


CONTESTED TERRITORY

The Armour of God: What Paul Actually Meant

by Norman Howlett

Finally, be strong in the Lord and in the strength of his might. Put on the whole

armour of God, that you may be able to stand against the schemes of the devil.

— Ephesians 6:10–11

A Note on Method

Reading Paul Through Jewish Eyes

Paul was a Jewish man. He was educated in Jerusalem under Gamliel, one of the foremost

Torah scholars of the first century. He wrote in Greek because that was the lingua franca of

the Mediterranean world,  but  he thought  in  Hebrew.  His  mind was saturated with  the

Psalms,  the  Prophets,  and  the  wisdom literature  of  Second Temple  Judaism.  When he

reached for an image, he reached into a Jewish treasury — not into the world around him.

This book is an attempt to read him the way his first readers would have. That means

following his quotations back to their Hebrew sources. It means listening to the Sages —

the rabbis and scholars of  the apostolic  period — because Jesus himself  debated with

them, quoted them, and sometimes agreed with them. It means sitting with a passage

long enough to hear what it sounds like before it has been translated and re-translated

through twenty centuries of Christian tradition.

The method we use has a name: PaRDeS (ֵּס� ַּרדְ The word is Hebrew for "orchard." It is .(פ�

built from the initials of four levels of reading:

Peshat (שְ�ָׁט the plain, contextual meaning: what the text says in its historical and — (פ�

literary setting

Remez (רמֶֶז) — the hint: a deeper pattern, a resonance with another passage, a type

pointing forward or backward

Derash (ְרַּש�� the application: how this truth shapes the way we live and walk — (ד

Sod (סוֹד) — the secret: the deepest current, the dimension touched by the Jewish

mystical tradition

• 

• 

• 

• 

Lord of the Breakthrough Inc. — © 2026 Page 2 of 82



This book moves through all four levels in every chapter, though not as labelled sections.

The Peshat underpins everything — we never leave the plain sense behind. The Remez

and Derash build on it. The Sod is reserved for the chapter's summit: the place where the

text opens onto the widest view.

Readers who want a more detailed introduction to PaRDeS as a study method will find one

in Appendix D.

Whose Armour Was It? The Question Every Reader Should Know About

There is a picture of a Roman soldier that appears in almost every modern sermon on

Ephesians 6. It goes something like this: Paul was writing from prison, chained to a Roman

soldier; he studied the soldier's equipment; he used it as a physical illustration of spiritual

realities.  It  is  a  compelling  image.  It  appears  in  countless  commentaries,  books,  and

devotionals, particularly those published from the 1950s onward.

The problem is that it is almost certainly not how Paul was thinking, and it appears to have

no support in the earliest Christian interpretation of this passage.

The evidence for the Roman soldier reading is thin. The earliest commentators on

Ephesians 6 — Origen (c. 185–253 CE), Tertullian (c. 155–220 CE), John Chrysostom (c.

349–407  CE),  Ambrosiaster  (late  4th  century),  and  Augustine  (354–430  CE)  —  never

mention a Roman soldier when they exposit this passage. They universally cite the Hebrew

Prophets, and specifically Isaiah. Chrysostom's homily on Ephesians 6 moves immediately

to  Isaiah  59;  Origen  reads  the  armour  against  the  backdrop  of  Ezekiel  and  Daniel;

Tertullian connects it to the prophecy of the Messiah in Isaiah 11. In two thousand years of

patristic literature, not one early father anchors Paul's armour to a Roman soldier. If the

image were as obvious as modern preachers suggest, we would expect at least one of

them to have noticed.

The evidence for  the Hebrew Prophet  reading is  overwhelming. Paul  drew his

armour directly from Isaiah:

He put on righteousness as a breastplate, and a helmet of salvation on his head; he

put on garments of vengeance for clothing, and wrapped himself in zeal as a cloak.

— Isaiah 59:17

Righteousness shall be the belt of his waist, and faithfulness the belt of his loins. —

Isaiah 11:5

Every piece of armour in Ephesians 6 — belt, breastplate, shoes, shield, helmet, sword —

is present in Isaiah before Paul writes a word. Paul is not describing a soldier standing

outside his cell. He is describing the Divine Warrior of the Hebrew prophecies, and he is

telling the believers in Ephesus to put on what the Messiah wears.
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A pre-Pauline Jewish text clinches the case. The Wisdom of Solomon, written in Greek

by a Jewish author sometime in the century before Paul, describes God arming for battle in

identical terms:

He will put on righteousness as a breastplate, and wear impartial justice as a helmet;

he will take holiness as an invincible shield, and sharpen stern wrath for a sword. —

Wisdom of Solomon 5:18–20

The Greek word the author uses for God's combat equipment is panoplia — the exact word

Paul uses in Ephesians 6:11 and 6:13 for "the whole armour of God." A pre-Christian Jewish

author, writing well before Paul, uses the same word for the same image drawn from the

same Isaianic source. This is not a coincidence. The armour of Ephesians 6 belongs to a

Jewish-apocalyptic  tradition  of  picturing the Divine Warrior  — not  to  a  Roman military

barracks.

Why does it matter? Because the meaning changes. If the image is Roman, the lesson is

about human courage and military readiness — we borrow equipment from the greatest

army of the age and strap it on. If the image is Hebrew, the lesson is something more

confronting: the armour is His, not ours. We are not borrowing Rome's equipment. We are

being clothed in the Messiah himself (Romans 13:14). The transformation that brings is

more than semantic. It reshapes every chapter of this book.

The Roman soldier image will not appear in the teaching that follows. Where it might have

been  expected,  you  will  find  instead  the  Hebrew  Prophets,  the  Sages,  the  priestly

garments  of  the Temple,  and the Divine Warrior  of  Isaiah — which is  where Paul  was

looking.

For a full list of the sources used in this book and an explanation of why we draw on Jewish

and Talmudic literature, see Appendix B: A Note on Sources.
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CONTESTED TERRITORY

The Armour of God: What Paul Actually Meant

Chapter One

The World You Don't See

Whose Jurisdiction You Just Left

The Night the Gods Fell

On the night Israel left Egypt, more happened than a nation walking out of slavery.

The text is explicit about it, in a line most readers skim straight past: "On all the gods of

Egypt I will execute judgments: I am the LORD" (Exodus 12:12). Every plague that had just

torn through the land was not simply a natural disaster turned up to catastrophic strength.

It was aimed. The Nile ran with blood — a strike against Hapi, the river-god the Egyptians

credited with the flood that fed them. Darkness fell for three days — a strike against Ra,

the sun itself, the highest god in the Egyptian pantheon. Frogs, flies, disease, hail, locusts

— each one landed on the throne of a specific power the Egyptians trusted to hold up their

world.  By the tenth plague,  the message had been delivered in  full:  every god Egypt

leaned on had been shown to be no god at all, and only one throne in that story was still

standing when the dust settled.

So when Israel walked out through the Reed Sea, they were not merely crossing a border.

They were leaving a jurisdiction. Centuries later, Paul would put the same event into a

single Greek sentence and apply it to every believer who has ever come to the Messiah:

"He has delivered us from the domain of darkness and transferred us to the kingdom of his

beloved Son" (Colossians 1:13). Domain there is exousia — the Greek word for authority,

dominion, legal jurisdiction. Not a mood. A government. When you come to Messiah, the

text says, something changes that is closer to a change of citizenship than a change of

feeling. You are transferred out of one authority's territory and into another's.

Ephesians 6 — the armour, the whole subject of this book — is written for people who have

just made that crossing.  And it  opens with a warning built  into its  very grammar:  the

authority you left does not release its claim quietly.
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The Architecture Behind the Armour

Most  readers  move through Ephesians  6:12 the way they move through any piece of

stirring but  vague spiritual  language — as an intensifier,  a  way of  saying  this  fight  is

serious. But  Paul,  trained  from  youth  in  the  Hebrew  Scriptures,  is  not  reaching  for

atmosphere. He is naming an actual structure, tier by tier, that his first readers would have

recognised on sight.

"We do not wrestle against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the

authorities, against the cosmic powers over this present darkness, against the

spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly places." — Ephesians 6:12

His first  readers did not have to imagine what that meant.  Ephesus was home to the

Temple of Artemis, one of the seven wonders of the ancient world, and the city's entire

economy and civic identity were built  around it.  When Paul's preaching began drawing

people away from her worship, the reaction was not academic disagreement — it was a

riot, an entire theatre chanting for two hours,  "Great is Artemis of the Ephesians!" (Acts

19:23-41). The believers in this city had watched, first-hand, what it  looks like when a

spiritual authority realises it is losing its territory. Paul is not writing them a metaphor. He

is naming, precisely, the thing they had already felt pressing back.

To see where that structure comes from, go back to the Torah's own account of how the

nations of the earth came to be divided.

Most English Bibles render Deuteronomy 32:8-9 this way: "When the Most High divided the

nations… he set the borders of the peoples according to the number of the sons of Israel."

But the older Greek translation of the Hebrew Bible — the Septuagint, the version most in

circulation in the world Yeshua and Paul lived in — reads differently:  "according to the

number of the angels of God." And when the Dead Sea Scrolls were recovered from the

caves above Qumran in the twentieth century, they preserved a Hebrew text of this verse

that matches the Greek, not the later reading most modern Bibles inherited. The best

evidence for what Deuteronomy 32:8-9 originally said points toward angels, not merely a

numerical echo of Israel's population.

What that means is this: when humanity split into nations at Babel, God did not leave each

one to fend for itself. He assigned an angelic  sar — a prince, a steward — to each. All

seventy of them, corresponding to the seventy nations listed a few chapters earlier in

Genesis 10, the Table of Nations. Israel alone He did not delegate. "The LORD's portion is

his people; Jacob his allotted heritage" (Deuteronomy 32:9). Every other nation received a

steward, according to Jewish tradition placed under the archangel Michael. Israel, God kept

for Himself.

This is not a structure Scripture only implies. The book of Daniel names it outright. An

angel arrives to answer Daniel's prayer and explains why he was delayed three full weeks:

"The prince of the kingdom of Persia withstood me twenty-one days, but Michael, one of

the chief princes, came to help me" (Daniel 10:13). A few verses later the angel adds that
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once he departs, "the prince of Greece will come" (Daniel 10:20) — and identifies Michael

as "your prince" (10:21), Israel's own angelic defender. This is the clearest single passage

in the whole Bible confirming what Deuteronomy 32 and Psalm 82 assume: real nations,

real nations set behind real angelic authorities, contesting one another in a realm human

eyes do not see, while a single prayer on earth waits in the balance.

It is worth noting that the names attached to these authorities in the ancient world were

never forgotten — they simply changed costume. Baal, Molech, Zeus, Odin, Thor: these

were not literary inventions but names real  nations actually worshipped as their  gods.

They remain part of ordinary culture today, recycled as mythology, entertainment, and

brand names, largely stripped of the worship that once attached to them. Whatever one

makes of that history, it is a reminder that this chapter is not describing a closed, ancient

curiosity. The names are still in circulation.

That number — seventy — recurs with a consistency too deliberate to be coincidence.

Seventy sons of Jacob went down into Egypt, God's own counter-move against the seventy

nations.  Seventy  elders  stood  with  Moses  at  Sinai,  the  earthly  court  that  mirrored  a

heavenly one. Seventy bulls were offered across the feast of Sukkot, one for each nation —

Israel interceding, on behalf of the whole earth, for peoples who did not know they were

being prayed for. Seventy is the number Scripture reaches for whenever it wants to speak

of the  whole of humanity standing under God's governance, whether that governance is

being honoured or defied.

A later Jewish text, the  Pirkei de-Rabbi Eliezer, preserves an old tradition about exactly

how this division happened. At Babel, when the text says  "let us go down and confuse

their language," the us was God speaking with His seventy angels. Lots were cast. Each

angel  received a nation.  Israel  fell  to God's own portion.  Whatever one makes of  that

tradition's  details,  it  names  precisely  the  mechanism Deuteronomy  32  and  Paul  both

assume: the nations of the earth, from the very beginning, were placed under delegated

spiritual authorities.

The Courtroom in the Heavens

Psalm 82 shows you what happened to those authorities.

The psalm opens in a courtroom:  "God has taken his place in the divine council; in the

midst of the gods he holds judgment" (Psalm 82:1). The Hebrew word for those on trial is

elohim — the same word used of the true God elsewhere in Scripture, but here applied,

plainly and repeatedly, to members of a heavenly assembly standing under God's own

judgment. He states the charge: "How long will you judge unjustly and show partiality to

the  wicked?…  They  have  neither  knowledge  nor  understanding,  they  walk  about  in

darkness" (Psalm 82:2, 5). And He passes sentence: "You are gods, sons of the Most High,

all of you; nevertheless, like men you shall die, and fall like any prince" (Psalm 82:6-7).

These  are  the  seventy  princes.  Real  authority,  genuinely  delegated  —  and  genuinely

corrupted.  Not  one of  them is  accused of  being  weak.  They are  accused of  injustice:
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defending the wicked, ignoring the poor, ruling by favouritism instead of righteousness.

The psalm closes on the note the whole armour of God is ultimately marching toward:

"Arise, O God, judge the earth; for you shall inherit all the nations!" (Psalm 82:8).

It is worth noticing that Israel's own court system, the Sanhedrin of seventy elders, was

built  as  a  deliberate  earthly  image  of  this  heavenly  assembly.  Same  number,  same

structure, different realm. Israel's justice was never conceived as merely political. It was

priestly and cosmic at once — an earthly court answering to, and modelling itself after, the

court in the heavens where the real trial of the nations was already underway.

There is something worth sitting with in what actually broke that heavenly government:

not the existence of delegated authority, but rebellion against the One who delegated it.

God gave the seventy princes real jurisdiction. What ended in their judgment was not the

possession of power but the refusal to answer to the power above them. That pattern has

a way of resurfacing in smaller, more domestic disguises. A voice that says "God spoke to

me" in one breath and  "but I won't submit to anyone else" in the next has, on its own

evidence, misidentified the speaker — because the God who gives real authority does not

typically use it to detach a person from every authority He has placed around them. "The

heart is deceitful above all  things" (Jeremiah 17:9), and an independent spirit  that will

answer to no one is standing, whether it knows it or not, on the same ground the seventy

princes stood on right before the verdict came down.

Jacob at the Jabbok

There  is  a  night,  generations  before  Sinai,  when  a  single  man wrestled  one  of  these

powers directly — and Scripture leaves the identity of his opponent carefully ambiguous.

Genesis 32 places Jacob alone at the ford of the Jabbok, the night before he must face his

estranged brother Esau. A figure appears, introduced with the plainest possible word: ish,

"a man" (32:24). They wrestle until daybreak. Neither prevails outright. The figure touches

Jacob's hip and wrenches it from its socket, gives Jacob a new name — Israel, "he who

strives with God and with men" — and refuses to give His own. And Jacob, limping away,

names the place Peniel:  "I have seen God face to face, and yet my life was delivered"

(32:30).

Many readers land immediately on the most direct reading available: this was God Himself,

appearing to Jacob in human form. That instinct deserves to be taken seriously rather than

argued away — the text itself gives it real support. Jacob expected that seeing God should

have killed him (compare Exodus 33:20, "no one shall see me and live"), and the fact that

he survived is precisely what he marvels at. You do not say "I survived seeing him" about

an ordinary encounter.

But the word Jacob uses — Elohim — is a wider word than it looks in translation. It names

the true God in most of its uses, but not in all of them. The same word describes members

of the heavenly council on trial in Psalm 82:1 and 6. Psalm 8:5 uses it for beings the book

of  Hebrews,  quoting that  very verse,  translates as  "angels" (Hebrews 2:7)  — the New
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Testament itself reading  elohim as angelic, not divine, in that instance. The medium at

Endor,  summoning the spirit  of  the dead prophet Samuel,  describes what she sees as

"elohim coming up out of the earth" (1 Samuel 28:13) — a single departed human spirit.

Human judges are called before "the elohim" in Exodus 21:6 and 22:8, which is why some

translations render the word there simply as "judges." The word itself, in other words, does

not settle the question. Context has to.

And several details in the Genesis 32 narrative push against the simplest divine reading.

The text says the figure "could not prevail against" Jacob (32:25) — for God to be unable to

win a wrestling match against a man is a strange thing for Scripture to report without

comment. Only at that point of failure does the figure resort to touching Jacob's hip, which

reads, on the surface, like a fighter reaching for a disabling blow because a clean win was

not coming. And the figure asks to be released "for the day breaks" (32:26) — a request

that  makes little  sense if  the speaker  is  the God who made the day.  Jewish tradition,

reading these details, names the figure the sar of Esau — the angelic prince assigned, on

the pattern of Deuteronomy 32, to the nation about to confront Jacob the next morning. On

that reading, Jacob is not wrestling his brother. He is wrestling the power standing behind

him.

The prophet Hosea, looking back on this same night centuries later, holds both readings in

his hand at once, in successive lines: Jacob "strove with God" — and "he strove with the

angel and prevailed" (Hosea 12:3-4). God and angel, in the very next breath. And Hosea

supplies  the  method  of  the  victory:  "he  wept  and  sought  his  favor." That  is  not  the

language of a fistfight won by strength. It is the language of prevailing in prayer — the

way  Abraham  "prevailed"  over  Sodom,  by  clinging  and  pleading  rather  than  by

overpowering. Read that way, "he could not prevail against him" stops meaning God lost

and starts meaning something closer to  God allowed Himself to be held — the one who

could dislocate a hip with a touch was never straining to win. He was letting a desperate

man cling to Him until dawn.

Whichever way the identity finally lands for a given reader, both readings converge on the

same lesson, and it is the lesson this whole book returns to: you do not prevail against a

power like this by overpowering it. You prevail by holding on and refusing to let go until

you are blessed. This is, as one modern commentator on Ephesians has argued, likely the

very image Paul has in mind when he chooses his verb in 6:12 — the Greek pale, a hand-

to-hand wrestling match. Paul's first readers, steeped in this story, would have heard the

echo instantly: what Jacob did that night at the Jabbok, Paul says, is what you are doing

now. And the real opponent, then as now, was never the person standing in front of you.

Contested Property

There is a reason the powers behind the nations do not release their claim quietly, and it

has to do with what actually happens when someone comes to faith in the Messiah from

outside Israel.
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D. Thomas Lancaster, in his commentary on Ephesians, puts the mechanics plainly:  "As

Paul persuaded Gentiles in the ancient world to abandon their allegiance to their idolatrous

gods and cast their allegiance with the God of Israel, he incurred the displeasure of those

gods. The Gentile disciples were contested property. The gods of the nations claimed that

they belonged to them and were under the authority of the kingdom of darkness. But God

was redeeming them, stealing them away from the false gods, and adding them to his own

portion."

A Gentile who comes to Messiah is not simply adopting a new set of beliefs. He is being

transferred out from under a sar who had a real, delegated claim on him, and grafted into

the portion that belongs to God alone. That is what Colossians 1:13 means by rescued —

the Greek rhyomai, a word for pulling someone bodily out of immediate danger, not a word

for gentle persuasion. God did not negotiate the transfer. He reached in.

And a transfer like that is exactly the kind of thing an authority does not simply write off.

The Root You Cannot Curse

Which raises the question this chapter has been building toward: what does the resistance

actually look like, on the ground, for a believer who has made this crossing?

The most common assumption is  that the fight will  look obvious — a direct  pull  back

toward one's old vices, one's old gods, the life left behind. Sometimes it does. But there is

a subtler move available, and it does far more damage precisely because it rarely looks

like an attack at all: sever the branch from the root it was just grafted into, and it withers

on its own, with no visible battle required.

To feel the weight of that image, it helps to know where Paul got it. In Romans 11, Paul

pictures Israel as a cultivated olive tree and describes Gentile believers as wild branches

grafted into it. His warning to those branches is direct:  "Do not be arrogant toward the

branches… Remember it is not you who support the root, but the root that supports you"

(Romans 11:18). Gentile believers, on this picture, do not replace Israel. They are added to

Israel's covenant life — co-citizens, not a substitute nation — and everything that sustains

them,  their  inheritance,  their  access  to  the  God  of  Abraham,  Isaac,  and  Jacob,  flows

through a root they did not plant.

Which means a Gentile  believer's  relationship to Israel  is  not  a  peripheral  question of

historical interest. It is a question about the health of the branch. Lancaster's commentary

states the strategic implication directly:  "The principalities and powers hope to enlist the

Gentile  disciples  as  recruits  in  their  war  against  the  Jewish  people.  This  explains  the

otherwise baffling history of Jewish-Christian relations. It explains the spiritual significance

of  two thousand years  of  Christian anti-Semitism.  It  explains  why the nations  wage a

ceaseless war against Israel and the Jewish people." On this reading, hostility toward the

Jewish people, wherever it has surfaced across church history, is not merely a political or

cultural  failing  — it  is  the  deposed  princes'  clearest  available  strategy  for  reclaiming
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Gentile believers they have already lost. Turn the branch against the root, and the branch

does the work of severing itself.

This has a bearing closer to home than most readers expect. The fire that marked the

Brownsville Revival did not arrive disconnected from a posture toward Israel and the Jewish

roots of the faith — that revival's own history carried a recognition that the body of the

Messiah is grafted into something older than any single movement of the Spirit. And the

pattern goes back further still: the fire recorded in Acts 2 fell on Jewish disciples, gathered

in a Jewish city, during a Jewish festival — Shavuot, the very feast that closes the fifty-day

count that runs from Passover. Blessing what God has already blessed, honouring what He

has already given, is itself a way of declining the recruitment.

