your hand!”” The command to be open-handed towards
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the poor comes directly from the Lord God of Israel himself. The Lord
calls us to have an active part in the lives of others and to help others.
Have you done your part to help the poor? Have you fulfilled your call-
ing where the poor are lifted up and the hungry are fed? Let’s look at
these Scriptures a little closer in this week’s Torah Portion.

This week we are looking at Vayikra / Leviticus 25:35-55.

Vayikra / Leviticus 25:35-55

25:35 ‘Now in case a countryman of yours becomes poor and his
means with regard to you falter, then you are to sustain him, like a
stranger or a sojourner, that he may live with you. 25:36 ‘Do not take
usurious interest from him, but revere your God, that your country-
man may live with you. 25:37 “You shall not give him your silver at
interest, nor your food for gain. 25:38 ‘I am the Lord your God, who
brought you out of the land of Egypt to give you the land of Canaan
and to be your God. 25:39 ‘If a countryman of yours becomes so poor
with regard to you that he sells himself to you, you shall not subject
him to a slave’s service. 25:40 ‘He shall be with you as a hired man,
as if he were a sojourner; he shall serve with you until the year of ju-
bilee. 25:41 “He shall then go out from you, he and his sons with him,
and shall go back to his family, that he may return to the property of
his forefathers. 25:42 “For they are My servants whom | brought out
from the land of Egypt; they are not to be sold in a slave sale. 25:43
“You shall not rule over him with severity, but are to revere your God.
25:44 “As for your male and female slaves whom you may have you
may acquire male and female slaves from the pagan nations that are
around you. 25:45 “Then, too, it is out of the sons of the sojourners
who live as aliens among you that you may gain acquisition, and out
of their families who are with you, whom they will have produced in
your land; they also may become your possession. 25:46 ‘You may
even bequeath them to your sons after you, to receive as a posses-
sion; you can use them as permanent slaves. But in respect to your
countrymen, the sons of Israel, you shall not rule with severity over
one another. 25:47 “‘Now if the means of a stranger or of a sojourner
with you becomes sufficient, and a countryman of yours becomes so
poor with regard to him as to sell himself to a stranger who is so-
journing with you, or to the descendants of a stranger’s family, 25:48
then he shall have redemption right after he has been sold. One of
his brothers may redeem him, 25:49 or his uncle, or his uncle’s son,
may redeem him, or one of his blood relatives from his family may
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redeem him; or if he prospers, he may redeem himself. 25:50 ‘He
then with his purchaser shall calculate from the year when he sold
himself to him up to the year of jubilee; and the price of his sale shall
correspond to the number of years. It is like the days of a hired man
that he shall be with him. 25:51 *If there are still many years, he shall
refund part of his purchase price in proportion to them for his own re-
demption; 25:52 and if few years remain until the year of jubilee, he
shall so calculate with him. In proportion to his years he is to refund
the amount for his redemption. 25:53 “Like a man hired year by year
he shall be with him; he shall not rule over him with severity in your
sight. 25:54 “Even if he is not redeemed by these means, he shall still
go out in the year of jubilee, he and his sons with him. 25:55 “For the
sons of Israel are My servants; they are My servants whom | brought
out from the land of Egypt. | am the Lord your God. (NASB)
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This week’s Torah portion speaks of one loosing the means to take
care for his family and property saying the following, Vayikra / Levit-
icus 25:35-36, aWiNY T3 12 ARITT 7Y 1T AunY PN -0 o
SRY AN M PR DR 022701 T3 I0RD MpR-o8 19 TRy om
25:35 “Now in case a countryman of yours becomes poor and his means with

regard to you falter, then you are to sustain him, like a stranger or a sojourner,
that he may live with you. 25:36 ‘Do not take usurious interest from him, but

revere your God, that your countryman may live with you. (NASB) Notice
how the Hebrew text is written, it says 72¥ 71 2¢INI 73 12 AR lit-
erally saying ““you are to strengthen (Pp137) him (32) like a stranger
(73) and to return (QWiNY) and live with you.”” This strengthening of
your brother is generalized and is translated as “‘sustain’ in the NASB.
The reason this is made into a generalized statement is because we
do not know the situation or the need of our brother. In addition, it
is important to note that charging interest is connected to ““revering”
the Lord God of Israel. To revere means to ’feel deep respect or ad-
miration, honor, think highly of, esteem, hold in high esteem, hold in

high regard.” The Masoretic Text uses the word QX)) from the root

word X7 meaning “to fear.”” The reason interest is not to be charged
for financial help that is given is because the Lord brought all of Israel
out of the land of Egypt and had given the land of Canaan to be His
people (Vayikra / Leviticus 25:38). He delivered a mixed multitude and