The Kosher Side of Evil

Jewish  thought  has  its  own  vocabulary  for  the  structure  standing  behind  the  seventy

princes, and it is worth learning, because it clarifies something Western readers often get

wrong about the nature of the opposition.

The tradition speaks of the sitra achra — literally "the other side." Not a power equal and

opposite to God, contesting Him for the throne of the universe, but a shadow permitted to

exist for a season, for the sake of genuine free will and genuine refinement. Beneath it sit

the  kelipot — husks, in the literal sense: coverings that conceal light the way the outer

husk of a seed conceals the kernel inside. Each of the seventy nations, in this framework,

has a corresponding root in the kelipot — the angelic prince and the spiritual husk beneath

a given nation being two descriptions of a single underlying reality.

And Satan, in this framework, does not hold anything like independent standing. He is ha-

satan — "the accuser," a title, not a proper name — a prosecutor who requires the court's

permission before  he can act.  The template  is  Job:  the accuser  appears  in  the divine

assembly, brings his case against Job, and is granted only as much scope as God allows

him (Job 1-2). He is dangerous. He is not sovereign.

There is a further layer worth naming, because it explains why this cosmic-scale battle is

never merely cosmic. Every person carries what the Tanya calls two souls — a divine soul

and an animal soul — and the animal soul functions as the individual, internal expression

of the very same sitra achra operating at the level of nations: self-preservation, ego, the

instinct toward separation from God. The  satan works the courtroom above; the  yetzer

hara, the evil inclination, works the courtroom inside a single human heart. Whether these

are, in the end, two names for one force working at two different scales, or two genuinely

distinct realities running in parallel, the practical shape of the fight is the same either way:

cosmic and personal are not two separate wars. They are the same war, fought on two

stages at once.

Beneath the princes sit  lower entities still  — what the first-century Jewish world called

shedim, demons, distinct in kind from the seventy princes. The princes are angelic beings,

given real authority and then corrupted by it. The shedim are lower — closer to spiritual
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vermin than spiritual rulers. They govern nothing. They gather in ruins, in abandoned and

neglected  places,  wherever  holiness  has  been  evacuated  and  the  space  left  standing

empty — a mechanism one strand of Jewish mystical teaching pictures this way: divine

light is sent into the world for a person or place to hold, and where the proper vessel to

receive it has not been built, the  kelipot pull that unclaimed light down and turn it into

compulsion, dysfunction, and destructive weight.

Which raises the practical question this chapter has been circling from the start. If the fight

is real, how is it actually won?

Not, as it turns out, primarily by argument. Solomon's traditional mastery over spirits is

remembered as flowing from his wisdom and his building of the Temple — both, at root,

expressions  of  bringing  divine  order  into  a  space  and  leaving  no  vacuum behind  for

anything else to fill. A household or a community walking in genuine holiness becomes

ground the  kelipot cannot get purchase on, not because a battle was won there in the

usual sense, but because there was never an empty space to occupy in the first place.

Darkness is not defeated by argument. It is displaced by presence.

Which means the question this book is actually asking is not how do I fight? It is how do I

walk? — and that is precisely where the next chapter begins.

Key Hebrew Terms in This Chapter

Term Hebrew Meaning

Sar ש�ַּר Prince; a delegated angelic authority over a nation

Elohim אֱלֹהִים A wide word — the true God, but also angels, judges, or spirits,

depending on context

Sitra

Achra

סִטְרָׁא

אַּחֲרָׁא

"The other side" — a permitted shadow realm, not a rival power to

God

Kelipot וֹת קְליִפ� "Husks" — spiritual coverings that conceal divine light

Soton ש�ָׁטָׁן The accuser — a prosecutorial role in the heavenly court, not a rival

god

Shedim ש�ֵּדִים Demons — lower spirits drawn to impure or abandoned places

Discussion Questions

Exodus 12:12 frames the plagues as judgment against Egypt's gods, not merely natural

disasters. How does thinking of your own past — before faith in Messiah — as a 

1. 
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jurisdiction you were transferred out of, rather than just a set of bad habits, change

how you understand what happened to you?

The chapter presents two credible readings of who Jacob wrestled at the Jabbok, and

shows that both converge on the same lesson: you prevail by holding on, not by

overpowering. Where in your own life have you been trying to win by strength what can

only be won by refusing to let go?

Lancaster's reading connects hostility toward the Jewish people to a specific strategic

aim: severing Gentile believers from the root that sustains them. Does this change how

you think about a Christian's posture toward Israel — not as an optional interest, but as

a live front in the chapter's larger war?

The chapter distinguishes the seventy princes (real, corrupted authority) from the 

shedim (lower spirits drawn to empty, neglected places). What does the difference

between these two categories suggest about where you should spend your own

vigilance?

"Darkness is not defeated by argument. It is displaced by presence." What would it look

like, practically, for your own home or workplace to become a place with no vacancy for

darkness to occupy?

Further Reading

D. Thomas Lancaster, Holy Epistle to the Ephesians, Sermons 14-16 — the fuller

argument for the seventy nations, contested property, and the Gentile believer's

relationship to Israel.

Daniel 10 in full — the clearest biblical account of a national angelic prince (Persia), a

rival prince (Greece), and Michael named as Israel's own prince, set against the

backdrop of a single three-week prayer.

Rashi's commentary on Genesis 32:27, and Hosea 12:3-5 — on the identity of Jacob's

opponent at the Jabbok.

Pirkei de-Rabbi Eliezer, chapter 24 — the tradition of the seventy angels cast by lot

over the seventy nations at Babel.

Rabbi Schneur Zalman of Liadi, Tanya (Likkutei Amarim; Iggeret HaKodesh) — on the 

sitra achra, the kelipot, and the two souls.

All primary-source quotations have been verified against the teaching library. The reading

of Deuteronomy 32:8-9 follows the Septuagint and Dead Sea Scrolls text against the later

Masoretic  tradition;  both readings are represented fairly.  Drash is  clearly  distinguished

from Peshat throughout.

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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CONTESTED TERRITORY

The Armour of God: What Paul Actually Meant

Chapter Two

The Walk

How You Build the Presence

The Question Left Hanging

The previous chapter ended on a claim worth sitting with before moving forward: darkness

is not defeated by argument. It is displaced by presence.

That claim leaves an obvious question standing in the doorway. If presence is what does

the work, how does a person actually build it? Not admire it from a distance, not wish for it

— build it, the way you build anything else that has to bear real weight. Paul's answer,

when he  finally  gets  to  Ephesians  6  and the  armour  itself,  comes as  something  of  a

surprise to readers who skip ahead. He puts the armour last. Chapters 4 and 5 — two full

chapters before a single piece of armour is named — are the manual for how a person

actually gets dressed.

The Orchard

Before following Paul through those two chapters, it helps to recall the reading method this

whole study has been using, because chapters 4 and 5 of Ephesians reward it more than

almost anywhere else in the letter.

Jewish  tradition  has  long  read  Scripture  on  four  levels  at  once,  remembered  by  the

acronym PaRDeS — literally "orchard," the root behind the English word paradise. Peshat,

the plain sense: what the text actually says.  Remez,  the hint:  what it  quietly gestures

toward, an echo of another passage, a pattern repeating.  Derash, the search: what the

text presses into how a person actually lives.  Sod, the secret: the deep current running

underneath, where the mystical tradition lives. A text is not read once on this model. It is

walked into, level by level, the way a person walks deeper into an orchard rather than

stopping at the gate.
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Most readers of Ephesians 6 never leave the gate. They read "put on the armour of God,"

picture  a  Roman soldier,  and consider  the passage understood.  Paul  did  not  write  for

readers  who stop  at  the  gate.  He  wrote  as  a  Jew,  for  people  formed to  walk  in  four

dimensions.  This chapter follows that walk — through the plain instructions Paul  gives

before the armour, through what those instructions quietly hint at, and down into what the

mystical tradition sees underneath them.

Peshat: The Walk, Plainly

There is a Hebrew word waiting behind Paul's instructions in these two chapters, and once

you see it,  you cannot unsee it.  Halacha (הֲלָׁכָׁה),  from the verb  halach,  "to walk" — a

person's  gait,  their  pattern,  the way they actually  move through an ordinary Tuesday.

Every time Paul uses the word "walk" in this letter, this is the concept underneath it: walk

worthy of your calling (4:1); no longer walk as the Gentiles do (4:17);  walk in love (5:2);

walk as children of light (5:8). The walk is the warfare. A prince stationed over a city is not

pushed back by a slogan recited on Sunday. He is pushed back by how a person actually

lives on Monday.

Halacha — (ָהֲלכָה) Literally "the walking." A person's pattern of daily conduct — the

practical outworking of belief in ordinary life.

Between chapters 4 and 5, Paul rattles off close to a dozen specific instructions — do not

lie,  do  not  steal,  work  with  your  hands,  watch  your  tongue,  put  away  bitterness  and

slander, stay sexually pure, do not get drunk, give thanks, redeem the time, honour one

another. It would be easy to drown trying to treat each one separately. But every single

instruction sorts, without exception, into one of three categories: what you think, what you

say, what you do. Hold that grouping — the deep reading at the end of this chapter is

going to give it a name.

The first door: what you think. Paul writes: "Be angry and do not sin; do not let the sun

go down on your anger, and give no opportunity to the devil" (Ephesians 4:26-27). This is

often misread as  permission  —  Paul  says  be angry,  so  anger  must  be  fine. Read the

sentence again. The weight of it falls three words later:  do not sin. Paul is being honest

that anger will rise. What matters is what a person does with it in the next few hours,

before the sun sets on it. Left overnight, anger becomes a filed charge the accuser can

produce in court. Forgiven before dark, the file is empty.

A tradition within the Jewish teachers pushes this further than most modern readers are

comfortable going: that a feeling itself, not merely a word or an action, can be wrong.

Rabbi Manis Friedman states it directly — just as it can be wrong to think a certain way, or

speak a certain way, or act a certain way, it can be wrong to feel a certain way. Sadness,

arrogance,  anger  —  not  merely  unpleasant,  but  genuinely  destructive,  and  genuinely

optional. This runs against a deeply held modern instinct — I have a right to my feelings —
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but the claim being made is precise: anger is not a right being defended. It is a fire being

fed.

Friedman  illustrates  the  point  with  two  men  who  suffer  the  identical  insult  —  both

questioned sharply by a superior in front of colleagues, both storm out in offence. The

difference  between  them  surfaces  only  on  the  walk  home.  The  first  man's  anger

compounds with every step: how dare he, he's younger than me, he owes me respect, and

he did it in front of everyone. By the time he arrives home he cannot speak, and the next

morning he will not go back. The second man's thoughts run the opposite direction: then

again, I have been careless with my facts lately — was it really so strange he checked? Did

I  need to  react  that  way? By  the time he arrives  home,  his  anger  has  dissolved into

something  closer  to  embarrassment.  Same  insult,  same  starting  point,  two  entirely

different men — because the first man's anger grew out of arrogance, and the second

man's dissolved in humility. The angrier a person is, the larger the opinion of themselves

they are defending.

There is a narrow exception, and it is worth naming precisely so it is not confused with the

ordinary case: what Friedman calls moral indignation — clean anger at a genuine wrong,

aimed at the wrong itself rather than at wounded pride, and gone the instant the wrong is

corrected. He tells a brief parable to mark the line: a farmer owns a goat that has never

once given milk. A disease sweeps through the herd, and that same useless goat catches

it along with the rest. The farmer says, "When it was time to give milk, you were no goat.

Now that there's a goat disease, suddenly you're a goat." The warning is not to be that

goat — careless about one's own character all week, then suddenly righteous the moment

offence lands close to home.

The sages had a hard word for ordinary anger, and it is worth sitting with rather than

softening: "He who gives way to anger — it is as though he worshipped idols." Friedman's

explanation of why the word is not an exaggeration turns on something specific: anger, on

this account, is not really an emotion at all. Love reaches toward another person; anger

reaches toward no one. It is a mood that shuts every other emotion down. In the grip of

real anger a person cannot love, cannot reason clearly, cannot remember whom they love

or fear. For those minutes, everyone else in the room — spouse, children, God Himself —

effectively ceases to exist, evicted to make room for a wounded self placed on the throne

where only God belongs. That is the idolatry. Not a figure of speech. A throne, briefly and

quietly stolen.

Nor  does  it  help  to  claim  the  loss  of  control  was  involuntary.  A  person  who  blames

uncontrollable rage the way a drunk blames the bottle is telling a story that does not

survive scrutiny — the same person who was supposedly too far gone to remember what

they said still, without fail, reaches for the banister on the way down the stairs. A couple

can be mid-scream at one another, and if the phone rings, one of them will answer it in a

perfectly composed voice. The anger was never in full  control of the room. It was, the

whole time, being permitted.

The corrective, on this account, is total rather than moderate — an unusual instruction in a

tradition that otherwise prizes the middle path in nearly everything. Moderation works for

appetite, for spending, for most of life's questions. It does not work here, any more than it

Lord of the Breakthrough Inc. — © 2026 Page 16 of 82



works for a smoker who still believes in "just one cigarette." Anyone who reserves the right

to "just a little anger, just this once, I had a right to it" will keep finding fresh justifications

indefinitely. Anger has to be treated as illegitimate in any quantity, or it never actually

leaves.

The clearest  biblical  picture  of  the  alternative  is  Joseph.  Sold  into  slavery  by  his  own

brothers,  imprisoned for  years  on  a  false  charge,  he  stands  over  them decades  later

holding all the power in Egypt — and he is not angry. "You meant evil against me, but God

meant it for good" (Genesis 45:8, 20). He can see the hand of God moving underneath the

hand of his brothers. The messenger had his own motives; what actually reached Joseph

had passed, first, through the hand of God. A person who has genuinely grasped there is

none besides Him has, in the end, nothing left over to be angry about — which is exactly

where this chapter's own climb is heading.

The second door: what you say. "Let no corrupting talk come out of your mouths, but

only such as is good for building up… that it may give grace to those who hear" (Ephesians

4:29). Notice how much space Paul devotes to one small muscle across these chapters:

put away lying (4:25); let no rotten talk out of the mouth, only words that build up and

give grace (4:29); put away slander and malice (4:31); no filthiness or crude joking (5:4).

Door after door, he circles back to the tongue.

The Jewish world has a name for its besetting sin —  lashon hara (לָׁש�וֹן הָׁרַּע), "the evil

tongue": gossip, slander, the word that quietly dismantles a person's name. The sages

rated it among the gravest possible sins, weighing it as equal to the three worst offences

combined  —  idolatry,  sexual  immorality,  and  bloodshed  (Talmud,  Arachin  15b).  The

severity  makes  sense  once  the  underlying  logic  is  seen:  God  created  the  world  by

speaking —  "and God said, let there be" — and a person made in His image carries a

fragment of that same creative power in their own mouth. Words build a child up or crush

them; they give a marriage life or bleed it dry; they hand a person their good name or

strip it from them. The tongue makes worlds, and it unmakes them.

Lashon Hara — (ַלשָׁוֹן הָרע) "The evil tongue" — gossip and slander, ranked by the

sages as equal in gravity to idolatry, immorality, and bloodshed combined.

This door matters more than it may first appear, because the same organ resurfaces at the

very centre of the armour still  to come: the enemy's weapons are words, and the one

weapon believers are given is also a word, carried in the mouth. The same mouth cannot

fire the enemy's darts and swing God's sword at once. Long before any piece of armour is

buckled on, the gate that mouth opens and closes on has to be guarded.

The third door: what you do. "Everyone who is sexually immoral or impure, or who is

greedy — that is, an idolater — has no inheritance in the kingdom of Christ and of God"

(Ephesians 5:5). Notice the word Paul lands on: idolater — the identical charge the sages

levelled at anger. Three doors, and underneath every one of them, the same sin keeps

resurfacing.
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For  the believers  in  Ephesus this  was not  an abstraction.  Their  entire  city  ran on the

worship of Artemis, a cult inseparable from ritual prostitution; for these new believers, sex

and the worship of that goddess had, for their whole lives before this letter, been the same

act. Paul is not delivering a moralist's finger-wagging. He is naming something with cosmic

weight: to return to it is not merely a private lapse. It is a re-pledging of allegiance to the

very power the Messiah had just purchased them out from under — walking back across a

border and reporting for duty to the old jurisdiction.

That has a bearing on readers with no historical connection to a pagan temple. What a

person does with their body is never private and never neutral. It is an allegiance, and it

announces which kingdom a person actually belongs to. Purity, understood this way, is not

squeamishness about pleasure. It is the refusal to let an enemy plant a flag on ground

already purchased at cost.

There is a further layer here worth naming, even briefly. Paul's word is impurity — in the

Hebrew categories  underneath  it,  tumah and  taharah,  unclean  and  clean,  a  subject

occupying whole sections of the Torah. And the Jewish teachers observe something worth

carrying forward: unclean spirits are drawn specifically to unclean places — ruins, waste

ground,  anywhere holiness has been let  go.  The comparison is  not flattering,  but it  is

accurate: they behave the way flies behave around anything left to rot, drawn by what has

been neglected rather than by anything actively summoned. What you allow into your life

is real estate, and it does not stay vacant on its own.

And then Paul does something that, to modern eyes, looks like a change of subject entirely.

He turns to husbands and wives, parents and children, masters and servants (5:21-6:9).

These "household codes" are routinely treated as social housekeeping tacked onto the end

of a spiritual letter. They are nothing of the sort. They are the new creation rendered in

miniature, and they remain spiritual warfare throughout. The seventy princes, per Psalm

82, rule by corruption, ego, and domination. The redeemed household runs on the exact

opposite pattern —  "submit  to one another" (5:21),  authority  exercised through laying

one's  own  life  down  rather  than  through  force.  Every  marriage  that  holds  under  real

pressure, every father who leads by self-giving instead of by weight thrown around, every

parent who declines to provoke a child to exasperation — each is a crack in the seventy-

prince system, whether or not the people involved ever think of it that way.

Remez: What the Text Is Hinting At

Beneath the plain instruction, two hints are worth catching.

The first sits in a phrase easy to read as simply lovely: "walk as children of light" (5:8). It is

not merely lovely. It is military language. Among the Dead Sea Scrolls recovered from the

caves above Qumran, dating from around Paul's own lifetime, is a document known as the

War Scroll, describing a final cosmic battle between two armies: the Sons of Light against

the Sons of Darkness. When Paul calls his readers children of light, he is not paying them a

compliment. He is telling them which army they have just enlisted in.
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The second hint can be tied on with your own hands. To this day, observant Jews tie a sash

— a gartel — around the waist before prayer, on the reasoning that a soldier does not go

into battle with his belt hanging loose. The sash marks a boundary at the waist: above it,

the mind and the heart; below it, the appetites and the drives. Tying it on is a way of

telling the body, before the mind fully catches up, I come to You from my better self, not

my lowest. Keep this particular hint in reserve. The very first piece of armour Paul names,

one chapter later, is a belt.

Sod: You Are Getting Dressed

There is a word Paul keeps returning to across these chapters that carries more weight

than its ordinary use suggests: put off the old self, put on the new (4:24); put on the whole

armour of God (6:11). This is the language of clothing — and the Jewish mystical tradition

has a precise teaching about how the soul, itself invisible, gets dressed.

The  Tanya describes the soul as wearing three garments — three  levushim — through

which it reaches out and acts in the world: machshavah (thought), dibbur (speech), and

ma'aseh (action). No one has ever seen a soul directly. These three are how it becomes

visible: what a person thinks, says, and does. Like clothing, they can be put on or left off —

worn when engaged, absent when neglected. And the teaching's central claim is this: the

soul  clothes itself  in  holiness specifically  by living out  its  obligations through thought,

through word, and through deed.

Levushim — (לבְושִּׁׁים) "Garments" — in the mystical tradition, the three vehicles

(thought, speech, action) through which the otherwise invisible soul expresses itself

in the world.

Look back, now, at the three doors this chapter has just walked through. Refusing anger

before the sun goes down is the garment of thought. Guarding the tongue — truth instead

of lies, words that build rather than tear down — is the garment of speech. Keeping the

body pure and leading a household in love is the garment of action. Thought, speech,

action. The three doors are the three garments.

Which means the walk was never merely preparation for getting dressed. The walk is the

getting dressed. Every time forgiveness happens before sundown, every time a word is

kept clean, every time a family is loved well,  a soul is putting on another piece of its

wardrobe. The armour named in the next chapter is not a separate wardrobe worn on top

of this one. It is simply the rest of a closet already being filled.
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The Summit: Three Words

At the top of the climb sits a phrase that carries more weight than its three short words

suggest:  Ein Od Milvado (ֹו� �בְַּד מִל — (אֵּין עוֹד   "there is none besides Him" (Deuteronomy

4:35).

It means something larger than simple monotheism, the bare claim that one God exists

rather than several.  The mystical  reading pushes further:  there is  no  other reality.  No

power, no fear, no sickness, no prince over any city has existence independent of God's

continuous word holding it in being. Withdraw that word and the thing in question does not

merely weaken — it ceases to have ever truly existed at all. There is none besides Him.

Which is precisely what this phrase feeds on defeating. A prince, or an accusation, or a

fear at three in the morning, all draw whatever power they have from being treated as

though they possessed independent standing — as though something other than God held

real authority over the person facing it. The moment that lie is genuinely starved rather

than merely denied, it has nothing left to stand on. This is not a formula to recite until it

works. It  has to be known, the way a person knows something true about the ground

beneath their own feet — and it can be tested in something as ordinary as a driver cutting

dangerously across three lanes of traffic. The instant flash of anger that follows is not

really about the other driver. It is a small, immediate test of whether  Ein Od Milvado is

something believed or merely something quoted: does that other car, that other person's

carelessness, actually have the power in this moment to determine anything about who is

on the throne of  your own heart? The doctrine and the traffic incident are asking the

identical question.

Return to the first door of this chapter — anger. It is the same fight from a different angle.

Anger insists that an offence carries real power, that the self carrying it matters too much

to let it go unanswered. Ein Od Milvado dissolves the premise: there is none besides Him

—  including  the  wounded  self  demanding  satisfaction.  Every  door  closed  against  the

enemy across this whole chapter has, in the end, been one more way of declaring the

same three words with an actual life rather than merely a sentence.

None of this stands in competition with the name of Yeshua. It is the truth underneath that

name — the same victory, approached from a different angle. When fear arrives, when the

person who provokes you keeps provoking, when a diagnosis or a bill or an old familiar

voice insists that something other than God holds real power here, the answer is the same

three words, spoken not as incantation but as the plain truth being chosen: there is none

besides Him.

Walk It, Then Wear What Comes Next

Darkness is displaced by presence, and now the mechanism is visible: not a technique, but

a walk. The anger refused before sundown. The tongue kept clean. The purity kept. The
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household led in love. None of it is merely ethics. Every piece of it is contested ground,

and every piece of it is a soul getting dressed for what is coming.

And what is coming carries its own shock. When Paul finally hands over the armour itself,

in the very next chapter of Ephesians, the first thing to understand about it is that none of

it belongs to the person wearing it. Every piece is lifted directly out of Isaiah, where it is

what the Messiah Himself wears into the last battle. "Put on the armour of God" turns out

to mean put on Him (Romans 13:14) — not gear carried into battle on His behalf, but gear

worn only because it was His first.

Key Hebrew Terms in This Chapter

Term Hebrew Meaning

PaRDeS �ֵּס ַּרדְ פ� "Orchard" — the four traditional levels of reading Scripture:

Peshat, Remez, Derash, Sod

Halacha הֲלָׁכָׁה "The walking" — a person's pattern of daily conduct

Lashon Hara לָׁש�וֹן הָׁרַּע "The evil tongue" — gossip and slander

Tumah /

Taharah

/ טֻמְאָׁה

טָׁהֳרָׁה

Ritual impurity / purity

Levushim �ש�ִים לבְו "Garments" — thought, speech, and action, the three vehicles

through which the soul acts in the world

Ein Od

Milvado

אֵּין עוֹד

�וֹ �בְַּד מִל

"There is none besides Him" — the confession that no rival

power has independent reality

Discussion Questions

The chapter argues that a feeling itself — not just an action — can be wrong, and that

anger is arrogance while humility dissolves it. Where has this been true (or hard to

accept) in your own experience?

Lashon hara is rated by the sages as equal to idolatry, immorality, and bloodshed

combined. Does that severity surprise you? What would change in your week if you

treated your own speech with that level of seriousness?

The chapter reframes purity — of body and of household — as an allegiance rather than

merely a moral rule. How does thinking of your own choices as declarations of "whose

kingdom I belong to" change how ordinary they feel?

1. 

2. 

3. 
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Thought, speech, and action are described as three garments the soul puts on. Which

of the three do you find easiest to neglect, and what would it look like to deliberately

"get dressed" in it this week?

Ein Od Milvado is tested, the chapter suggests, in something as small as a moment of

traffic anger. What is your own equivalent moment — the small, recurring test of

whether you actually believe there is none besides Him?

Further Reading

D. Thomas Lancaster, Holy Epistle to the Ephesians — on halacha and the three "doors"

of Ephesians 4-5.

Rabbi Manis Friedman, Doesn't Anyone Blush Anymore?, chapter 6 — anger as

arrogance and idolatry, the two men on the walk home, the goat parable, and moral

indignation as the narrow exception.

Rabbi Schneur Zalman of Liadi, Tanya (Likkutei Amarim, chapter 4) — the three

garments of the soul: thought, speech, action.

Rabbi Schneur Zalman of Liadi, Tanya, Shaar HaYichud VeHaEmunah — on Ein Od

Milvado and the nature of divine reality.

All primary-source quotations have been verified against the teaching library. The mapping

of the three "doors" of Ephesians 4-5 onto the three garments of the soul represents the

homiletical synthesis of this teaching series and is presented as insight, not as received

tradition. Drash is clearly distinguished from Peshat throughout.

4. 

5. 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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CONTESTED TERRITORY

The Armour of God: What Paul Actually Meant

Chapter Three

Put On the Messiah

The Armour and the One Weapon

The Shock

Everything in the previous chapter — the walk, the three doors, the soul quietly getting

dressed in thought, speech, and action — was preparation for a single moment of reversal,

and  it  is  worth  stating  plainly  before  going  any  further:  the  armour  Paul  is  about  to

describe does not belong to the person putting it on.

It  is  not  Roman equipment observed from a prison cell.  It  is  not  a  costume a person

imagines onto themselves during a prayer walk.  Every piece Paul  names in Ephesians

6:14-17 is lifted, word for word, from the prophet Isaiah's description of the Messiah's own

war-gear  — the armour He wears riding into the last  battle  of  history.  To  "put  on the

armour of God" is to put on Him. And within that entire kit, there is exactly one weapon,

and it does not come out of anyone's hand. It comes out of the mouth.

Stand, Not Charge

Before a single piece is named, Paul frames the whole passage with three instructions that

are easy to read past.

"Be strong in the Lord… Put on the whole armour of God, that you may be able to

stand against the schemes of the devil." — Ephesians 6:10-11

He uses the word  stand four separate times across these verses — never  charge, never

attack. The battle is described as a matter of schemes (6:11), the same word used of the

crafty serpent in Genesis 3: this is a confidence trick to be resisted, not a frontal assault to

be launched. And the fight is explicitly located  against powers that are never flesh and
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blood (6:12) — the princes described in the opening chapter of this book, never the person

standing directly in front of you. Then come six pieces of equipment (6:14-17), and it is

worth noticing before going any further that five of them are defensive. Only one is a

weapon.

That word stand cuts hard against instinct. Under attack, the reflex is to charge — to argue

back, scheme back, meet force with force. Scripture, tested case after case, points the

opposite direction, and no one demonstrates it more clearly than Moses.

When  Korah  rose  up  against  him — two  hundred  and  fifty  leaders  in  open  rebellion,

accusing him of seizing power for himself — Moses did not raise a fist, rally a faction, or

fire back a single insult.  "When Moses heard it, he fell on his face" (Numbers 16:4). He

went down, to the ground, before God, and left the matter entirely in God's hands. He did

not need to win the argument or defend his own name. He held his ground by kneeling —

and it was God, not Moses, who answered: the earth opened and the rebellion was gone

(Numbers 16:31-33). Moses never lifted a finger.

The same pattern runs throughout the Torah and the histories that follow it. At the Red

Sea, hemmed in with no way out and the nation in a panic, Moses says: "Stand firm, and

see the salvation of the LORD… The LORD will  fight for you, and you have only to be

silent" (Exodus 14:13-14). Generations later, King Jehoshaphat, facing an army he had no

way to defeat, hears an almost identical instruction from a prophet: "You will not need to

fight in this battle. Stand firm, hold your position, and see the salvation of the LORD" (2

Chronicles 20:17). Stand. Hold the line. Let God strike the blow. This is not weakness — it

is, on this pattern, the strongest position available, because the One doing the fighting

cannot lose. When Paul tells his readers to stand, he is placing them exactly where Moses

stood: on their feet in the armour, and on their knees before God, a position no scheme

can dislodge.

There is a reason standing works, and it goes back to what Moses could see that the crowd

around Korah could not. The man leading the rebellion was flesh and blood, but standing

behind him was a  power — the old spirit of pride and division that has been fracturing

God's people since the serpent first  spoke in a garden. Moses did not waste a breath

arguing with Korah the man. He fell on his face and fought the power behind him, in the

one place that kind of enemy is actually defeated: on his knees, before God. Scripture

does not name a specific prince standing behind Korah — that particular claim would be

reading in more than the text supports — but the New Testament supplies the general rule

directly:  "we do  not  wrestle  against  flesh  and blood." There  is,  this  pattern  suggests,

always something behind the someone.

Once that lens is in place, the same shape recurs again and again. Saul hunts David with a

spear, but Scripture names the actual engine behind the hunt: "a harmful spirit from the

LORD tormented Saul" (1 Samuel 16:14). Twice David has Saul within a sword's reach, and

twice he will not touch the man (1 Samuel 24, 26) — because the fight was never with

Saul. The way David actually engages the spirit tormenting Saul is with a harp: "David took

the lyre and played it with his hand, and Saul was refreshed and was well, and the harmful

spirit departed from him" (16:23). Worship was the weapon. Everything that falls on Job —

raiders, fire, wind — is, in the narrative's own framing, one accuser's case in a courtroom

Lord of the Breakthrough Inc. — © 2026 Page 24 of 82



Job never sees (Job 1-2), and his victory is not revenge but that he "fell on the ground and

worshipped" (1:20).  When  Peter  rebukes  Jesus  for  predicting  His  own  suffering,  Jesus

answers past His friend entirely: "Get behind me, Satan" (Matthew 16:23) — seeing who is

actually speaking through him — and later tells Peter directly, "Satan demanded to have

you… but I have prayed for you" (Luke 22:31-32), fighting for Peter with prayer rather than

with a rebuke aimed at the man. When the Assyrian king sends a letter of open threats,

Hezekiah does not compose a reply. He carries the letter into the Temple and spreads it

out before the LORD (2 Kings 19:14), and a single angel ends the siege overnight — the

threat laid before God rather than answered in kind. And when Israel fights Amalek in the

valley below, the battle is decided not by the swordsman in the field but by Moses on the

hilltop  above:  hands  raised,  Israel  prevails;  hands  lowered,  Amalek  prevails  (Exodus

17:11). The visible fight was never where the real one was being won.

One thread runs through every case: the weapon is never a fist raised against the person

in front of you. It is a harp, a prayer, a pair of raised hands, a letter spread out before God,

worship offered from the floor. Every one of them stood, in one form or another, and let

God strike  the  blow.  One guardrail  belongs  here,  so  this  pattern  is  never  used as  an

excuse:  the power behind a person never removes that  person's  own responsibility  —

Korah, Saul,  and every other name in this list still  chose what they chose. The enemy

empowers. He does not compel.

Whose Armour, and for What Day

Paul's phrase "the evil day" (6:13) is worth pausing on, because it is doing more work than

a passing reader would guess. This is not language for an unusually rough Monday. The

prophets have a specific name for one particular day: the Day of the LORD — the day

God's patience runs out entirely and He comes down Himself, as a warrior, to end evil for

good, judge the rebel powers, and settle every account. Every other battle in this book has

been a rehearsal for that one.

Trace the armour back to its source and the connection is not a stretch — it is simply

where the words came from. The belt: Isaiah 11:5, the Branch of Jesse who "shall slay the

wicked with the breath of his lips." The breastplate and the helmet: Isaiah 59:17, where

God finds no one else able to intercede and so arms Himself:

"He put on righteousness as a breastplate, and a helmet of salvation on his head; he

put on garments of vengeance for clothing, and wrapped himself in zeal as a cloak."

— Isaiah 59:17

The sword: Isaiah 49:2, "He made my mouth like a sharp sword." And Isaiah does not stop

at describing the armour — he shows the Warrior coming home from that battle, robes

soaked red, a watchman calling out to ask why:  "Why is your apparel red, like his who

treads in the winepress?… I have trodden the winepress alone, and from the peoples no
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one was with me… for the day of vengeance was in my heart, and my year of redemption

had come" (Isaiah 63:1-4).  The book of Revelation shows the identical rider:  "From his

mouth comes a sharp sword with which to strike down the nations" (Revelation 19:15).

Laid end to end, the trail runs without a single leap: this armour is Isaiah's armour; Isaiah's

armour is what the Messiah wears on the Day of the LORD; therefore the equipment Paul

hands to an ordinary believer in Ephesus is the Conqueror's own end-of-days battle-dress.

And look at how that battle is actually won. Not by numbers — He comes alone. Not by a

sword  gripped  in  a  fist  —  the  sword  is  in  His  mouth.  He  overcomes  by  His  own

righteousness and by the word He speaks; He opens His mouth, and the rebellion ends.

Which is the entire point of this chapter. Paul takes the equipment the Victor wears to win

the last battle of history — equipment that has already won, and has never once lost —

and instructs an ordinary believer to put it on. Not a replica. Not a devotional symbol. His

armour.  "Put  on the whole  armour  of  God" means,  in  the end,  one thing:  put  on the

Messiah (Romans 13:14). The war is already decided; the Champion has already come

back up the road with the field His; and instead of hanging that armour on a wall as a

trophy, He lifts it from His own shoulders and fastens it onto a raw recruit, with a single

instruction: stand here, in My gear, and you cannot be overrun.

That is the scale of what is being offered — equipment that does not merely hope for a

victory but already possesses one, on one condition only: that the wearer knows how to

put it on, and how to walk in it. That was the previous chapter's entire subject. The armour

without  the  walk  is  a  costume on a  peg.  The  walk  is  how His  gear  becomes,  in  any

meaningful sense, yours.

The Pieces

The belt of truth (6:14) goes on first, and holds everything else in place. A fighter in a

long robe had to gird it up — tuck the loose fabric into the belt — before he could run or

swing at all; the belt was also where the sword hung. No belt, and a person trips over their

own  clothing  with  nowhere  to  draw  a  weapon  from.  Truth,  here,  is  integrity:  no  gap

between  what  a  person  claims  to  be  and  how they  actually  live.  A  double  life  is  an

untucked robe — it carries fine at a walking pace and trips its wearer the moment the fight

speeds up. There is a Hebrew observation worth carrying alongside this: the sages taught

that  "the seal of God is emet" — truth — and that in Hebrew script, each letter of  emet

stands on two firm points, while each letter of  sheker,  falsehood, balances on a single

point and topples. Truth stands. Lies fall over. Gird truth around you, and you stay on your

feet.

The breastplate of righteousness (6:14) covers the heart and the organs beneath it —

the one place a single clean hit ends everything. And here is the relief built into the phrase

itself: it is not your own moral record standing guard there. "He put on righteousness as a

breastplate" — it is  His righteousness, given, covering the most exposed place a person

has. No one forges a breastplate strong enough out of their own performance; the accuser
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knows exactly where every failure sits and aims precisely there. The heart is covered not

by achievement but by a righteousness received — and the accuser's kill-shot glances off

gear it was never built to penetrate.

Feet shod with the readiness of the gospel of peace (6:15) decided, for an ancient

soldier, whether he held his ground or was shoved off it — studded soles biting into the

earth so he could not be knocked backward. Peace with God, on this picture, is footing

itself.  Because a believer is at peace with Him — not striving, not condemned — that

ground cannot be taken; and the believer does not merely hold still on it, but advances,

carrying good news on the very feet that are planted: "How beautiful upon the mountains

are the feet of him who brings good news" (Isaiah 52:7). Sure footing, good news, ground

that cannot be repossessed.

The shield of faith (6:16) — "with which you can extinguish all the flaming darts of the

evil one" — is not the small buckler carried on the forearm. It is the great door-shield, large

enough to crouch entirely behind. Enemy archers wrapped their arrows in burning pitch; a

soldier soaked his shield beforehand so the fire-tipped arrows struck it and simply went

out. And the flaming darts, per the previous chapter, are words — accusation, slander, the

lie whispered close. Faith is the soaked shield that absorbs the fire rather than deflecting it

in a shower of sparks. A believer does not out-argue an accusation. The shield goes up —

what God has said is trusted over what the enemy insists — and the fire dies where it

lands.

The helmet of salvation (6:17) guards the head — the mind, the most fiercely contested

ground in this entire war, because it is where the enemy's loudest lies land: you are not

really saved, you will fall, God has already given up on you. A soldier without a helmet

flinches and ducks at every blow near the head, unable to keep his eyes on the fight in

front of him. The helmet is, precisely,  salvation — something already accomplished, not

something anxiously hoped for. Not  I hope I make it, but the Messiah's settled, finished

victory worn over one's own thinking like a crown that does not come off in a skirmish.

The One Weapon

"…and the sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God." — Ephesians 6:17

Everything named so far is a shield. This alone is a weapon, and it comes from the mouth,

not the hand.  "He made my mouth like a sharp sword" (Isaiah 49:2);  "from his mouth

comes a sharp sword" (Revelation 19:15). The Kingdom's weapon was never forged steel.

It was always a word, spoken aloud.

Watch how Yeshua actually used it. In the wilderness, three separate times, the adversary

arrived with a temptation, and three separate times the response was neither argument

nor  negotiation.  He spoke Scripture:  "It  is  written… it  is  written… it  is  written." Three

precise,  identical  thrusts.  The  sword  was  already  in  His  mouth,  ready  before  the
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temptation ever arrived. And that is the discipline this passage quietly demands: "the word

is near you, in your mouth and in your heart" (Deuteronomy 6:6; Romans 10:8). A Bible

never carried into a person's own mouth — memorised, internalised, ready to hand — is a

sword left permanently in its sheath.

The sharpest stroke available with that sword is the same confession the previous chapter

climbed toward: Ein Od Milvado — there is none besides Him. Hold the two pieces of this

chapter side by side and notice they are describing the same organ from two directions.

The flaming darts the shield extinguishes are words. The sword carried against them is

also words. The very same mouth either fires the enemy's darts at the people around it, or

swings God's sword against the darkness pressing in — and it has never once been able to

do both at the same time.

Higher Than the Watching Angels

One further thought is worth carrying out of this chapter, because it changes how the

whole picture should feel rather than merely how it should be understood.

The armour just  described is  not human equipment scaled up for  a cosmic fight.  It  is

equipment the Champion of the entire universe wore into His own decisive battle, now

handed to an ordinary person standing in an ordinary week. Even the watching angels do

not hold quite this position. Their holiness, real as it is, was never a choice they had to

make  against  resistance  —  it  is  simply  what  they  are.  A  human  being  who  chooses

holiness in the middle of a genuine contest, with the pull running the other direction the

entire  time,  is  doing  something  angels  were  never  asked  to  do.  That  is  not  a  small

distinction, and it is worth letting it sit for a moment before moving on: the armour being

offered here was not built for a lesser being making do. It was built for the Conqueror

Himself, and it has been handed, deliberately, to you.

Wear It

"Put on the whole armour of God… and having done all, to stand firm." — Ephesians

6:11, 13

So  put  it  on,  deliberately:  His  belt  of  truth  holding  everything  else  together.  His

righteousness over  the heart.  Feet  planted in  His  peace,  carrying His  good news.  The

soaked shield of a faith that swallows every fiery word thrown at it. The helmet of His

finished salvation over the mind, head up rather than flinching. And the one weapon — His

word — carried, ready, in the mouth.

None of it is manufactured. All of it is put on. You do not build this armour. You put on Him,

and you stand.
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Six pieces have been named here in outline. Each one deserves far more than a paragraph

— the belt alone opens into questions of truth, identity, and what it means to be sealed

that a single page cannot hold. So this study now turns to walk through each piece in turn,

slowly, starting with the first thing a soldier ever puts on: the belt of truth.

Key Hebrew Terms in This Chapter

Term Hebrew Meaning

Emet אֱמֶת Truth — the belt; its letters stand on two firm points, unlike

falsehood

Emunah ָׁה �נ אֱמו Faith — the shield; trust that comes from outside the self

Yeshua �עָׁה ישְ�ו Salvation — the helmet; a finished, settled reality, not a hoped-

for outcome

Ein Od

Milvado

אֵּין עוֹד

�וֹ �בְַּד מִל

"There is none besides Him" — the sharpest stroke of the

sword

Discussion Questions

Paul says stand, not charge, four times in this passage. Where in your own life have you

instinctively wanted to charge — argue back, fight fire with fire — when the biblical

pattern (Moses, David, Hezekiah) points toward standing and letting God strike the

blow instead?

The chapter traces every piece of armour back to Isaiah's description of the Messiah's

own war-gear. How does it change the way you "put on the armour" to know you are

putting on equipment that has already won, rather than equipment you are hoping will

work?

The shield of faith works by being soaked beforehand, not by being raised in the

moment of attack. What does "soaking the shield" look like practically in your own life,

before the fiery dart is already in the air?

"The same mouth either fires the enemy's darts… or swings God's sword… and it

cannot do both at once." What would change this week if you treated every sentence

you spoke as one or the other?

The chapter suggests that a human being choosing holiness under real pressure does

something even angels were never asked to do. Does that change how you think about

the ordinary choices in front of you this week?

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 
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Further Reading

D. Thomas Lancaster, Holy Epistle to the Ephesians, Sermon 16 — the full argument for

the armour as the Messiah's own war-gear, and a caution against over-allegorising each

individual piece (Paul himself reshuffles the pieces in 1 Thessalonians 5:8).

Isaiah 11:5; 49:2; 52:7; 59:17; 63:1-4 — the source texts for every piece of the armour.

Talmud, Shabbat 55a — "the seal of God is emet," and the letters of truth standing on

two feet.