so the ger (73, stranger) is included in the command. The command
to take care of the poor among you is meant for respect of persons and
property. The Torah describes by saying, 25:39 ‘If a countryman of yours
becomes so poor with regard to you that he sells himself to you, you shall not
subject him to a slave’s service. 25:40 ‘He shall be with you as a hired man, as
if he were a sojourner; he shall serve with you until the year of jubilee. 25:41
‘He shall then go out from you, he and his sons with him, and shall go back
to his family, that he may return to the property of his forefathers. 25:42 ‘For
they are My servants whom | brought out from the land of Egypt; they are not
to be sold in a slave sale. 25:43 “You shall not rule over him with severity, but
are to revere your God. (NASB) The command to take care of the poor is
commanded and is valid today so we do not demoralize those who are
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poor, that we do not to look down on someone who is in this situation,
but are called to help such a person to gain an increase, which is again
illustrated in the command not to charge interest to a fellow Israelite or
to the poor, for the purpose of allowing him to get himself out of debt.

The rabbis state the following in Tur HaAroch on Vayikra / Leviti-
cus 25:35.

Tur HaAroch on Vayikra / Leviticus 25:35

7Y 5, ““so that he may live alongside you.” This is
a positive commandment addressed to you the Israelite
with means, to enable fellow Israelites to have secure
means of subsistence. The commandment to physical-
ly save fellow Israelites’ lives (when they appear to be
in danger) flows directly from this verse. The Torah re-
peats and says:

The Torah states ““so that he may live along side of you.” (7RY 1Y)
This 1s an important statement because this describes the one who 1is
poor as a co-equal living along side of us not as a slave who has no
rights. This demonstrates the high level at which one is to esteem our
fellow man. Even though one sells himself into slavery, he is not to be
treated as having no rights of liberty, justice, and the pursuit of happi-
ness. The rabbis say this is a positive command because the purpose is
to show respect and to enable the fellow Israelite to secure their means
of subsistence. The rabbis say this is a command to physically save the
life of our fellow man. Have you ever considered giving to the poor is
synonymous to saving a life? Notice how giving is meant for the pur-
pose of getting the fellow human being the opportunity to increase his
means. [s this the kind of system we have in place today in the giving
to the poor t o help them to attain a means to get out of their poverty?

The Mishnah Torah, Gifts to the Poor 7:1 has the following to say
concerning the Scriptures we are looking at this week.

Mishneh Torah, Gifts to the Poor 7:1

1. It is a positive commandment to give Tzedaka to poor
people according to what is appropriate for the recipi-
ent if the donor can afford it as it says ““You shall sure-
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ly open your hand to him” and it says “And you shall
strengthen the stranger and he shall live among you.”
And it says ““and your brother shall live among you.”
Mishneh Torah, Gifts to the Poor 10:1

We are obligated to be careful about the commandment
[to give] charity, more than any other positive com-
mandment for charity is a sign of the righteous, the seed
of Avraham, as it says ““For | have known him, to the
end that he may command his children and his house-
hold after him, that they may keep the way of the LORD,
to do righteousness...”” And the seat of Israel is not es-
tablished nor is the True Faith preserved except through
charity as it says “In righteousness shalt thou be es-
tablished” nor shall Israel be redeemed except through
charity as it says ““Zion shall be redeemed with justice,
and they that return of her with righteousness.”

Mishneh Torah, Gifts to the Poor 10:7

There are eight levels of charity, one above the other. The
greatest level that has nothing above it is to strengthen
the hand of a Jew who has become poor and give him a
gift or loan or create a partnership with him or make up
some work for him, so as strengthen his hand until he
does not [any longer] need to ask others [for help]. And
about this it is said (Leviticus 25:35), ““and you shall
strengthen the hand of a stranger and a resident and he
shall live with you;” meaning, strenghten him until he
no [longer] falls and becomes needy.

The Mishnah tells us that it is commanded to give “Tzedaka™ to
poor people. Tzedaka means ““charitable giving,” and is typically seen
as a moral obligation. Charity, giving, and taking care of the poor is a
sign of the righteous, those who are children of God, children of Abra-
ham will do such things. Therefore it is concluded that those who are
righteous will help the poor. This is what Yeshua taught according to
Matthew 25.
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Matthew 25:33-43