All  primary-source  quotations  have  been  verified  against  the  teaching  library.  The

identification of the "power behind" Korah, and the framing of angels versus human moral

choice, represent the homiletical synthesis of this teaching series and are presented as

insight, not as received tradition. Drash is clearly distinguished from Peshat throughout.

• 

• 

• 
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CONTESTED TERRITORY

The Armour of God: What Paul Actually Meant

Chapter Four

The Belt of Truth

The Seal the Destroyer Passes Over

The Prophet's Vision

In the eighth century before the common era, the prophet Isaiah received a vision of God

who had run out of patience.

The covenant people had broken faith. Justice had vanished from the streets. The prophet

looked across the land and could not find a single person willing to stand in the gap and

intercede — and the silence left God with a choice. He could wait. Or He could act Himself.

Isaiah records what He chose:

He saw that there was no man, and wondered that there was no one to intercede;

then his own arm brought him salvation, and his righteousness upheld him. He put

on righteousness as a breastplate, and a helmet of salvation on his head; he put on

garments of vengeance for clothing, and wrapped himself in zeal as a cloak. —

Isaiah 59:16-17

The Divine Warrior dressed for battle. And Isaiah had to find words for what he saw.

A century before Paul wrote his letter to the Ephesians, another Jewish teacher — writing

in  Alexandria  for  diaspora  Jews  surrounded  by  Greek  philosophy  and  pagan  gods  —

reached for the same image when he described how God would vindicate the righteous:

The Lord will take his zeal as his whole armour, and will arm all creation to repel his

enemies; he will put on righteousness as a breastplate, and wear impartial justice as

a helmet; he will take holiness as an invincible shield, and sharpen stern wrath for a

sword. — Wisdom of Solomon 5:17-19
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(Wisdom of Solomon is not part of the Protestant biblical canon, but a Jewish text

written not long before Paul — see Appendix B for what it is and why it's cited here.)

Same God. Same battle. Same inventory. By the time Paul wrote, this imagery was not a

fresh metaphor — it was an established pattern in the Jewish-apocalyptic tradition, the

way the Hebrew prophets and sages had long described God going to war on behalf of His

people.

Paul of Tarsus had memorised Isaiah. This is not a guess — scholars have counted more

than eighty  direct  allusions  to  Isaiah alone across  Paul's  letters,  more than any other

Hebrew prophet. When he reached for the language of spiritual warfare, he did not reach

for anything outside his own tradition. He reached into the Scriptures his teachers had put

in his hands — and specifically into this passage, where God arms Himself because no one

else can.

The  early  church  fathers  who  read  Paul's  armour  passage  —  Chrysostom,  Origen,

Tertullian,  Augustine,  Ambrosiaster  — understood this  immediately.  Every  one of  them

cites  Isaiah  59  as  the  source.  Not  one  of  them,  writing  under  actual  Roman  military

occupation and seeing Roman soldiers daily, ever suggests Paul had a legionary in mind.

The connection to Roman equipment is a modern reading, arising in evangelical preaching

after the mid-twentieth century. It has no support in the ancient church, and it misses the

point entirely. Paul was a Pharisee, trained under Gamaliel, who thought in the categories

of the Tanakh and the tradition he had received. He would not have modelled the spiritual

life of his converts on the idolatrous military force occupying his people's land.

The armour of God is Isaiah's armour. It is the war-gear of the Divine Warrior. And the first

piece named is a belt.

Whose Armour This Is

Before we touch the belt,  one thing has to be established, because everything in this

chapter stands on it.

Paul did not invent this armour. He drew it from Isaiah, where God Himself dresses for war:

He put on righteousness as a breastplate, and a helmet of salvation on his head; he

put on garments of vengeance for clothing, and wrapped himself in zeal as a cloak.

— Isaiah 59:17

And when you follow Isaiah's Warrior to the end of his road, you find him coming back from

the  battlefield  in  Revelation  19  — riding  a  white  horse,  robes  splashed  red  from the

winepress, a sword coming from his mouth, his name written on his thigh:  Faithful and

True.
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His name is emet. Truth. We will come back to that.

The point is this: every piece of armour Paul describes is a piece God Himself wears. Belt.

Breastplate.  Shoes.  Shield.  Helmet.  Sword.  All  of  them come from Isaiah.  All  of  them

belong, first, to the Messiah. When Paul says  "put on the whole armour of God," he is

saying the same thing he says elsewhere: "Put on the Lord Jesus Messiah" (Romans 13:14).

You do not fight in your own gear. You fight in His.

With that established, we can pick up the first piece.

The Belt: What It Actually Did

Throughout the Hebrew Scriptures, the language of girding is practical and urgent. It is

what you do before action — before a long journey, before hard labour, before a fight. The

image is physical: men in the ancient world wore long, loose tunics that were efficient for

daily life but cumbersome when the moment demanded full movement. To  gird up your

loins was to gather the fabric of  your robe, tuck it  firmly into a belt,  and shorten the

garment so your legs were free to run, to work, to fight.

The belt served two further purposes. It was where a weapon hung — not carried in the

hand and exhausting the arm, but belted at the side, available for immediate draw. And it

was  what  held  everything  else  together:  the  garments,  the  additional  equipment,  the

whole kit of a person prepared for demanding work.

This  language saturates the Hebrew Bible.  Elijah girds himself  and runs before Ahab's

chariot (1 Kings 18:46). God speaks to Job from the whirlwind and says: "Gird up your loins

like a man; I will question you, and you make it known to me" (Job 38:3). It is the language

of readiness, of bringing the whole self under discipline before a serious encounter. And

when the prophet Isaiah describes what the Messiah — the Branch of Jesse — wears into

his final work, the language is the same: "Righteousness shall be the belt of his waist, and

faithfulness the belt of his loins" (Isaiah 11:5).

The belt is what holds the warrior together.

Paul's point at the plain level is hard to miss: truth is what holds your life together. He

is not simply talking about honesty, though honesty is part of it. He means integrity — the

alignment between the inner life and the outer, between who you are when no one is

watching and who you present yourself to be. A gap between the two is a loose robe — it

carries fine when you are standing still in comfortable surroundings. The moment the fight

gets fast and the pressure comes on, the loose fabric wraps your ankles and you are down

before you ever receive a blow. The enemy does not even have to strike you. You trip on

yourself.

This is why Paul opens with the belt rather than the breastplate. A man whose inner life is

hidden  and  tangled  can  carry  impressive-looking  armour  —  can  preach  well,  lead

meetings, quote scripture — and still be fundamentally unsafe in a serious confrontation
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with darkness. Before the breastplate goes on, the belt goes on. Truth first. Integrity first.

The inner life brought into alignment with the outer.

The Priestly Garment

Here the Jewish background opens a layer that Paul's  original  readers would have felt

immediately, and that we, reading from a distance, tend to miss entirely.

Long before Paul described an armour for believers, the Hebrew sages observed a different

set of garments: the sacred vestments of the High Priest. The Torah prescribes them in

detailed  and  specific  terms  — the  robe,  the  ephod,  the  breastplate  of  judgment,  the

turban, the belt or sash — and the sages who studied these garments noticed something

remarkable. Each piece, they taught, corresponded to a specific moral failure and carried

an atoning  function  for  it.  Their  reasoning  was  preserved in  two Talmudic  discussions

(Talmud, Zevachim 88b; Arachin 16a): the robe that made a sound as the priest walked

atoned  for  lashon  hara (evil  speech);  the  frontplate  over  the  forehead  atoned  for

arrogance; the breastplate for injustice in judgment; and the sash — the avnet, the belt —

atoned for the sinful thoughts of the heart.

Avnet — (ֵאַבנְט) The priestly sash or belt, tied around the waist of the kohen (priest).

The Talmud teaches that it atoned for the sinful thoughts of the heart (Arachin 16a).

The sash was the inner garment — it was not worn over armour for display, but wrapped

close to the body. And it addressed not behaviour but  thought — the hidden place, the

interior of the person where the real battle begins.

Now  lay  this  over  Paul's  armour.  The  first  piece  he  names  —  the  belt  of  truth  —

corresponds precisely to what the priestly sash atoned for: the thoughts of the heart. The

walk we studied in  the earlier  chapters  (what  you  think,  what  you  say,  what  you  do)

always begins with thought. Before a word is spoken, before an action is taken, the mind

has already decided. And truth in the mind — the genuine alignment of the inner life with

what is actually real — is the garment that covers that deepest level.

The High Priest  wore the sash so that  when he walked into God's  presence,  even his

thoughts were addressed. When you put on the belt of truth, you are doing what the priest

did: bringing your interior life — the hidden self, the private thoughts, the things no one

else sees — into the presence of God and under the covering of His truth. The belt is

always the inside garment first.
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What Atonement Actually Does

It is worth pausing on that word — atone — because in casual use it usually means "make

up for," the way an apology tries to balance out an offense. But the sash did not merely

balance a ledger. To see what it actually accomplished, it helps to ask a stranger question:

why, every single year, did the High Priest need an entirely new set of garments for the

Day of Atonement?

The instructions are specific. On Yom Kippur, the High Priest wore four plain white linen

garments for the innermost part of the service — the one day, the one moment, when he

stood where no one else could stand. He wore them for only a few hours. And when the

service ended, those garments were not folded away and brought out again the following

year. They were buried. Never worn again — not by him, not by anyone. Every subsequent

Yom Kippur required brand-new linen, sewn fresh, even though the very same priest stood

in the very same office wearing them.

That is a strange amount of waste for four plain garments used for a single afternoon —

unless what happened inside those garments was not primarily about the clothing at all,

but about the man wearing them.

One  rabbi  who  has  taught  on  this  at  length,  Rabbi  Shais  Taub,  points  out  that  true

repentance — teshuvah, a word closer to "return" than "regret" — does not simply erase a

record while leaving the person who compiled it unchanged. It produces an actual change

of identity. The one who walks out of that atonement is not, in the most literal sense the

teachers could put it, the same person who walked in. Not "I did this, but I've stopped" —

that is behaviour management. Real teshuvah is closer to: "someone did that, and that

person no longer exists — I  am not him anymore."  The old self  is  not  managed.  It  is

retired. Taub illustrates it with a line he heard from a man twenty years sober: not "I don't

drink anymore," but "the man I was drank — thank God I am not the man I was." That is

not a change in habit. That is a change in who is speaking.

This  is  why  the  garments  could  never  be  reused.  Last  year's  linen  was  tailored  —

spiritually, not physically — to who the High Priest was last year. To put it back on this year

would  be  to  dress  this  year's  transformed  man  in  last  year's  old  identity:  a  poor  fit,

because the man it was made for no longer exists. Every atonement is a new garment for

a new self.

Now bring this back to the belt. The sash atoned specifically for the sinful thoughts of the

heart — the hidden interior, the place where the false self does its quiet work before a

single word is spoken or a single act committed. When Paul tells you to gird your waist

with truth, he is not handing you a tip about honesty. He is describing the same event the

High Priest's garments pictured: an interior so genuinely realigned with what is real that

the person standing there afterward is not managing an old self — he has, at the level of

the thoughts of his heart, become someone the enemy no longer has a hook in. That is

what the belt does. It is not first a moral instruction. It is a new identity, worn close to the

skin, that the old self can no longer claim.
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Emet: The Seal of God

Now we ask a Hebrew question: what is truth?

The Hebrew word is  emet (אֱמֶת) — three letters:  aleph (א),  mem (מ),  tav (ת). And the

sages made a striking observation about this word: "The seal of the Holy One, blessed be

He, is emet — truth" (Talmud, Shabbat 55a). When God places His mark on something, the

stamp He presses into it is the word truth. It is His signet.

Emet — (אֱמֶת) Truth. Its three letters — aleph (first letter of the alphabet), mem

(middle letter), tav (last letter) — span the entire Hebrew alphabet from beginning to

end. The Talmud records: "The seal of the Holy One is emet" (Shabbat 55a).

But  look  at  which  letters  make  up  the  word.  Aleph is  the  first  letter  of  the  Hebrew

alphabet. Mem is the middle letter. Tav is the last. Emet runs from the very first letter to

the very last, with the middle included — it spans the whole alphabet, the whole range

of reality, from beginning to end. Truth is not a local fact; it is the character of everything

that exists.

The Talmud goes further. It observes that each letter of  emet is drawn with two feet —

two firm contact points on the line. Each letter of the word for falsehood — sheker (ש�ֶקֶר,

shin, koph, resh) — is drawn with a  single point at the base.  "Truth stands; falsehood

topples over" (Talmud, Shabbat 104a). A lie can run fast for a while — it is quick, it is

nimble, it gets around — but it has no stable base. Give it time and it falls on its own. Truth

just stands there. It does not have to chase anything down or out-argue anyone. It simply

remains, because it is the only thing with real ground to stand on.

This is already a picture of what the belt does in warfare: it keeps you on your feet. Gird

yourself with what is real, what is stable, what cannot be knocked over — and you stay

standing while the lies collapse around you.

The Last Letter: Tav

Now we draw in closer to a single letter — the last one: the tav (ת).

In the ancient world, before the Hebrew alphabet was standardised into its familiar square

script, it was written in a form we call paleo-Hebrew. In that older script, the letter tav was

drawn as an X — a cross-mark, two lines intersecting.

This becomes significant the moment we open Ezekiel chapter 9.

The prophet Ezekiel,  in a vision, is shown the divine judgment that is about to fall  on

Jerusalem. Six figures appear — "destroyers," each with a weapon in hand. But before they

begin, a seventh figure goes ahead of them: a man clothed in linen, with a writing case at

his side. And God issues him a specific instruction:
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"Pass through the city, through Jerusalem, and put a mark on the foreheads of the

men who sigh and groan over all the abominations that are committed in it." —

Ezekiel 9:4

Then, to the six destroyers: "Pass through the city after him, and strike. Your eye shall not

spare,  and you shall  show no pity… but touch no one on whom is the mark" (Ezekiel

9:5-6).

The  word  translated  "mark"  is  simply  the  letter  tav —  the  last  letter  of  the  Hebrew

alphabet, and the last letter of emet. In its ancient paleo-Hebrew form, the tav was an X, a

cross-mark  pressed  on  the  forehead.  Those  who  bore  it  were  passed  over  by  the

destroyers. Those who did not, were not.

The echo of  the Passover is  unmistakable — and it  is  intentional.  On the night of  the

Exodus, God instructed Israel to mark their doorposts with the blood of a lamb, so that

when the destroyer went through Egypt, he would pass over the marked houses. Ezekiel

sees the same pattern, seven centuries later, at a different moment of judgment: the mark

has moved from the doorpost to the forehead. The protection has become personal —

not a household sign but a seal on the person themselves.

And the seal is the tav — the seal-letter of emet, the truth of God.

The rabbis noticed that the letter tav stood for two words: tichyeh (ֶת�חְִיה) — "you shall live"

— and  tamut (ת� ָׁמו (ת�  — "you  shall  die."  The  same mark,  depending  on  whose  seal  it

carried, determined which side of the judgment you stood on. This was not a vague hope.

It was a decisive signature.

The Seal in Revelation

By the time John writes his Revelation, this pattern has become the architecture of the

book's central drama.

Before the great day of God's wrath, an angel ascends from the east "with the seal of the

living God" and cries out:  "Do not harm the earth or the sea or the trees, until we have

sealed the servants of our God on their foreheads" (Revelation 7:2-3). The harm is held

back until the sealing is complete. When the plagues are released, the orders are specific:

harm "only those people who do not have the seal of God on their foreheads" (Revelation

9:4).

Ezekiel 9, replayed at the end of the age. The mark moves people from one side of divine

judgment to the other.

In Revelation 14, we are told what the seal actually contains: the 144,000 sealed ones

have  "his name and his Father's name written on their foreheads." The seal is a  name.

Whose name? The book answers this at the beginning and the end: "I am the Alpha and

the Omega," says the Lord — the first and last letters of the Greek alphabet (Revelation
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1:8; 22:13). But He is speaking as a Jew, quoting the Hebrew alphabet. He is the Aleph and

the Tav. The first letter and the last. Place the  mem between them and you have emet.

Truth.

Yeshua is  emet. His  name,  written  on  the  forehead  of  His  people,  is  the  seal  that

determines what the destroyer does when it passes by.

Now look at the counterfeit. The enemy cannot create; he can only imitate. So the beast of

Revelation 13 issues its  own mark —  "on the right  hand or  the forehead" (Revelation

13:16). Two specific places. Why those two?

Because those are exactly the locations commanded in the  Shema:  "These words that I

command you today shall be on your heart… You shall bind them as a sign on your hand,

and they shall be as frontlets between your eyes" (Deuteronomy 6:6-8). Observant Jewish

men bind  tefillin (small leather boxes containing Torah texts) to their left arm and their

forehead  each  morning  —  enacting  this  commandment  in  their  own  bodies,  marking

themselves as belonging to the God of Israel.

The mark of the beast is a direct mockery of the  tefillin. Two seals, two foreheads, two

hands — one bearing the name of God, one bearing the name of the beast. Two marks.

Two owners. Two outcomes when the destroyer comes.

This is what Paul means when he says "gird your waist with truth." He is not simply asking

for honesty. He is describing the act of being sealed — being marked with the name of

the Faithful and True One, belonging to the One whose name is emet, so that in the evil

day the destroyer arrives, reads the mark on the forehead, and passes over.

Going Deeper: Why Truth Is the Seal

Here the Jewish mystical tradition offers what might be the most profound insight in this

whole study, and it goes to the root of why truth — and not some other virtue — is God's

seal.

The Alter  Rebbe (Rabbi  Schneur  Zalman of  Liadi),  in  his  foundational  work the Tanya,

teaches on the phrase from Deuteronomy 4:35: "There is none besides Him" — in Hebrew,

Ein Od Milvado. This phrase, he explains, is not simply asserting monotheism — the bare

fact that there is one God rather than many. It is making a stronger claim about the nature

of reality itself:  nothing exists independent of God. Every created thing exists only

because He continuously wills it into being. Remove His sustaining word for a moment,

and  it  does  not  merely  die  — it  ceases  to  have  ever  been.  There  is  no  independent

existence anywhere in the universe except His.

Ein Od Milvado — (ֹּאֵין עוֹד מִׁלבְּדַו) "There is none besides Him" (Deuteronomy 4:35).

These teachers read this not merely as monotheism but as a statement about
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existence itself: nothing has independent being apart from God. The phrase appears

at the climax of Moses' final address to Israel before his death.

What follows from this is stunning. A lie, by its nature, claims to be something it is not — it

asserts a reality that does not correspond to what actually is. And since what actually is is

only what God says is, a lie has no substrate to stand on. It claims existence it does not

have.  The Talmud's  picture of  sheker balancing on a single point  is  not  merely clever

observation — it is metaphysics. Falsehood is ontologically unstable. It is a momentary

assertion of unreality. Give it enough time, and it dissolves back into the nothing it always

was.

Truth, by contrast, is aligned with what God is. Emet simply is — like God simply is — with

no contradiction, no counter-claim, nothing to maintain or prop up. It stands because the

One who spoke it stands.

This is why the belt of truth is the first piece of armour. You cannot fight from an unstable

foundation. The moment you are standing on a lie — about God, about yourself, about the

world — you have handed the enemy the ground beneath your feet. But when you are

standing on emet, you are standing on the only thing in the universe that has real ground

under it. Every accusation the enemy fires at you, every distortion of reality, every whisper

that suggests something other than God holds power — all  of it  is  sheker,  and  sheker

topples.

To gird yourself with truth is to bind yourself to the only thing that is real. That is

the seal. That is the belt.

Bent Truth: The Danger of the Counterfeit Belt

One warning needs to be spoken clearly, because it is serious.

The belt only protects when it is emet — genuine truth. A counterfeit belt looks identical

from a distance. It buckles the same way. It holds roughly the same things in place, for a

while. But when the evil day comes and the test is real, it fails.

Most  of  us were handed a truth we have never  fully  examined.  We received a set  of

assumptions about what the Bible means, how to read it, what God is like — handed to us

by our culture, our tradition, our denomination, our early teachers. And we have carried

that received frame as "truth" without stopping to ask whether it has two feet or one.

There are several lenses that reliably bend truth into something that looks like emet but is

not:

The lens of culture. Every era reads the Bible through the assumptions of its own time

and calls those assumptions "plain meaning." First-century Jewish believers read Paul as a

Jew writing to people with Jewish training, in Jewish categories, about a Jewish Messiah. By

the  fourth  century,  much  of  this  context  had  been  lost,  and  Western  readers  began
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reading Paul through Greek philosophical  categories instead. Many theological  disputes

across the last sixteen hundred years are, at their root, a question of which set of cultural

lenses is being worn.

The lens of replacement theology. This is the most consequential lens for the topics

we are studying. If  one has absorbed the assumption — common throughout much of

church history — that God is finished with the Jewish people, that the church has replaced

Israel  and inherited her  promises,  that  the Hebrew roots  of  the faith  are irrelevant  or

superseded — then enormous sections of  the New Testament become distorted. Paul's

letter to the Ephesians, which is about Gentiles being grafted in to Israel's covenant family

(not replacing it),  is  read backwards.  The armour of  God, which is  drawn from Israel's

prophets and reflects the Messiah's Jewish war-gear, becomes a generic metaphor without

roots. The lens shapes what you see — and a lens that cuts you off from Israel is a lens

that cuts the branch from the tree it grows on.

The lens of itching ears. Paul wrote to Timothy: "The time is coming when people will

not endure sound teaching, but having itching ears they will accumulate teachers to suit

their own passions, and will turn away from listening to the truth" (2 Timothy 4:3-4). The

deadliest counterfeit of all is a "truth" that has been shaped, quietly, by what we want to

hear. If your reading of Scripture consistently affirms your existing lifestyle, never costs

you  anything,  and  explains  away  every  challenge  —  be  suspicious.  The  heart  is,  as

Jeremiah  warned,  "deceitful  above  all  things" (Jeremiah  17:9).  A  truth  that  only  ever

reflects your own wishes back to you is not emet. It is a mirror.

The antidote is suggested in Proverbs:  "Buy truth, and do not sell it" (Proverbs 23:23).

Truth costs something — usually comfort, or self-image, or the tradition you were raised in.

If a reading of the text costs you nothing and challenges nothing, it has probably been

domesticated into agreement with your own prior commitments. Truth that is truly  emet

will,  sooner or later, confront you. That confrontation is the sound of the real garment

being fastened.

There is a Hebrew word for the posture required to receive truth like that: bittul (ל� .(ב�טִ�ו

Bittul — (ִּּׁטּול ,Literally "nullification" or "cancellation." In Jewish spiritual teaching (ב

it names a state of being in which the self's need to be right, to be confirmed, to be

the final authority, is set aside so that something outside the self can be received

without distortion.

It is not a word English has an exact equivalent for, which is part of why it is worth pausing

on. "Humility" gets close but undersells it — humility can still leave the self fully intact and

simply mannerly about it. "Open-mindedness" undersells it further — you can be open-

minded  and  still  be  quietly  steering  every  conclusion  back  toward  what  you  already

believed. Bittul is more radical than either. It is not a mood or a virtue you perform. It is a

state of being in which the self stops acting as the filter truth has to pass through to be

accepted. Nothing is being annihilated — you do not stop existing, stop thinking, stop
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having convictions. What is nullified is the reflex that quietly grades every new idea by

how well it flatters the ideas you already hold.

This is not passivity. Emptying a room takes effort; so does emptying the self of its need to

be the referee.  Bittul is active — a continual, deliberate setting-aside of the ego's veto

power, done specifically so that something greater than the self can enter and be seen for

what it actually is, rather than for what the self would prefer it to be. Ein Od Milvado lived

in the interior: there is none besides Him — including my interpretation, my tradition, my

preferred reading.  Only  when that  surrender  is  made can  emet enter  cleanly,  without

bending to the shape of the one receiving it.

This is also why the belt comes first in Paul's list, ahead of the breastplate, the shoes, the

shield, the helmet, the sword. Every other piece of armour depends on truth already being

in — genuinely received, not merely agreed to on paper. A person who has never practised

bittul can still put on the appearance of the rest of the armour. But without it, truth stays

outside, arguing with the self for territory it  never wins, and the belt is never actually

fastened.

Not a Foreign Idea: Bittul in the New Testament

If  bittul sounds like an import — a Hebrew concept smuggled into a Christian text from

somewhere outside it — it is worth showing that the New Testament is full of it, under its

own vocabulary.

The pattern goes back to Sinai. When Israel is offered the covenant, their answer is not "let

us hear the terms first, so we can evaluate whether they are reasonable." It is  na'aseh

v'nishma — "we will do, and we will hear" (Exodus 24:7). Doing is placed before hearing.

Obedience comes first; understanding is trusted to follow, not the other way around. That

order — obey, then understand — is precisely the order bittul asks for. And it is the order

the New Testament keeps landing on as well.

Look at how the people closest to Yeshua actually respond when they are addressed by

him:

Mary, told she will bear the Messiah under circumstances she cannot fully process,

does not ask for a theological explanation first. She says: "Behold, I am the servant of

the Lord; let it be to me according to your word" (Luke 1:38). Assent, then

comprehension.

Peter, a professional fisherman being told by a carpenter-turned-rabbi to fish in

daylight after a wasted night, has every technical reason to object. He states his

objection — and then sets it aside anyway: "Master, we toiled all night and took

nothing! But at your word I will let down the nets" (Luke 5:5). He does not need to be

convinced. He obeys, and the understanding of who he is dealing with arrives

afterward, in the catch.

Yeshua himself, in Gethsemane, models the same posture toward the Father: "not my

will, but yours, be done" (Luke 22:42). And earlier: "I have come down from heaven, not

to do my own will but the will of him who sent me" (John 6:38). If the Son himself

• 

• 

• 
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operates by setting his own will aside for the Father's, bittul is not a foreign posture

grafted onto the gospel — it is the posture the gospel is built on.

Paul, describing that same self-emptying of the Messiah in Philippians, uses a Greek

verb — ekenōsen, "he emptied himself" (Philippians 2:7) — that is doing in Greek

exactly what bittul does in Hebrew: naming a deliberate, active nullification of the self's

own claims for the sake of something greater. This is not a coincidence of translation. It

is the same theology in two languages.

And Yeshua states the principle outright, as a rule for knowing truth at all: "If anyone's

will is to do God's will, he will know whether the teaching is from God" (John 7:17).

Notice the order. Doing comes first in that sentence. Knowing comes second, as its

fruit.

This  directly  answers  a  question  worth  asking  honestly:  why  should  anyone  do  what

Scripture says before first deciding whether it seems relevant, reasonable, or beneficial to

them? That instinct — evaluate first, obey only if it clears the bar — is exactly what bittul

refuses.  It  is  not  that  examination  has  no  place;  the  Bereans  were  commended  for

examining  the  Scriptures  daily  (Acts  17:11).  But  examining  a  text  to  understand it  is

different from interrogating a command to decide whether it has earned your obedience.

Bittul is not "I will understand, and then I will decide whether to obey." It is Mary's answer,

and Peter's, and the Son's: yes, Lord — I will do, I will hear. Obedience first. Understanding,

trusted to God, follows after.

The Belt as Buckle and Blade

One final thread, drawn from the letter to the Hebrews, ties the belt to the sword in a way

Paul's readers would have found natural.

The writer of Hebrews describes the word of God as "living and active, sharper than any

two-edged sword, piercing to the division of soul and of spirit, of joints and of marrow, and

discerning the thoughts and intentions of the heart" (Hebrews 4:12). The image is surgical:

the word cuts through the layers of the self until it reaches the thoughts and intentions of

the heart — the exact territory the priestly sash was said to atone for.

The  sword  that  hangs  from  the  belt  of  truth  is  the  very  instrument  that  establishes

whether  the belt  is  genuine.  It  divides.  It  exposes.  It  distinguishes between  emet and

sheker at the level you cannot reach by introspection alone — down in the thoughts of the

heart, where the counterfeits are most convincing, because they feel most like truth.

This is why the series of armour begins where it begins. Every piece depends on what is

under it. If the belt is a counterfeit — if what you believe about God, about Messiah, about

the  covenant  and  the  people  —  is  bent,  then  the  breastplate  is  covering  a  cracked

foundation, the shield is carried on an unstable stance, and the sword is in hands that are

not sure of whose side they are on. Everything is downstream from the belt.

• 

• 
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Put on truth first. Let the word of God do the surgery it is built to do. Stand on what is

actually real. And then the rest of the armour makes sense.

To Stand Is to Be Sealed

We have climbed from the plain meaning of a Roman soldier's belt, through the priestly

sash that addresses the thoughts of the heart, through the Hebrew letters of emet and the

tav of Ezekiel 9, through the sealed foreheads of Revelation and the counterfeit mark of

the beast — all the way down to the ground of reality itself: Ein Od Milvado.

Here is where it lands.

To gird yourself with truth is not to try harder to be honest, though you should be honest. It

is not primarily a moral instruction, though it shapes your morality from the inside. It is an

act of belonging — of being sealed, marked, stamped with the signet of the One whose

name is  emet, whose letters run from first to last, whose truth is the only thing in the

universe with two feet to stand on.

In the evil day, when the destroyer goes through, it comes to your house. It reads the

mark on the forehead. And it  passes over — not because you have been perfect,  not

because you have no failures for it to point to, but because the seal on your forehead is

not your own moral record. The seal is His name. The belt is His truth. The mark is the

tav — the last letter of emet — written on you not by your own hand but by the One who is

the Aleph and the Tav, the first and the last.

Truth stands. The lie falls. The one who is sealed with emet cannot be knocked down.

Stand therefore, having girded your waist with truth. — Ephesians 6:14

Key Hebrew Terms in This Chapter

Term Hebrew Meaning

Emet אֱמֶת Truth; the seal of God; three letters spanning the alphabet

Avnet ֵּט אַּבנְ The priestly sash/belt; atones for thoughts of the heart

Teshuvah �בָׁה ת�שְ�ו Repentance — literally "return"; not behaviour change but a

change of identity

Tav ת The final letter of emet; in paleo-Hebrew, an X-cross mark

Sheker ש�ֶקֶר Falsehood; letters balance on single points; it topples

Bittul �ל ב�טִ�ו Self-nullification; the posture required to receive truth
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Term Hebrew Meaning

Ein Od

Milvado

אֵּין עוֹד

�וֹ �בְַּד מִל

"There is none besides Him" — the confession that is the

buckle of the belt

Discussion Questions

Paul names the belt as the first piece of armour — the garment that holds everything

else together. In your own life, what does a "gap between inner life and outer life" look

like in practice? How does a double life become a liability in spiritual conflict?

The Talmud teaches that the priestly sash atoned for the sinful thoughts of the

heart — the interior life, not just visible behaviour. How does this change your

understanding of what "putting on truth" means day to day?

The tav mark in Ezekiel 9 and the seal in Revelation 7 protect those who "sigh and

groan over the abominations" (Ezekiel 9:4) — people who are actively troubled by what

is wrong, not merely neutral. What does this suggest about the relationship between

truth and engagement?

The concept of bittul — setting aside the self's need to be right in order to receive

truth — challenges our instinct to defend our existing beliefs. Which of the "bent truth"

lenses (culture, replacement theology, itching ears) do you think is most active in

contemporary Western Christianity?

The chapter closes with the observation that the belt's protection is not your moral

record but His name — emet written on you. How does this change the way you

approach the armour? What is the difference between trying to earn the protection and 

receiving the seal?

Further Reading

D. Thomas Lancaster, Holy Epistle to the Ephesians, Sermons 14-18. The foundational

exposition of the armour as Messiah's war-gear from Isaiah.

D. Thomas Lancaster, Apocalypse of John — the tav mark in Ezekiel 9 and the seal in

Revelation; the mark of the beast as a counterfeit of the tefillin.

Talmud, Tractate Shabbat 55a ("the seal of the Holy One is emet"); 104a (the letters of 

emet and sheker).

Talmud, Tractate Arachin 16a; Zevachim 88b (the priestly garments and what they

atone for).

Rabbi Schneur Zalman of Liadi, Tanya (Likkutei Amarim), chapters 20-21 (on Ein Od

Milvado and the nature of divine reality).

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 
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Rabbi Shais Taub, teaching on Parashat Acharei Mot — the High Priest's Yom Kippur

linen garments, buried each year and never reused, and what this reveals about the

mechanics of atonement and teshuvah as a change of identity.

All primary-source quotations have been verified against the teaching library. Connections

drawn between biblical texts (the Ezekiel 9 tav → Revelation seal → belt of truth) represent

the  homiletical  synthesis  of  this  teaching  series  and  are  presented  as  insight,  not  as

received tradition. Drash is clearly distinguished from Peshat throughout.

• 

Lord of the Breakthrough Inc. — © 2026 Page 45 of 82



CONTESTED TERRITORY

The Armour of God: What Paul Actually Meant

Chapter Five

The Breastplate of Righteousness

Receive, Ask, Do

The Diagram on the Wall

Almost everyone raised in a church has seen the drawing.

A Roman legionary, standing square, with lines running out from his equipment to labels in

the margin. Belt of Truth. Breastplate of Righteousness. Shield of Faith. It hangs in Sunday

school rooms, it is printed in the front of study Bibles, and it has furnished the illustrations

for more sermons on Ephesians 6 than anyone could count. The accompanying story is

always the same: Paul, under house arrest, chained to a guard, looks at the man's kit and

finds a sermon in it.

It is a good story. There is no evidence Paul had it in mind, and a great deal of evidence

that he was looking somewhere else entirely.

This chapter is where that matters most, because the second piece of armour is the one

the Roman picture distorts worst. Read as bronze plate, the breastplate is protective gear

and nothing more — a thing you hide behind. Read as what Paul's first hearers would

actually have pictured, it turns out to be the most outward-facing garment in Israel, worn

by a  man whose job  was  to  carry  other  people,  and it  asks  three separate  things  of

whoever puts it on.

So before the garment can be examined, the question underneath it has to be settled:

whose armour is this, and where did Paul get it?

Whose Armour, Again

The previous chapter established the ground this whole study stands on: Paul's armour is

not a Roman soldier's kit observed from a prison cell. It is Isaiah's armour, worn first by

God Himself — "He put on righteousness as a breastplate, and a helmet of salvation on his
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head" (Isaiah  59:17)  —  and  handed  down  to  the  Messiah,  and  from  the  Messiah  to

everyone who is "clothed with" Him (Romans 13:14). Every piece Paul lists belongs, first,

to someone else. You do not manufacture the breastplate of righteousness. You put on one

that was made for a different chest and somehow fits yours.

Keep that fixed, because the second piece of armour is about to test how seriously you

actually believe it. And note the consequence that follows immediately from it, because

the  rest  of  this  chapter  turns  on  it.  If  Paul  is  quoting  Isaiah  rather  than describing  a

legionary,  then  when  his  first  readers  —  men  and  women  shaped  by  the  Hebrew

Scriptures, not by a Roman garrison — heard the word  breastplate, the picture in their

minds was not bronze plating on a soldier's chest at all. It was the most elaborate garment

in the entire priesthood. The armour is not military equipment. It is  priestly equipment,

and that changes what it is for.

The Ephod: Three Things Over the Heart

So consider what they actually pictured.
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FIGURE 5.1 The high priest in full vestments. Note how little of this is armour: a turban with a gold plate at the brow,
two engraved stones at the shoulders, the woven ephod, the jewelled breastpiece over the heart, and a blue robe

hemmed with pomegranates and golden bells. (Artist's impression.)

The ceremonial breastpiece worn by the High Priest of Israel, fastened to the ephod. And

the first thing to notice about it inverts the whole idea of armour, because it was never

made  to  protect  the  priest  who  wore  it.  It  was  made  to  carry  other  people  into  the

presence of God.

This garment is the structural centre of the chapter, because when you examine what it

actually  did,  it  did  three distinct  things  — and most  Christian  teaching has  only  ever

transmitted one of them.
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First, its name. The Torah is precise:  "You shall make a breastpiece of judgment" — in

Hebrew, choshen mishpat (ָׁט .Two words worth slowing down on .(Exodus 28:15) (חֹש�ֶן מִש�ְפ�

Choshen is the garment itself — a woven, jewel-set pouch, folded and fastened over the

chest. Mishpat is judgment, or justice — the same word used throughout the Hebrew Bible

for the verdicts of courts and the character of a righteous ruler. This is not a decorative

plate. It is a garment named for what it does in a courtroom.

And  that  name  opens  something  the  English  word  "righteousness"  tends  to  close.  In

English, righteous leans toward a private, internal quality — a person is righteous the way

a person is honest or kind, a trait they either have or lack. But the Hebrew word behind it,

tzedek (צדֶֶק), was never allowed to stay private. Across the Hebrew Bible it appears again

and again paired with its twin, mishpat — "Abraham… shall keep the way of the LORD, to

do  righteousness  and  justice" (Genesis  18:19);  "righteousness  and  justice  are  the

foundation of Your throne" (Psalm 89:14). The pairing is not decorative repetition; it is a

definition. Whatever tzedek is, it is never separable from mishpat — from actually setting

things right in the world: correcting what is bent, lifting what has been crushed, balancing

a scale that has been tipped by someone's advantage over someone else. Which means

that in the ears of Paul's first readers, the breastplate of righteousness was simultaneously

the breastplate of justice. Not two garments. One word, wearing two faces.
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FIGURE 5.2 The breastpiece at close range — twelve stones in four rows of three, bound to the ephod by gold cords,
with the two engraved shoulder stones above. The whole square is a doubled cloth: the fold behind the stones forms

the pouch. (Artist's impression.)

Second,  its  stones. Set  into  the  choshen were  twelve,  one  for  each  tribe  of  Israel,

engraved with their names. The instruction attached to them is exact:  "Aaron shall carry

the names of the sons of Israel in the breastpiece of judgment over his heart when he

enters the holy place, for a memorial before the LORD continually" (Exodus 28:29). The

priest did not walk into God's presence carrying his own name. He walked in carrying

twelve other names, over the one place a man protects first. The sages saw the gospel

latent in the stones: "every soul is a sparkling treasure to God."

He carried them a second way as well. On the shoulder-straps of the ephod sat two more

stones,  also  engraved with  the tribal  names,  called  "stones of  remembrance" (Exodus

28:12). Heart and shoulders. The place a man loves from, and the place a man bears

weight from. The High Priest of Israel did both for the people he represented: he loved

them,  and  he  carried  them.  And  the  Messianic  reading  follows  directly  —  as  one

commentary puts it, "a single man can represent an entire nation… He bore Israel's names

upon His shoulders when He bore the cross."
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Third, and this is the element that goes almost entirely unpreached: there was a

pocket. The choshen was not a solid plate. It was a square of fabric folded double, and

the fold made a pouch, sitting directly over the priest's heart. God did not leave it empty.

Three things, then, and they organise everything that follows. The garment is received. It

is asked with. And it is worn out into the world and acted on. Remove any one of the

three and the garment stops functioning as designed.

Choshen — (חֹשֶׁן) The High Priest's ceremonial breastpiece, worn over the heart, set

with twelve stones (one for each tribe of Israel) and folded to hold the Urim and 

Thummim, the means by which Israel sought a verdict from God.

Why the Heart: The Throne in the Small City

Before taking those three one at a time, there is a prior question, and the answer to it

governs everything that follows. Why does this piece sit over the heart?

The obvious answer is  the military one, and it  is  true as far as it  goes.  A breastplate

protects  one  organ  above  all  others;  every  ancient  fighting  force  understood  this

instinctively. The arm can be wounded and the fight continues, the leg can be wounded

and the fight continues, but a blade that finds the heart ends everything in a single stroke.

So the breastplate sat over the one place a man could not afford to lose.

That is true, and it is not the whole reason. The first clue that something else is going on

lies in the word itself.

The Hebrew for heart is  lev — and lev is not what the English word has come to mean.

English moved the heart into the emotions somewhere around the age of the troubadours,

and it has stayed there ever since; we speak of following the heart as the opposite of using

the head. Hebrew never made that split. As one commentary glosses it in passing, a man's

heart is "his mind, thoughts, and intentions." The lev is where a person reasons, weighs,

decides and intends. Proverbs states the consequence flatly: "as he thinks in his heart, so

is he" (Proverbs 23:7).

Which reframes the garment before a single further word is said about it. God does not

armour the emotions. He armours the place where a person decides what is true

about himself. And that is a war-relevant target, not a sentimental one, because what a

person concludes about himself governs what he will attempt, what he will refuse, and

what he will surrender without a fight. A soldier who believes he has already lost does not

need to be defeated.

So there is something in the human chest a great deal more contested than an organ.

There is an old teaching in the Jewish mystical tradition that pictures a small city with two

kings fighting over a single throne. One king is old and foolish. He was there first, he has

been giving orders since the owner of the city was a child, and he has no intention of
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leaving. The other is young and wise, and he arrived only recently. Both want precisely the

same thing — total control, every citizen obeying one voice — and the city cannot serve

two kings at once.

The city, the teaching says, is you. The citizens are your limbs, your habits, your daily

choices, what you actually did on Tuesday. And the throne the two kings are contesting sits

in exactly one place: the heart.

Which is worth registering before a single piece of armour goes on, because it tells you

what the breastplate is actually covering. Not an organ. A seat of government,  with a

disputed occupant.

The tradition also names the old king, and the name is not the one most readers would

predict. Not a word meaning "evil," nor one meaning "temptation." His name is yesh (ֵּש� ,(י

which means, simply, "there is." Self. Existence. The steady background hum of I am here,

I matter, this is mine.

And from that naming follows a claim that reorganises the whole moral  picture.  Rabbi

Shais Taub, teaching the twenty-second chapter of the Tanya, puts it this way: arrogance

is literally idolatry. He is careful to strip the word of its ordinary meaning first. Arrogance

here has nothing to do with being a show-off:

"Arrogance is the false notion that I have my own existence. Even if I admit that God

is a greater existence than my existence — the very notion that I have some type of

existence unto myself, which is an absurdity — that's idol worship."

Idolatry, on this reading, is not primarily the worship of a carved image. It is the belief that

anything whatsoever possesses existence independent of God. Taub illustrates it with an

exchange he once had, in which he mentioned God during a conversation about politics

and was told: "this has nothing to do with Hashem, this is politics." His reply is the whole

argument in one line: has nothing to do with Hashem? Then how does it exist? Carve off

any region of your life — your finances, your marriage, your health — and declare that it

runs under its own steam, and you have committed idolatry with that region. Pharaoh is

the type of the thing in its most naked form: the river is mine, and I made myself.

Then comes the sentence that matters most for a chapter about a garment worn over the

heart:

"So even if you say, I'm a loser, no one likes me, I'm never good at anything, but I do

exist and I'm not dependent on another force for my continued existence — that's

called arrogance."