25:33 and He will put the sheep on His right, and the
goats on the left. 25:34 ‘“Then the King will say to those
on His right, ‘Come, you who are blessed of My Father,
inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the founda-
tion of the world. 25:35 “For | was hungry, and you
gave Me something to eat; | was thirsty, and you gave
Me something to drink; I was a stranger, and you invited
Me in; 25:36 naked, and you clothed Me; | was sick,
and you visited Me; | was in prison, and you came to
Me.” 25:37 “Then the righteous will answer Him, ‘Lord,
when did we see You hungry, and feed You, or thirsty,
and give You something to drink? 25:38 ‘And when did
we see You a stranger, and invite You in, or naked, and
clothe You? 25:39 “When did we see You sick, or in pris-
on, and come to You?’ 25:40 ‘The King will answer and
say to them, ‘Truly | say to you, to the extent that you
did it to one of these brothers of Mine, even the least of
them, you did it to Me.” 25:41 ‘“Then He will also say to
those on His left, ‘Depart from Me, accursed ones, into
the eternal fire which has been prepared for the devil
and his angels; 25:42 for | was hungry, and you gave
Me nothing to eat; | was thirsty, and you gave Me noth-
Ing to drink; 25:43 | was a stranger, and you did not
invite Me in; naked, and you did not clothe Me; sick,
and in prison, and you did not visit Me.” (NASB)

Note the significance of taking care of those who are in need. Yeshua
mentions the sick, those in prison, those who are naked and poor, and
those who are hungry and in need of food and drink. It appears those
who are God’s chosen ones will be involved in obeying the Torah com-
mand by taking care of those who are in need. The Mishnah states,
“the seat of Israel is not established nor is True Faith preserved except
through charity” This delineates those who are of true faith. Remem-
ber even the widow (Mark 12:41-44) who was extremely poor gave
gifts, so the level of our income is no excuse to not give and help oth-
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ers. The Mishnah states, “For | have known him, to the end that he
may command his children and his household after him, that they may
keep the way of the LORD, to do righteousness...”” Did your parents
teach you to take care of others? Have you or are you teaching your
children to take care of those who are in need? There is a deep spiritual
indicator here that marks our relationship with the Lord and His Word.
Midrash Rabbah teaches the following on this topic:

Midrash Rabbah Vayikra Parashat 34 Part 3

Another Thing: ‘But if he is impoverished’, here it is
written, “The merciful man does good to his own soul
(Mishley / Proverbs 11:17),” ...

Midrash Rabbah teaches from the Proverbs saying that the one who is
merciful does good to his own soul by helping those who are impover-
ished. The midrashic example of this principle is of a king who bathes,
scrubs, and feeds those who he is in charge of. In addition, note also
what was taking placed in the first century following the resurrection
of Yeshua.

Acts 4:31-35

4:31 And when they had prayed, the place where they
had gathered together was shaken, and they were all
filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak the word
of God with boldness. 4:32 And the congregation of
those who believed were of one heart and soul; and not
one of them claimed that anything belonging to him was
his own, but all things were common property to them.
4:33 And with great power the apostles were giving tes-
timony to the resurrection of the Lord Jesus, and abun-
dant grace was upon them all. 4:34 For there was not
a needy person among them, for all who were owners
of land or houses would sell them and bring the pro-
ceeds of the sales 4:35 and lay them at the apostles’ feet,
and they would be distributed to each as any had need.
(NASB)
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The record of the first century events shows us that the congregation
of those who believed were of one heart and soul, they sold what they
had and gave to those who had need. Acts 4:34 states that there was not
one needy person among them. The people were fulfilling the Torah
command, Devarim / Deuteronomy 15:7-11 *“... Therefore | command
you, “You shall open wide your hand to your brother, to the needy and
to the poor, inyour land.””” (NASB) The Torah is very explicit when the
Lord commands people to be open handed. If you have a begrudging
heart when giving to others, consider the covenant that we have in Ye-
shua the Messiah, and the kind of repentant attitude (humility) we are
to have before God and others. Giving is often treated as a suggestion
or a good 1dea when the time is right. However, the command given in
the Torah is a mandate. This command is so weighty, Yeshua uses this
as an example for either getting into or being excluded from heaven.
This 1s a spiritual indicator and provides insight into our relationship
with God and others. This is explained within the concept that not
only should we love your enemies, but also lend to them our things and
never expect anything back. This is the idea behind what Isaiah said
(Isaiah 58:7-11), to give your bread to the needy, bring the homeless
into your home, clothing the naked and feeding the hungry. The effect
of charity, paul wrote in Romans 12:20 “If your enemy is hungry, feed
him; if he is thirsty, give him something to drink. In doing this, you will
heap burning coals on his head.” Isaiah states the perspective of God
for His people who are living obedient to the command. This appears
to be the definition of the righteous way of God. This also describes
the righteousness of God’s children. Based upon the Torah and the
Apostolic Writings, Yeshua’s words Himself emphasize how this com-
mand is more than a suggestion but is vitally important in the life of a
believer. The compassionate open-handedness to the outsider stands
in contrast to the brutal world full of arrogance, violence, and Lashon
Hara. We are called to be generous, loving, and showing mercy to all.
This is the Way of God. Yeshua taught us to walk in God’s Ways. In
light of this study, how important do you believe it is to take care of
those who are in need? Do you believe this can effect your salvation
in Yeshua?
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