Read that twice. It means self-hatred is arrogance. The man rehearsing his own failures,

insisting he is beyond use, is not being humble; he is simply the same king on the same

throne,  wearing  a  penitent's  coat  instead  of  a  crown.  Self-condemnation  and  self-
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righteousness are not opposites. They are one posture with two wardrobes, and in both of

them the wearer remains the centre of his own attention.

The alternative has a name too:  bittul — self-nullification. Not thinking less of yourself,

which is merely self-attention in a minor key, but becoming  nothing, so that He can be

everything. The reason it is not despair is the doctrine underneath it, which is the war-cry

running through this entire study:  Ein Od Milvado, there is none besides Him. As Taub

states it flatly: "The truth is Ein Od Milvado. There's nothing but Him." Nothing possesses

its own existence — not the old king, not your failures, not you.

That is the posture of a heart ready to be armoured, and it is precisely the seat God chose

to cover. Not a muscle. A seat of government with a disputed occupant.

Which reframes the three motions before they are examined. They are not three good

practices that happen to share a garment. Each of them, in its own way, does the same

single thing: it removes the old king from that chair. Taken one at a time, they look like

doctrine, discipline and ethics. Taken together, they are an eviction carried out three times

over.

Yesh — (ֵׁיש) Literally "there is" or "existence." In the Jewish mystical tradition, a

name for the self or ego considered as something that falsely claims independent,

self-sufficient reality apart from God.

Bittul — Self-nullification. Not self-deprecation, which keeps the self at the centre,

but the dissolving of the claim to independent existence — so that Ein Od Milvado,

"there is none besides Him," becomes a lived posture rather than a slogan.

One — Receive

In the vision recorded in Zechariah chapter three, a man is on trial, and he is losing.

Joshua the high priest  stands before the LORD.  At  his  right  hand — the position of  a

prosecutor — stands the accuser, ha-satan, and the case is not weak. Joshua is described

plainly, in the text itself, as  "clothed with filthy garments" (Zechariah 3:3). This is not a

slander invented by the prosecution. It is the court record. The man on trial is, by his own

file, guilty.

And then the LORD does something the accuser cannot answer. He does not dispute the

charge. He does not argue that the garments are clean. He turns to the attending servants

and says:  "Remove the filthy garments from him." And to Joshua:  "Behold, I have taken

your iniquity away from you, and I will clothe you with pure vestments" (Zechariah 3:4).

The Hebrew word for that iniquity is  avon (עָׁוֹן) — not merely an act, but the weight and

guilt that clings to a person because of it. The accuser's case was never overturned. It was

rendered irrelevant, because the defendant standing before the court a moment later is
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not, legally, the same man the charges were filed against. The filthy garments are gone.

New ones are on him — and among them, the breastpiece of judgment.

Everything depends on getting the order right: Joshua is re-robed before he does another

useful thing for anyone. The breastplate does not go on because he has earned it. It goes

on because the accusation, though true, has been overruled by a decision made above the

courtroom.

Most people's instinct, when they try to protect their own heart from accusation, is to build

a breastplate out of their own record.  I've been faithful. I show up. I've done more good

than harm. It feels like armour. It is not. It is a plate with a hole precisely where every one

of your failures sits — and the accuser was present for every one of them. He does not

need  to  invent  a  charge.  He  simply  points  at  the  gap:  you  call  yourself  righteous  —

remember what you did? A breastplate welded from your own performance will not stop

that shot, because the accusation is, on the record, true.

This is why Paul does not write "the breastplate of your good behaviour." He writes the

breastplate of righteousness — and Isaiah supplies the pronoun: "He put on righteousness

as a breastplate" (Isaiah 59:17). It is His. Given, not earned.

Paul has an exact word for what happened to Joshua, and he uses it constantly across the

letter to the Romans: justified. It is worth pausing on the word, because popular use has

softened  it  into  something  gentler  than  what  it  says.  The  common line  is  that  being

justified means God treats you "just as if you'd never sinned" — a tidy piece of wordplay,

but not what the term means. Justified is courtroom language, and the courtroom scene is

the point: to be justified is to be exonerated — declared not guilty in a case where the

charge against you was, in fact, true. It is closer to a defendant who genuinely committed

the offence walking out of court acquitted anyway, because the judge himself has ruled in

his favour. Guilty as charged, and released without penalty — not because the record was

wrong, but because the verdict was overruled.

Paul lays out exactly this shape across three chapters of Romans. "All have sinned and fall

short of the glory of God, and are justified by his grace as a gift, through the redemption

that is in Christ Jesus" (Romans 3:23-24).  "One is justified by faith… apart from works of

the law" (Romans 3:28). Messiah "was delivered up for our trespasses and raised for our

justification" (Romans 4:25). "Since we have now been justified by his blood, much more

shall we be saved by him from the wrath of God" (Romans 5:9). Read together, the pattern

is  unmistakable:  the charge stands,  the sentence does not.  That  is  not  a  legal  fiction

pretending the crime never happened. It is a genuine verdict, handed down by the one

Judge whose ruling actually settles the case.

Which is precisely the scene in Zechariah 3, centuries before Paul reached for the Greek

word.  Justification  is  not  a  doctrine  Paul  invented  in  Romans.  It  is  the  verdict  Joshua

receives in the Temple courts, later named in the technical vocabulary of a Roman-era law

court because that was the language his readers in Rome would have understood instantly.

A  fair  objection  surfaces  here,  and it  deserves  a  direct  answer.  Doesn't  Scripture  use

language stronger than "exonerated on a technicality"?  "As far as the east is from the

west, so far does he remove our transgressions from us" (Psalm 103:12).  "Though your
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sins are like scarlet, they shall be as white as snow" (Isaiah 1:18). "You will cast all our sins

into the depths of the sea" (Micah 7:19). "The blood of Jesus his Son cleanses us from all

sin" (1 John 1:7). Doesn't that sound exactly like "as if it never happened"?

Look closely at what each of those verses actually claims. None of them say the event did

not occur. They say the sin is removed — carried away, no longer held, no longer counted,

no longer able to be produced as evidence. That is not a claim about history. It is a claim

about  a  ledger.  A  debt  genuinely  incurred  and  then  marked  paid  did  happen  —  the

transaction was real — but it can no longer be brought against you, because it has been

settled  and  struck  from the  account.  "Removed  as  far  as  the  east  is  from the  west"

describes what  happens to  the charge  after the verdict,  not  a  rewriting of  the record

before it.

This is the exact language Zechariah 3:4 already used:  "I have taken your iniquity away

from you." The word is that same avon. The LORD does not tell Joshua his filthy garments

were never filthy. He removes the guilt that clung to him because of them. Removal and

justification are two names for one motion seen from two angles:  justified describes the

verdict handed down from the bench; removed describes what happens to the weight of

the guilt once that verdict stands. A verdict without removal would leave a person legally

cleared but still crushed. Removal without a verdict would just be denial. Scripture gives

both, because both are needed.

Even  the  strongest  of  these  promises,  the  new-covenant  line  in  Jeremiah  —  "I  will

remember their  sin no more" (Jeremiah 31:34) — is  not a claim about divine memory

failing. In Hebrew, the verb  zakhar, "to remember," is covenant language for  acting on

something, not merely recalling it: when Genesis says God "remembered" Noah as the

flood receded, it does not mean God had briefly forgotten him (Genesis 8:1) — it means He

moved to act on his behalf. To "remember" a sin, in the same sense, is to bring it forward

and hold it against someone. So "I will remember their sin no more" means: I will not act

against you on the basis of it.  Which is what  justified already means. The two lines of

language are not in tension; they are the same verdict, described once from the bench and

once from the ledger.

Now set all  of that beside the throne in the small city, because the two are the same

subject. What is the man doing who refuses to be re-robed — who keeps his eyes down on

his own filthy garments, insisting that no one understands what he did? He believes he is

being humble. He is on the throne. He remains the centre of his own attention, and by the

Tanya's  reckoning that is  not modesty but idolatry,  the quiet  insistence on a self  with

standing of its own. The accuser, whose entire business is exploiting a self to shoot at, has

been handed his target at no cost.

One guardrail has to be spoken clearly here, or the teaching curdles. Refusing to live in

self-inspection does not mean never looking at your own sin. Conviction is real, necessary

and healthy — but it is a door, not a room. You are meant to walk through it: see the failure

clearly, confess it honestly, let the filthy garments come off the way Joshua's did, and get

your eyes back on the One who re-robes you. What the accuser wants is that you move

into that room and take up residence — endless self-examination, permanently staring at
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the old garments, never quite letting yourself  be re-clothed. That posture can feel like

humility. It is yesh, still enthroned, in costume.

The problem is not self-hatred. It is self-consciousness.

It is worth widening the diagnosis at this point, because self-hatred is only the most visible

symptom of something larger.

Return to the garden and watch carefully what actually changes. Before the fall, Adam is

not  engaged in  self-criticism.  He is  not  anxious  about  tomorrow,  or  about  what  he  is

wearing, or about how he appears to anyone. The text is almost comic in its precision on

the point: he does not know he is naked. His attention is entirely occupied elsewhere. He is

God-conscious.

Then  he  eats,  and  the  very  first  recorded  consequence  is  not  guilt,  and  not  fear  of

punishment. It is this:  he notices himself. I am naked. That is the whole catastrophe in

two words. He did not acquire a vice. He acquired a self to look at.

Everything the rest of Scripture treats as the ordinary furniture of fallen life follows from

that one shift. Anxiety is self-consciousness pointed at the future —  what shall we eat,

what shall we drink, what shall we wear, which is precisely the list the Messiah later tells

his hearers to stop rehearsing (Matthew 6:31). Striving is self-consciousness pointed at

what is missing: I need this, and without it I am not complete. Shame is self-consciousness

pointed at the past. Three different moods, one posture — a person looking at himself.

And the antidote is stated by the most God-conscious man in the Hebrew Scriptures in five

words. "The LORD is my shepherd; I shall not want" (Psalm 23:1). Not I have learned to

cope with wanting. I do not want, because He has become everything, and a man who

has everything has nothing left to scan himself for. That is Ein Od Milvado in the form of a

lived sentence, and it is why the same psalm can walk through the valley of the shadow of

death without a tremor. The shepherd is in view. The self is not.

So  the  sharper  form  of  the  diagnosis  is  this:  self-consciousness  is  not  God-

consciousness, and no one runs both at once. Self-hatred and self-righteousness are

two of its dialects. Anxiety and striving are two more. In every case the wearer's attention

has moved to the one place the breastplate was fitted to cover.

Forgiven is not the same as cleansed

Which exposes a  gap most  believers  live  in  without  ever  naming it.  A  person can be

genuinely, finally forgiven and still walk around conscious of his sin — and for as long as

he does, the accuser retains something to point at.

Look at what the promise actually offers.  "He is faithful and just to  forgive us our sins,

and to cleanse us from all  unrighteousness" (1 John 1:9).  Two verbs, doing two jobs.

Forgiveness addresses the acts,  the debt,  the record.  Cleansing addresses the residue

those acts  leave behind.  Most  Christian  teaching stops  at  the  first  and leaves  people

puzzled that they still feel soiled by something they know to be pardoned.

Lord of the Breakthrough Inc. — © 2026 Page 56 of 82



And note the word for the residue. Adikia — literally un-justice, the straight negation of the

word the translators use for  tzedakah.  Cleanse us,  that is,  from all  the not-justice still

clinging to us.

The letter to the Hebrews then makes an extraordinary claim about where that cleansing

lands, and it makes it four separate times. The older sacrificial system, it says,  "cannot

make the worshipper perfect in conscience" (9:9). The blood of Messiah does what those

offerings could not: it  "purifies our conscience from dead works" (9:14). Had the earlier

system  been  able  to  finish  the  job,  the  offerings  would  have  stopped,  "because  the

worshippers, having once been cleansed, would no longer have had  consciousness of

sins" (10:2). And so the invitation: "let us draw near… having our hearts sprinkled clean

from an evil conscience" (10:22).

Four  times,  the  same  target.  Not  the  record  —  the  conscience.  The  distinctive

achievement of the new covenant, on Hebrews' own account, is at the level of what a

person is aware of about himself.

The  direction  of  that  has  to  be  kept  the  right  way  round,  or  it  becomes  something

dangerous. The blood cleanses objectively; a cleared conscience is the evidence, not the

mechanism. A person does not decide to stop feeling guilty and thereby become clean —

that  is  denial  with  a  text  attached.  He  is  cleansed,  and  the  awareness  lifts  as  a

consequence.

And notice where it happens. Hebrews does not say  be cleansed, and then approach. It

says  "let  us  draw near… having  our  hearts  sprinkled  clean." The  cleansing  and  the

approach are one movement. There is no getting clean at a distance.

What waits on the other side of that is best named with an old word:  innocence. Not

sinlessness — innocence. The condition of having nothing on you that anyone can produce

as  evidence.  Israel  dramatises  it  once  a  year  on  the  Day  of  Atonement,  when  the

congregation dresses in white; the garment is the point, worn as a picture of what the day

accomplishes. And it is the condition Psalm 24 attaches to access: "Who shall ascend the

hill of the LORD? He who has clean hands and a pure heart" (24:3-4).

Which  turns  the  whole  subject  from  a  matter  of  feeling  into  a  matter  of  admission.

Conscience is an access problem. The commentary on Hebrews puts it exactly so: the

older rituals fail to perfect the conscience "so that he or she might access the throne of

glory." A guilty conscience does not merely make a person miserable. It keeps him at the

door of the room the breastplate was made for walking into.

How a person knows they have received it

Which raises the question anyone honest arrives at next. If the accusation was true, and

the verdict is unearned, and the internal evidence is a mess — how does a person know

whether they have actually received the garment or merely agreed with a doctrine about

it?

The  answer  offered  by  the  same tradition  is  unexpectedly  practical,  and  it  begins  by

removing the test most people reach for. You will not know it by how you feel.
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The  Tanya divides people into two categories. The  tzaddik — the genuinely righteous —

possesses both perfect behaviour and perfect desire; he does not even want the wrong

thing. Against him stands the  beinoni, the "in-between one": the ordinary person, who

does the right thing while continuing to feel every pull in the opposite direction. And the

significant fact about the book is that it is not addressed to the tzaddik. It is written for the

beinoni.  Rabbi Shais Taub compresses the whole programme into five words:  "It's not

being perfect, it's doing perfect." And he draws out the consequence that makes it

liveable:  "the beauty of doing perfect as opposed to being perfect is you don't have to

change what you like."

The move that matters most for a chapter about a garment is what that tradition then

does with the word  clothing.  Conduct — what a person actually  does — is  classed as

garments,  and the reason given is  that  garments are the part  that  can be changed.

Behaviour is temporary and correctable in a way that inner disposition is not; you can put

on a different act today without first having become a different person.

Behaviour is the clothing. Which means the evidence that the breastplate is on is not a

settled feeling of righteousness but what actually emerges — in thought, in speech, in

what was done on Tuesday — while the animal soul continues to shout. The shouting is not

disqualifying. It never was. A person who insists on waiting for the internal noise to stop

before believing themselves re-robed has simply found a more religious way of standing in

the courtroom staring at the old garments.

There is a warning attached, and it runs the same guardrail from the other direction. A

programme built on doing rather than feeling collapses the moment it is fuelled by self-

punishment:  sustained guilt  and shame do not produce slow progress,  they produce a

stop. Which is why joy is treated in that tradition not as a reward for spiritual attainment

but as a precondition of it.

Receiving is the first motion, and it is finished, and it is grace. But if the chapter stopped

here —  my verdict,  I  feel  safe  now — the most  outward-facing garment  in  the entire

priesthood would have been reduced to a private comfort. It was never that.

There is a pocket in it.

Two — Ask

The second motion answers an objection that  the first  one creates,  and it  deserves a

better answer than most teaching on this passage gives it.

If righteousness means going out and setting right what is bent, then whose sense of what

is  bent?  By  what  standard?  History  is  unpleasantly  full  of  people  who  did  enormous

damage while  wholly  convinced they  were  doing  God's  work,  and  every  one  of  them

believed their own scale was the level one. A doctrine that says go and do justice without

saying how justice is to be discerned has not finished its sentence.

The garment finishes it. Return to the pouch.
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"You shall put in the breastpiece of judgment the Urim and the Thummim, and they

shall be over Aaron's heart when he goes in before the LORD; and Aaron shall carry

the judgment of the sons of Israel over his heart before the LORD continually."

(Exodus 28:30)

Urim v'Tummim (ים �ריִם ותְמֻ�ִ lights and perfections." This was the means by which" — (או

Israel asked God for a verdict. The same garment that carried the people also carried the

instrument  for  inquiring about  them,  and the two functions  were housed in  the same

square of cloth, over the same heart, by design.

What  the  Urim and Thummim physically  were,  and how they functioned,  is  genuinely

unknown. It is worth being straightforward about this, because the sources that transmit

the tradition are straightforward about it themselves. Two of the Torah Club volumes state

plainly that no one knows what they were; they were lost with the destruction of the first

Temple, and no description of their operation survives from anyone who saw them used. A

separate strand of rabbinic tradition, preserved by Maimonides among others, offers an

account of the mechanism, and it is worth hearing as a picture rather than as a proof.

In that tradition, the Urim and Thummim are not additional objects at all — they are the

twelve  engraved stones  themselves.  The  procedure  ran  like  this.  A  king  came with  a

question, and asked it prayerfully, one question at a time. The High Priest turned to face

the holy of holies, lowered his head, and fixed his eyes on the stones lying over his heart.

Then, in the tradition's own words, "the Holy Spirit of prophecy descended upon him, and

he saw light glimmer on various letters of the tribal names. He connected the glinting

letters to form words — a reply from the LORD."

Whatever one makes of the mechanics, notice what the picture claims. The answer was

spelled out of the names of the people. The letters that lit were the letters of Reuben and

Simeon and Levi and Judah — the very names the priest was already carrying over his

heart. God's verdict did not arrive from somewhere else and get delivered to him. It was

illuminated  out of the people he was bearing. Carrying them and hearing God were not

two separate activities; the people were the surface the answer was written on. Which has

an uncomfortable corollary for anyone who wants to hear from God while carrying nobody.

The same tradition preserves a detail that is easy to pass over and hard to forget once

noticed.  The  twelve  tribal  names,  taken  together,  do  not  contain  the  entire  Hebrew

alphabet — four letters are missing. So, the tradition says, the engraver added the names

of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob in small letters above Reuben's stone, and the words shivtei

Yah, "the tribes of the LORD," beneath Benjamin's, to supply what the tribal names lacked.

The  point  being  made  is  a  quiet  one  about  God's  intentions:  every  letter  was  made

available. Nothing was withheld that He might need in order to answer.

Who was permitted to ask

Here the structure  of  the  thing matters  as  much as  its  mechanism,  and it  corrects  a

common and damaging modern error.
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When Moses hands his authority to Joshua — a man about to lead a nation into sustained

warfare — God does not merely commission him; He attaches a procedure. "He shall stand

before Eleazar the priest, who shall inquire for him by the judgment of the Urim before the

LORD. At his word they shall go out and at his word they shall come in" (Numbers 27:21).

The incoming leader of the entire nation is not handed the instrument. He is told to stand

in  front  of  the  man  who  holds  it.  The  army does  not  move,  in  either  direction,  until

someone else has asked on his behalf.

David fought the same way. At Ziklag, with the town burned, the families taken, and his

own men discussing  whether  to  stone  him,  the  first  thing  David  reaches  for  is  not  a

weapon: "Please bring me the ephod" (1 Samuel 30:7). He calls for Abiathar. The anointed

king of Israel does not own one. He asks a single question — shall I pursue? — receives an

answer, and acts on it. The commentary on this is blunt: "The LORD gave David strategic

advice through the Urim and Thummim, enabling him to consistently rout his enemies." In

a study concerned with spiritual warfare, that sentence deserves weight. David's military

record is not primarily a story about courage. It is a story about a man who asked before

he moved, and who asked through the priesthood.

Put those two texts together and something structural emerges: nobody in Israel had a

private ephod. Not the general, not the king. The verdict came through a priest who was

carrying all twelve tribes over his heart — never through one individual acting alone on a

strong impression.

The application is not difficult to see, and it is worth stating without softening. A person

who announces that God has told them something, and who will not submit that leading to

any elder, will not have it tested, will not permit it to be weighed by anyone else, and

simply proceeds — that person is not operating the way David operated. David called for

the priest. What is on display instead is a desire for the authority of divine instruction

without the accountability that always accompanied it in Scripture. The garment was built

to prevent precisely that. Genuine leading survives examination; a reluctance to have it

examined is usually the most informative thing about it.

None of which rules out God speaking directly. The same source that gives us the Magic 8

Ball comparison says God "might speak directly to our hearts, or speak to us through our

teachers or our brothers and sisters in the LORD." Both channels are real. The error is

treating the first  as  a  substitute  for  the second rather  than as  something the second

confirms.

When the asking stops

The counter-example is Saul, and it is the more instructive of the two. Saul had inquired of

God by the same means for years. Then he lost access to it: the priest who escaped the

massacre at Nob fled to David and took the ephod with him. So Saul asks, and Scripture

records the silence exactly: "the LORD did not answer him, either by dreams or by Urim or

by prophets" (1 Samuel 28:6). What Saul does next is the thing worth sitting with. He goes

and finds a medium at Endor.
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That sequence describes something permanent about people. A person who will not take

his  verdict  from God does  not  thereafter  live  without  verdicts.  He goes  and gets  one

somewhere else. The substitutes available in the modern world are less dramatic than a

night visit to a medium and function identically — the horoscope, the search engine, the

loudest  voice  in  the  room,  the  friend  chosen  precisely  because  his  answer  is  already

known, or one's own instinct dressed in spiritual vocabulary and relabelled discernment.

Saul's error was not that he needed an answer. It was where he went when heaven went

quiet.

The priest who can hear

And then the instrument itself was lost. With the destruction of the first Temple the Urim

and  Thummim  disappeared,  and  when  the  exiles  returned,  the  record  notes  the

consequence in an almost administrative tone: certain disputed questions were simply set

aside  "until  a  priest  arose with Urim and Thummim" (Ezra 2:63;  Nehemiah 7:65).  The

phrasing is worth reading twice. It is not a lament. It is a deferral — a note entered into

Israel's own Scripture that they were waiting for a priest who could hear.

The Messianic reading of that deferral is not strained. Thummim derives from the Hebrew

root meaning "unblemished,"  and the connection has been drawn explicitly  within this

tradition:  "Yeshua is the unblemished Light of the World and the channel through which

divine communication enters the world. He speaks the word of His Father. When we seek

to know the Father's will, we turn to Him for direction. His divine light illuminates the path

we should take. His perfect, unblemished life exemplifies the direction God would have us

pursue. He is the light, and He is the perfection." He is the Urim; He is the Thummim.

Rabbi Isaac Lichtenstein, a Hungarian rabbi of the nineteenth century who came to faith in

Yeshua late in life and paid for it, saw the whole priestly figure resolve into one person:

"The true, eternal high priest stands before us, wearing the royal and the priestly

crowns; and on His breast, upon His insignia of office, the names of the children of

Israel; while upon and in His heart are the Urim and Thummim, light and perfection."

The names on the chest and the answer in the heart, held by the same person. The priest

Ezra's generation deferred their questions for has stood up.

Where the inquiry went after the Temple

There  is  an  obvious  objection  to  all  of  this,  and it  deserves  an answer  rather  than a

devotional deflection. The Temple is gone. The ephod is gone. If the mediated inquiry was

the design, and the instrument no longer exists, has the design simply lapsed?

It has not. It relocated, and the relocation is described in a passage most readers have

been taught to use for something else entirely.
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"Whatever you bind on earth shall be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on

earth shall be loosed in heaven." (Matthew 18:18)

The vocabulary is legal, not martial. In Hebrew, asar means to bind, and also to forbid; 

hitir means  to  loose,  and  also  to  permit.  The  pair  occurs,  in  the  estimate  of  one

commentary, "literally thousands of times in the Mishnah, Talmud, and rabbinic literature",

and  in  every  instance  it  describes  a  ruling:  a  court  declaring  an  act  prohibited  or

allowable.

The context confirms it.  Matthew 18 opens with a brother who has sinned — and the

commentary  is  careful  about  what  qualifies:  "Hurt  feelings  do  not  qualify  for  this

procedure; neither do perceived, personal moral lapses. The offence must have incurred

real  liability." The  wronged  party  goes  privately.  Failing  that,  he  takes  two  or  three

witnesses, quoting Deuteronomy 19:15 — and these must be eyewitnesses, since "Jewish

courts of law did not accept circumstantial evidence or unverifiable reports." Failing that,

"tell it to the church" — which, as the commentary insists, meant "bring the case to the

beit  din  which  presides  over  the  synagogue," and  emphatically  not "tell  it  to  the

congregants attending your local house of worship." The passage is a legal procedure from

beginning to end.

Before going further, it is worth naming what the verdict is actually for, because the word

can  sound  abstract.  A  verdict  changes  a  decree. A  person  may  be  living  under  a

standing  decree  — of  sickness,  of  poverty,  of  a  family  fracture  that  repeats  down  a

generation — and the point of the inquiry is not information but reversal. Something is in

force; a ruling is sought that will lift it.

Nor is that a foreign idea to the Gospels. The Messiah's healings are strikingly bespoke:

mud on the eyes for one man, a word at a distance for another, a command to go and

show himself to the priest for a third. There is no procedure being repeated. Each is a

case, and each receives its own ruling.

And a  beit din — "house of judgment" — was a court of  three judges, who were  "the

congregational leaders and elders over their communities." It was the lowest court in the

system  and  its  basic  building  block;  Paul  calls  these  "the  smallest  law  courts" (1

Corinthians 6:1). Above it sat a  Sanhedrin Ketanah of twenty-three in any town of more

than a hundred and twenty men, and above that the Great Sanhedrin of seventy-one at

the Temple. Difficult cases travelled upward, which is precisely what Acts 15 records: the

elders at Antioch judged the Gentile question beyond their competence and referred it to

Jerusalem, which ruled and published the ruling.

The number three is not decorative. As the commentary puts it: "Two are necessary for a

majority verdict. Three provide a unanimous vote." Which is why the next two verses read

as they do — "if  two of you agree on earth about anything they ask, it will be done for

them by my Father",  and  "where  two or three are gathered in my name, there I  am

among  them." These  are  not  descriptions  of  a  small  prayer  meeting.  They  are  the

arithmetic of a bench. David Flusser adds the final piece:  "in the name of" is standard
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rabbinic phrasing for transmitting a teacher's ruling — "Rabbi X says in the name of Rabbi

Y." So a court of disciples convenes to bring the Master's own teaching to bear on the

question before it, and He undertakes to be present when it does.

That  last  detail  settles  a  question  this  chapter  has  been  circling.  The  judges  are  not

required to be prophets. Jethro's criteria, in the founding text, are men "well versed in the

Torah… well versed in halachah", possessing three virtues: fear of God, integrity, and

hatred  of  dishonest  gain (Exodus  18:21).  Knowledge  of  what  God  has  said,  and

character. Not revelation.

And the placement of that founding text carries an argument of its own. The Jethro story

sits in Exodus 18,  before Sinai, though chronologically it belongs after. The commentary

explains why:

"Otherwise we might suppose that each person should decide for himself what the

commandments mean and how to apply them. A person who hears the voice of

God might assume that he is answerable only to God. A person who

believes that he is a prophet might feel exempt from submission to

authority, even when that authority is God ordained. The Torah tells the story

of the appointment of the judges to preempt those assumptions."

Which is to say: "Before telling us the story of the giving of the Torah, it tells us the story of

the giving of authority to interpret and apply the Torah." The courts are installed in the text

ahead of the commandments, deliberately, to forestall the private interpreter. The same

source names the modern form of the error without flinching —  "each person thinks of

himself as answerable to Torah alone… He disregards congregational leaders, elders, and

brothers in the LORD in favour of his personal independent interpretation of a Scripture.

Division and discord follows" — and observes that it is especially common in Hebrew-roots

circles. Yeshua Himself ratified the arrangement when He spoke of the "seat of Moses", an

idiom drawn from this very story of Moses sitting to judge.

None  of  which  excludes  prophecy.  It  locates  it.  Paul  applies  the  identical  structure  to

prophetic speech:  "Let  two or three prophets speak, and let the others  weigh what is

said" (1 Corinthians 14:29). The prophetic word is evidence brought before the bench. The

ruling is what the bench does with it.

There is a further consideration that pushes in the same direction, and it comes from the

mechanism rather than the qualifications. Whatever the Urim and Thummim were, the

inquiry  they  served  was  revelatory:  the  tradition  describes  the  Spirit  of  prophecy

descending on the priest as he stood over the stones. So the priestly inquiry was never a

purely juridical exercise in precedent. It was a man who knew the law, seeking an answer

he  did  not  already  possess.  Which  suggests  that  a  court  modelled  on  it  wants  both

faculties present — men who genuinely know what God has said, and who are open to His

speaking  now.  Not  prophets  instead  of teachers,  and  not  teachers  sealed  against the

prophetic. The founding criteria are Torah competence and character; the instrument they

were handed was one that required hearing.
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So the two arrangements sit in the same shape. Under the Temple, a king could not inquire

alone; he stood before a priest who carried twelve tribes over his heart, and the verdict

returned. After the Temple, no believer gets a verdict alone; the matter goes to the elders

who carry that congregation, and "whatever you bind on earth shall be bound in heaven."

The ephod's function did not lapse. It moved into the assembly.

What is at stake in recovering it

It would be easy to file this under church administration. The name of the garment forbids

it. This is the choshen mishpat — the breastpiece of judgment. The vestment is named

after  a  courtroom.  A  verdict  is  not  adjacent  to  the  breastplate's  purpose;  it  is the

breastplate's purpose, and a plate with an empty pocket is not performing the function it

was cut for.

And when a verdict is reached, heaven is said to underwrite it  — not approve of it  in

general terms, but ratify it. The formula a beit din still pronounces when releasing a person

from a vow makes the claim explicit: "Just as this beit din on earth looses, so may it be

loosed in the beit din above." There is a court below and a court above, and the design

has them moving together.

Three consequences follow, and they are not abstract.

It heals. "Is anyone among you sick? Let him call for the elders of the church, and let

them pray over him… and the prayer of faith will save the one who is sick… and if he has

committed sins, he will be forgiven" (James 5:14-15). Healing and a verdict occupy

the same sentence, and both arrive through the elders. The passage is habitually read as a

prayer request. It reads more naturally as a hearing.

It reverses decrees. This is the express hope of the high holidays — "we hope in God's

mercy to reverse any evil decrees against us" — and it is the practical content of binding

and loosing: forbidding what has been operating against a person, permitting what has

been withheld from them.

And it moves what has otherwise not moved. Situations prayed over for years, in

which the receiving has been done and even the asking attempted, but no verdict has

ever been rendered by anyone with standing to render one.

Then the sobering part. This was lost. The commentary states it plainly: the Torah legal

system practised by the apostolic communities "was lost after the second Jewish revolt" —

which ended in 135 CE — and thereafter "Christian ecclesiastical structures rose to fill the

vacuum, but those new structures of authority were not Torah-based." Something else was

built in its place. That is roughly nineteen hundred years without the pattern.

And  Israel  has  not  stopped  asking  for  its  return.  Three  times  a  day,  in  the  eleventh

blessing of the Amidah — the Standing Prayer this study is walking toward:
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"Bring back our judges as it was at first, and our counsellors as it was in the

beginning… and make us righteous in judgment. Blessed are You, O LORD, King

who loves acts of righteousness and judgment."

Tzedakah u'mishpat. The chapter's two words, embedded in a petition begging God to

restore the court. Of everything the church mislaid in the second century, this may be the

piece whose absence is least noticed and most costly. The plate is named for a verdict,

and for nineteen centuries there has been nothing in the pocket.

Which leaves the practical question of how the pocket is used now, and the tradition's own

answer is unglamorous. Nothing is shaken; nothing is cast.  "God expects His people to

bring their concerns, their questions, and their uncertainties to Him. We lay them at His

feet in prayer, and through the efficacy of the priesthood of Messiah, we anticipate clear

answers and clear  direction for  our  lives." Put  more bluntly  by the same tradition:  no

believer should undertake a major decision without first consulting God in prayer — which

is only the Master's own instruction restated. "Ask, and it will be given to you; seek, and

you will find" (Matthew 7:7).

One  question  at  a  time.  Attention  lowered  onto  the  people  being  carried.  A  genuine

expectation of an answer — sometimes impressed directly on the heart, frequently arriving

through a teacher or a brother or a sister, and in every case testable against the Scripture

already given, and against the people God has placed over you.

Urim v'Tummim — (ִׁים ותְמִֻּׁים Lights and perfections." Kept in the folded pouch" (אורּ

of the choshen; the means by which Israel sought a verdict from God. Inquiry was

always mediated through the priesthood — no individual, however senior, held one

privately.

Three — Do

The third motion is the one most Christian readers have never been given, and there is a

specific, traceable reason for that. Before the doing can be described, the thing standing in

front of it has to be moved.

The word that was added

By now the breastplate has shown two of its faces: a status received, at no cost, in a

courtroom not won on the merits — and an instrument for inquiry, housed in the same

garment. Which raises an honest question. Why does so much popular Christian teaching

insist on only the first, compressed into a single phrase — "saved by faith alone"?
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It  is worth knowing exactly where that phrase comes from, because the history is well

documented.

The formulation known as the "five solae" — sola fide, faith alone, among them — was not

coined  by  the  apostles.  It  was  articulated  during  the  Protestant  Reformation  of  the

sixteenth century, in the specific context of a dispute with the Roman Catholic Church over

the mechanics of salvation. That does not make it false. It does make it a tradition roughly

five hundred years old, not an apostolic formula — and worth examining with the same

rigour this book has applied to the Roman-soldier reading of the armour.

The  phrase  "faith  alone"  appears  exactly  once,  word  for  word,  in  the  entire  New

Testament. It is in James 2:24 — and it is there as a denial:  "You see that a person is

justified by works and not  by faith  alone." The only  verse in  the New Testament that

contains the phrase is a verse arguing against it.

Paul, whose theology the phrase is meant to summarise, never writes it. Not once, in any

letter. Its entry into Protestant vocabulary traces to Martin Luther's German translation of

Romans 3:28, where he rendered the verse  "allein durch den Glauben" — "through faith

alone" — inserting the word allein into a sentence that does not contain it in the Greek.

Luther defended the addition on the grounds that it captured the sense of the passage;

the fact remains that the word is a translator's insertion, not a word Paul wrote. And Luther

was uneasy about the one book of the New Testament that stood in the way of his formula

— he referred to the Epistle of James as "an epistle of straw" and argued for demoting its

place in the canon, precisely because it is the one book that states the phrase in order to

reject it.

There is a further layer, and it comes from within Protestant scholarship rather than from

outside it. A century of work on Paul has argued that when he wrote of "works of the law,"

he had in view the identity markers of Jewishness — circumcision, Sabbath, the food laws

— rather than acts of  kindness and justice.  On that reading, the familiar "faith versus

works" sermon has been arguing against something Paul was not opposing.

None of this is an attack on grace, and it should not be read as one. "By grace you have

been saved through faith… not as a result of works, so that no one may boast" (Ephesians

2:8-9) is as clear a statement of unearned salvation as exists anywhere in Scripture, and

nothing in this chapter disputes it. What is worth questioning is narrower: not faith, and

not grace, but the single added word "alone" — because that one word is what quietly

amputated doing from believing, producing a version of the gospel that stops at a private

verdict and never reaches the garment's third face.

Look at the very next sentence after the passage most often quoted to defend the slogan:

"For we are His workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared

beforehand, that we should walk in them" (Ephesians 2:10). Grace is the whole of verses 8

and 9. Works, walked in, is the whole of verse 10. Paul did not consider these to be in

tension.  In  Hebrew the  underlying  concept  was  never  even  a  live  question:  emunah

ָׁה) �נ ,(אֱמו  the word usually translated "faith," already carries the sense of faithfulness —

trust that is inseparable from trustworthy action.  "Faith alone" asks two words that were

never separate to behave as though they are.
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Emunah — (ָאֱמונּה) Faith; more precisely, faithfulness — trust that is inseparable

from trustworthy action. The same root gives the word amen: "so be it," an act of

assent, not a passive feeling.

The prophet Ezekiel makes the same shape of promise: "I will give you a new heart… and I

will cause you to walk in My statutes" (Ezekiel 36:26-27). Grace that produces obedience,

not grace that stands in for it.

What, specifically, is to be done

With the obstruction cleared, the content of the third motion turns out to be unusually well

specified. Yeshua named it  directly when He identified  "the weightier provisions of the

Torah: justice and mercy and faithfulness" (Matthew 23:23). Mishpat, chesed, emunah. Not

opinions held, not positions agreed with. Deeds.

And here the chapter closes into a circle it opened with the two kings.

A  scribe  asks  Yeshua which  commandment  is  the  greatest,  and when the  Master  has

answered, the man repeats it back to Him with an addition of his own:

"Truly, Rabbi, you have spoken well. For God is one, and there is none besides him.

And to love him with all of the heart and with all of the mind and with all of the soul

and with all of the strength, and to love the fellow like your own life — this is greater

than all the burnt offerings and sacrifices." (Mark 12:32-33)

There is none besides him. That is Ein Od Milvado, the doctrine underneath the bittul this

chapter began with — and the scribe places it in the same breath as loving the person

next  to  him,  and rates  the pair  above every  sacrifice offered in  the Temple.  Yeshua's

verdict on the man is that he is not far from the kingdom of God.

It  is  worth  reading the priority  carefully  rather  than overclaiming it.  The scribe is  not

making  an  anti-Temple  argument,  and  neither  is  the  Master;  the  commentary  on  this

passage is careful to note that love is being ranked above ritual, not substituted for it. But

the ranking itself is the point for this chapter. The emptying that dissolves the self and the

deed that serves a neighbour are not two spiritual programmes. They are one motion. The

bittul that takes you off the throne is the same movement that sends you out the door.

How doing justice brings justice back

A sharper question sits underneath the third motion, and answering it loosely is how this

teaching turns into merit theology. If justification is already settled and free, what does the

doing accomplish for the one doing it?
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The distinction worth holding is narrow and it  does all  the work.  The deed does not

purchase the verdict. Justification was handed down from the bench, unearned, and

nothing bought it. But the deed opens the court.

Three lines of evidence converge on that.

Cornelius is the first. He performed acts of righteousness, and the angel's report is that

"your prayers and your alms have ascended for a memorial before God" — whereupon

heaven dispatched a messenger to him. The deed did not earn his standing. It moved God

to act.

The second is the principle of measure.  "Blessed are the merciful, for they shall obtain

mercy." "With  the  measure  you  use,  it  will  be  measured  to  you." James  states  the

consequence  flatly:  "mercy  triumphs  over  judgment." The  justice  a  person  dispenses

becomes the standard applied when their own case is heard.

The third, and the most complete, is Isaiah 58 — where the sequence is laid out in three

consecutive verses. First the deed:

"Is not this the fast that I choose: to loose the bonds of wickedness, to undo the

straps of the yoke, to let the oppressed go free… to share your bread with the

hungry and bring the homeless poor into your house; when you see the naked, to

cover him?" (Isaiah 58:6-7)

Then what returns:

"Then shall your light break forth like the dawn, and your healing shall spring up

speedily; your righteousness shall go before you; the glory of the LORD shall

be your rear guard." (Isaiah 58:8)

And then the third thing:

"Then you shall call, and the LORD will answer." (Isaiah 58:9)

Do the justice; healing and vindication follow; and the line of communication opens. The

chapter's  three  motions,  in  Isaiah's  order,  seven  centuries  before  Paul  assembled  the

armour  —  and  Isaiah  reaches  unprompted  for  the  same  imagery,  with  righteousness

marching ahead of the person and the glory of God covering the rear.

The setting sharpens it further. Isaiah 57:14–58:14 is the haftarah for Yom Kippur — the

single day in the year on which the high priest put on the breastpiece of judgment and

entered the holy of holies. On the one day the garment mattered most, the passage read

aloud in the hearing of Israel is the one insisting that the fast God chooses is to go and do

justice.
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The second line of evidence deserves more weight than it usually gets, because it is stated

as a law rather than an encouragement.  "With the judgment you pronounce you will be

judged, and with the measure you use it will be measured to you" (Matthew 7:2). "Do not

be deceived: God is not mocked, for whatever one sows, that will he also reap" (Galatians

6:7). Reduced to its plainest form: want friends, be friendly; want mercy, give it; want a

hearing, give someone else one. The traffic runs both ways, and the direction a person

sends it is the direction it returns.

Which yields the structural point this chapter has been building toward, and it changes the

three motions from a list into a circuit.  The third motion unlocks the second. Doing

justice is not merely the outflow of having received and asked; it is what opens the court

for the next asking. Isaiah says so in as many words — do the justice, then you shall call

and He will answer. The garment is not a sequence a person completes. It is a cycle that

gathers momentum, or a cycle that stalls.

There is a diagnostic buried in that, and it should be offered as a mechanism rather than a

rebuke.  When  prayer  over  a  long-standing  matter  appears  to  go  unanswered,  Isaiah

locates one possible cause that is rarely considered: the third motion is missing. Not a

failure of faith, and not divine indifference. An incomplete garment — and a circuit that

was never closed.

Why a deed, and not an intention

Which raises the mechanical question this book keeps insisting on: why does it have to be

an act? Why is a sincere heart not sufficient?

The  Tanya answers with an image. The light of the divine presence is compared to the

flame of a candle, and a flame "will not take hold of the wick without oil." You cannot light

a dry wick. And then the application:  "the light of the shekhinah will not dwell upon the

body… except through physical acts of kindness."

Rabbi  Shais Taub,  teaching the passage,  refuses the obvious escape route.  One might

reasonably assume that a soul which is  "a portion of God above" would supply its own

illumination. It does not:  "The divine light is not produced by your neshamah. The divine

light is produced by your body doing mitzvahs." Even the soul of a tzaddik, he says, cannot

serve as fuel for the wick. The oil is the deed done in a body.

So tzedakah is not a way of earning anything. It is the oil. The light will not rest on a wick

that was never lit, and the acts of kindness performed with your hands are what give the

Shekhinah somewhere to settle.

This  is  also  why the  third  motion  cannot  be  discharged in  the  abstract.  "Be  a  better

person" is a mood, not a deed. The instruction is specific and it is physical: pay the debt

nobody knows you paid; forgive the one you have every right to collect; go to the hospital

rather than sending the message; make the call you have been avoiding for three months;

defend the person being discussed when they are not present to defend themselves; feed

someone; take somebody out for a meal; sit with the one who is broken and alone.
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On visiting the sick, the rabbis attach a startling quantity to it. The Talmud teaches that

one who visits the sick  "brings at least one-sixtieth a measure of a healing to the sick

person" — not as a bribe offered to God, but as merit and intensity added to the prayer.

Take the arithmetic at face value for a moment and the implication is communal rather

than individual: one visitor brings a sixtieth; sixty visitors bring the whole. Whether or not

the fraction is meant literally, the instinct behind it is exactly the one this chapter has

been tracing. Healing is not only asked for. It is partly carried in, by bodies that turn up.

And there is a promise attached. When the Roman centurion Cornelius did exactly this, the

angel's words to him were:  "Your prayers and your alms have ascended for a memorial

before God" (Acts 10:4).  The word rendered "alms" occupies the same territory as the

Hebrew tzedakah. And the phrase — for a memorial before God — is the identical phrase

used of the twelve names carried over the priest's heart in Exodus 28:29. The garment

worn and the deed done ascend as one thing, described from two different centuries and

two different angles.

The letter to the Hebrews closes on the same note. After the Temple's daily sacrifices had

structured a thousand years of Israel's worship, and after Rome ended that system in a

single year, the writer tells believers what continues in its place: "Through him then let us

continually offer up a sacrifice of praise to God… And do not neglect to do good and to

share  what  you  have,  for  such  sacrifices  are  pleasing  to  God" (Hebrews  13:15-16).

Tzedakah is named there as a  sacrifice — not a footnote to worship but worship itself,

offered on an altar that no longer has a building around it.

A righteousness that never leaves your own chest is, in the blunt language James used for

it, dead (James 2:26). The re-robed priest does not stand admiring his new vestments. He

walks toward the Holy Place carrying twelve names, and then he walks back out again.

Three Times Off the Throne

So the breastplate resolves into one garment doing three things, and none of the three is

optional.

You receive His righteousness — a status you could not have earned and are not asked to

earn, received the way Joshua received his clean vestments, on the strength of a decision

made above the courtroom.

You  ask with  it  —  because  justice  enacted  without  inquiry  is  not  the  third  face  of

righteousness at all; it is private opinion carrying out its own sentence under a borrowed

name, and it does damage in proportion to the sincerity behind it. The priest received the

vestments, inquired for the verdict, and only then acted. At no point in that sequence was

the standard his own, and at no point was the inquiry his alone.

And you do it — the tzedek u'mishpat God's own name was always paired with, worked

out in the same body that received the garment.
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Which is the deeper unity of the three, and the reason this chapter began where it did.

Each motion removes the wearer from the centre of the transaction. The status is His and

not yours. The verdict is His and not yours. And the work, done in a body that received

both, is still  His and not yours. Three times the wearer gets off the throne — which is

exactly what the two kings in the small city were fighting over in the first place. The old

king does not lose the war in one battle. He is evicted three times by one garment.

And the three do not merely stand together. They feed one another. Receiving clears the

conscience, and a cleared conscience is what makes a person fit to approach and ask.

Asking yields a verdict, and a verdict tells him what to go and do. Doing opens the court

again —  then you shall  call,  and the LORD will  answer — so that the next asking has

somewhere to land. It is a circuit, not a checklist. Which is why removing any one of the

three does not subtract a third of the benefit; it stops the whole thing turning.

That is worth stating as plainly as it can be put, because it is the practical thesis of the

entire chapter.  When the pattern is right, the glory falls. Not because God can be

operated, but because He designed a garment with three working parts and then handed

it to people who have been wearing one of them.

Put on Jesus. Ask Jesus. Then do Jesus. One act, seen from three directions — the way

tzedek and mishpat were always one word, seen from two.

Wear It, Then Go Do It

So put it  on,  and hold all  three motions together.  You are being re-robed — the filthy

garments  removed,  the  true  accusation  overruled  by  a  decision  made  above  the

courtroom, His righteousness placed over the one part of you that could not survive a

direct hit. That is grace, and it is already finished. Stop defending your own record. Stand

behind His. And stop staring at the old garments, because that posture is not humility; it is

the old king in a penitent's coat.

Then use the pocket. Before acting, ask — one question at a time, attention on the people

being carried, with a real expectation of an answer, and with the humility to have that

answer weighed by someone other than yourself.  Nobody in Israel  ever held a private

ephod. The priest whose arrival Ezra's generation deferred their hardest questions for has

stood up, and He is the light and He is the perfection.

And then wear it out the door. Carry the people the way He carries you — their names over

your heart, the way the choshen carried Israel's. Take what you have been shown and go

do it: feed what is hungry, forgive what is owed, defend what has been crushed, balance

what has been tipped unfairly against someone. Let it be said of you what was said of

Cornelius — that your prayers and your acts of justice have ascended together, as one

thing, for a memorial before God.

There is one more thread to pull, and it points straight to where this study goes next. Look

again at Zechariah 3. The accuser is silenced. The filthy garments come off. Joshua is re-

robed — the breastplate goes on. And then, in the very next verse, the LORD tells him: "I
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will give you the right of access among those who are standing here" (Zechariah 3:7) — a

place among the standers in the court of heaven itself.

Notice  the  order.  First  re-robed.  Then  granted  a  place  among  those  who  stand.  The

breastplate is not the end of the sequence; it is what earns the standing that comes after

it.

But standing requires something the chapter has not yet dealt with. Watch the order in

Paul's own sentence: "take up the whole armour of God, that you may be able to withstand

in the evil day, and having done all, to stand" — and then, immediately, the next item he

issues: "having shod your feet" (Ephesians 6:13-15). A soldier can be flawlessly equipped

and still go down, if he has nothing under him. Re-robed, carrying the names, the verdict

in hand — the next thing needed is footing. And what Paul straps to the feet of a man

dressed for war is not what anyone would predict.

Key Hebrew Terms in This Chapter

Term Hebrew Meaning

Yesh ֵּש� י "There is" — the self or ego, falsely claiming independent

existence apart from God

Bittul �ל ב�טִ�ו Self-nullification — becoming nothing, so that God is everything

Ein Od

Milvado

אֵּין עוֹד

�וֹ מִלבְַּד

"There is none besides Him" — nothing possesses existence of its

own

Choshen חֹש�ֶן The High Priest's breastpiece of judgment, worn over the heart

Mishpat ָׁט מִש�ְפ� Judgment; justice

Tzedek צדֶֶק Righteousness — never separable from mishpat: right-standing

and right-doing together

Tzedakah צדְָׁקָׁה Righteousness enacted — charity, justice done for another

Urim

v'Tummim

�ריִם או

ותְמֻ�ִים

"Lights and perfections" — kept in the pouch of the choshen; the

mediated means by which Israel sought God's verdict

Beit din ין ִ� �ֵּית ד ב "House of judgment" — the local court of three elders; the lowest

court in the system and its basic unit

Beinoni �ֵּינוֹניִ ב The "in-between one" — the ordinary person who does right while

still feeling every pull the other way

Asar / Hitir אָׁסַּר / הִת�יִר To bind (forbid) and to loose (permit) — the standard vocabulary

of a court ruling
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Term Hebrew Meaning

Emunah ָׁה �נ אֱמו Faith; more precisely, faithfulness — trust inseparable from

trustworthy action

Avon עָׁוֹן Iniquity — the guilt and weight that clings to a person because of

sin

Discussion Questions

The Tanya teaches that arrogance is idolatry — and that saying "I'm a loser, no one

likes me, I'm never good at anything" qualifies, because it still assumes a self with

independent standing. Does that reframe anything about how you talk to yourself?

What would bittul look like in your week, as distinct from simply thinking less of

yourself?

Zechariah 3 shows Joshua re-robed before he does anything to earn it — the accusation

against him was true, but overruled. Where have you tried to answer an accusation

(from others, or from yourself) with your record instead of receiving a righteousness

that was never yours to earn?

The tradition pictures the answer being spelled out of the letters of the tribal names —

God's verdict illuminated out of the very people the priest was carrying. If carrying

people and hearing God are one act rather than two, whose names would need to be

over your heart before you could expect to hear clearly?

Joshua had to inquire through Eleazar; David, though king, had to call for Abiathar.

Nobody in Israel held a private ephod. How does that sit with the way guidance is

usually described and acted on in the churches you have been part of?

Saul lost his access to the Urim and Thummim, asked God, heard nothing, and went to

a medium at Endor. Where do you go when heaven seems quiet — and how honestly

would you describe that habit if you named it out loud?

This chapter traces the phrase "faith alone" to a sixteenth-century translation choice,

and notes that the New Testament's one use of the exact phrase is a denial of it (James

2:24). Does this change how you read the relationship between grace and good works?

What stays the same, and what shifts?

Yeshua named the weightier matters as justice, mercy and faithfulness (Matthew

23:23). Which of the three is thinnest in your own practice, and what is one specific,

physical thing you could do about it this week?

The Tanya says the light will not rest on a wick without oil — that a soul, however holy,

cannot supply what a body doing acts of kindness supplies. Why might God have

arranged it that way, rather than letting sincere intention be enough?

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 

6. 

7. 

8. 
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The Jethro story is placed before Sinai so that no one who hears God's voice, or

believes himself a prophet, can claim exemption from submission. Where have you

seen that exemption claimed — and where have you been tempted to claim it?

A beit din was three elders, chosen for knowledge of God's word, fear of God, integrity

and hatred of dishonest gain — not for prophetic gifting. Does your church have

anything that functions this way? What would need to be true before it could?

The chapter argues that the deed does not purchase the verdict but does open the

court, and that Isaiah 58 puts healing and answered prayer after doing justice. Is there

something you have prayed about for years where the third motion has never been

attempted?

The chapter argues that justice done without inquiry is "private opinion carrying out its

own sentence under a borrowed name." Can you think of a time you were certain you

were doing the right thing, and had not actually asked? What did it cost?

The breastplate earns Joshua "a place among those who are standing" (Zechariah 3:7)

— and Paul's very next item is footwear. Why might standing, rather than advancing,

be the thing the armour is built for?

Further Reading

Rabbi Schneur Zalman of Liadi, Tanya, chapters 9-11 — the "Small City" parable of two

kings fighting for the throne; the root teaching behind the yesh material that opens this

chapter.

Rabbi Schneur Zalman of Liadi, Tanya, chapter 22 (via Rabbi Shais Taub, Week 33) —

arrogance as idolatry, and why self-deprecation is a form of it.

Rabbi Schneur Zalman of Liadi, Tanya (via Rabbi Shais Taub, Week 58) — the wick and

the oil: why the divine light rests on the body doing mitzvahs rather than on the soul.

Beth Immanuel, audio teaching series on Romans 3–5 — justification as legal

exoneration ("guilty as charged, and acquitted anyway"), not the popular "just as if I'd

never sinned."

Beth Immanuel, audio teaching on Hebrews 13 ("Sacrifice of Praise") — tzedakah as the

sacrifice that continues after the Temple.

Jacob Fronczak, Rethinking the Five Solae — a fuller treatment of the sixteenth-century

origin of "faith alone" and how the Reformation-era solae relate to Paul's own language.

D. Thomas Lancaster, The Holy Epistle to the Galatians — on Galatians 2:20 and "no

longer I who live" as a sustained, daily posture rather than a one-time event.

Torah Club Volumes 1, 2 and 5, Tetzaveh — the three treatments of the Urim and

Thummim, including the disagreement between them about what the objects actually

were.

9. 

10. 

11. 

12. 

13. 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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All  primary-source  quotations  have  been  verified  against  the  teaching  library.  Three

readings in this chapter are the homiletical synthesis of this teaching series rather than

received tradition, and are presented as insight: the three-motion structure (receive, ask,

do); the inference from Numbers 27:21 and 1 Samuel 30:7 that a leading which refuses to

be tested is operating outside the pattern Scripture gives; and the tying of Mark 12:32-33

back to  Ein  Od Milvado.  The glimmering-letters  account  of  the Urim and Thummim is

explicitly rabbinic tradition, not description — the sources themselves say no one knows.

Numbers 27:21, 1 Samuel 28:6 and 1 Samuel 30:7-8 are quoted directly from Scripture

rather than from the teaching library. Drash is distinguished from Peshat throughout.
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Appendix B: A Note on Sources

Why This Book Draws on Jewish and Talmudic Literature

If you have come to this book from a Protestant background, you may have noticed that it

quotes  sources  you  have  never  encountered  in  church:  the  Talmud,  the  Midrash,

Maimonides, Rabbi Nachman of Breslov, the Tanya. You may be wondering why a Christian

teaching should need any of this. You may have been told — as many Christians have —

that the Talmud is suspect, or anti-Christian, or simply irrelevant.

This appendix explains why we disagree, and why we think engaging with these sources

makes us better readers of the New Testament, not worse ones.

The Basic Situation

The New Testament was written entirely by Jewish authors. Paul was a Jewish Pharisee

trained  under  Gamliel  in  Jerusalem.  Peter  was  a  Jewish  fisherman  from  the  Galilee.

Matthew was a Jewish tax collector. John was a Jewish priest's relative. Jesus himself was a

Jewish rabbi who taught in synagogues, observed the Torah, kept the Jewish festivals, and

was addressed in Hebrew and Aramaic by his disciples. The first believers were Jewish. The

first churches were, in many cities, gatherings of Jewish and Gentile followers together in

an essentially Jewish community structure.

This is not a minor detail. It means that when these authors wrote, they assumed their

readers shared a common Jewish world — a world of Psalms and prophecy, of Sabbath and

sacrifice, of the Temple and the Sages, of oral traditions and rabbinic debate. They did not

explain that world; they assumed it. And most of that assumed background is not in the

Old Testament alone.

The Jewish world of the first century was also shaped by a vast body of oral and written

teaching  that  grew  up  around  the  Hebrew  Scriptures:  the  traditions  of  the  Sages,

eventually codified in the Mishnah and the Talmud. These traditions were alive and active

in  the  synagogue world  that  Jesus  and Paul  inhabited.  Jesus  debated Pharisees  about

divorce law (Matthew 19) using the framework of  the Hillel–Shammai controversy — a

rabbinic debate that is only explicable in the light of the Mishnah. He quoted interpretive

traditions that appear nowhere in the Hebrew Bible but are preserved in the Talmud. His

parables echo the parabolic style of the Sages. Paul's letters are saturated with midrashic

techniques  —  ways  of  reading  and  connecting  Scripture  —  that  were  the  everyday

currency of Jewish interpretation in the first century.
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The  short  version:  you  cannot  fully  understand  the  New  Testament  without  some

knowledge of the world that produced it, and that world includes Talmudic and rabbinic

literature.

What These Sources Are

For readers unfamiliar with this literature, a brief introduction is useful.

The Sages is the collective term for the rabbis and Torah scholars of the apostolic period

and the centuries immediately following — roughly 100 BCE to 500 CE. Some of them were

contemporaries of the apostles. Their teachings, debates, and stories are preserved in the

Mishnah, the Midrash, and the Talmud.

The Mishnah (also  called the Oral  Torah)  is  a  collection of  legislation and traditional

rulings that were passed along orally for generations before being written down at the

beginning  of  the  third  century  CE.  It  contains  the  traditional  explanations  of  how the

commandments of the Torah were to be kept, many of which were already being debated

in the days of Jesus. The Hillel–Shammai controversies Jesus engaged with are Mishnaic

controversies.

The  Talmud is  a  voluminous  record  of  rabbinic  discussions  about  the  Mishnah.  The

Mishnah is the core text; the surrounding argumentation (called the Gemara) fills in the

legal disputes, ethical instruction, scriptural exposition, historical anecdotes, and stories of

the Sages. Two versions exist: the Jerusalem Talmud (compiled by the sages of the land of

Israel)  and  the  Babylonian  Talmud  (compiled  by  the  sages  of  Babylon).  They  were

completed in the fifth and sixth centuries CE but contain material that reaches back to

Ezra's time. When this book cites a Talmudic source — for example, Talmud Shabbat 55a

(the seal of God is truth) or  Talmud Arachin 16a (the priestly garments and what they

atone for) — it is citing this body of literature.

The Midrash (from the Hebrew root meaning "to search out") is a collection of rabbinic

biblical interpretation: creative retellings, parables, word studies, typological readings, and

moral teachings. It is neither systematic theology nor historical chronicle, but it illuminates

how the Jewish community understood its own texts at key moments in history.

Later sources in  this  book include medieval  and early-modern commentators  (Rashi,

Maimonides/Rambam,  Nachmanides/Ramban)  and  Hasidic  teachers,  particularly  the

Chabad tradition rooted in the Tanya of Rabbi Schneur Zalman of Liadi (1745–1812) and

the Likkutei Moharan of Rabbi Nachman of Breslov (1772–1810). These are later sources —

they post-date Paul by more than a thousand years — and we use them differently: not to

establish what Paul meant, but to draw out spiritual depths in the text that resonate with

and illuminate it.
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The Wider Library: Apocrypha, Pseudepigrapha, and the

Septuagint

There is a second, older layer of extra-biblical material this book draws on, and it deserves

its own explanation because it is a different kind of source from the Talmud.

Between the return from Babylonian exile and the opening of the apostolic era — roughly

the fifth century BCE to the first century CE — a large body of Jewish religious writing was

produced that never entered the Hebrew (or Protestant) biblical canon. Scholars group it

under two labels: the Apocrypha (works like Ben Sira, Maccabees, Judith, Tobit, and the

Wisdom of Solomon, most of which appear in Catholic and Orthodox Bibles though not

Protestant ones) and the Pseudepigrapha (works like Enoch, Jubilees, and the Testament

of the Twelve Patriarchs, which no major tradition treats as Scripture). Alongside these sit

the  Dead Sea Scrolls,  the  library  of  a  first-century  Jewish  community  discovered  at

Qumran in 1947, and the  Septuagint,  the Greek translation of the Hebrew Bible used

throughout the diaspora — including, almost certainly, by Paul himself.

Why does a book about Ephesians 6 need any of this? Because a piece of literature studied

in isolation from the wider body of writing that surrounded it is easy to misread. You can

know what a passage says without knowing what it means or why it was written that way

— and the surrounding literature is often what supplies the missing why. This is exactly the

situation with the Wisdom of Solomon passage quoted in the opening pages of this book

(Wisdom 5:17–19): read alone, it looks like a curiosity. Read alongside Isaiah 59 and the

rest of the apocalyptic literature of the period, it becomes evidence that the Divine Warrior

imagery  Paul  draws  on  was  already  a  recognised,  pre-Christian  Jewish  pattern  — not

something Paul invented, and not something borrowed from a Roman legionary.

Using these sources does not mean treating them as inspired Scripture. Citing the Wisdom

of Solomon for historical context is not the same claim as citing Isaiah as the word of God

— the  same  way  a  historian  citing  a  first-century  letter  is  not  claiming  the  letter  is

infallible,  only that it  is  evidence of what people at the time believed and wrote.  This

distinction — engaging a source for what it tells us about a period, without granting it

scriptural authority — is the same distinction this appendix already draws for the Talmud

and Midrash above, and it applies with even more force here, since none of these texts

were ever proposed as Scripture by any tradition this book follows.

One  further  thread  worth  knowing:  this  whole  body  of  literature  exists  because  of  a

decision  made by  the  generation  that  returned from Babylonian  exile  under  Ezra  and

Nehemiah — sometimes called the Great Assembly. Facing a people who had repeatedly

drifted from the Torah and back again, they instituted the synagogue system: a place of

teaching and prayer in every town, the Torah read aloud on a fixed cycle, and a teacher-to-

disciple chain for passing on what was taught. That same generation and the centuries

that followed it produced the apocryphal and pseudepigraphal writings referenced in this

book — first-century religious literature written inside that same teaching culture, even

though it never became part of the biblical canon itself. Knowing that history is part of

knowing why these texts read the way they do,  and why the earliest  church so often

quoted them without treating them as an embarrassment.
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Why Christians Have Been Hostile

Christianity and rabbinic Judaism parted ways in the late first and second centuries, and

the relationship between them was not peaceful. Jewish communities sometimes opposed

the early church; the church, once it gained imperial power, returned the favour. Copies of

the Talmud were burned in Europe during the Middle Ages. The hostility was mutual and

ugly.

Later, the Reformation produced sola scriptura — the doctrine that Scripture alone is the

Christian's authority. In practice this became, for many, a posture of suspicion toward any

extra-biblical source, including Jewish tradition. The reasoning was: we have the Bible; why

do we need anything else?

This book takes a different view, for three reasons.

First, Christians are not actually sola scriptura in practice. The canon of Scripture

itself is a tradition — a decision made by councils of early church leaders, not handed

down from heaven. The Trinity is a tradition — not a word that appears in the Bible, but a

theological formulation arrived at through centuries of debate and codified at Nicaea in

325 CE. The practice of Sunday worship is a tradition. The Protestant church is not "Bible

only"; it is "Bible plus our inherited interpretation of it." That inherited interpretation came

from someone. The question is not whether we use extra-biblical sources, but which ones

we use and how honestly we acknowledge them.

Second, Jesus himself drew on and engaged with the oral tradition. In the Sermon

on the Mount (Matthew 5–7), he interacts with the contemporary debates of the Sages. In

Matthew 23, he acknowledges that the Pharisees "sit in Moses' seat" — a phrase that has

no Old Testament source but is a recognised rabbinic concept. He recites the  Shema in

Mark 12:29 in a context that implies his listeners know the daily practice of reciting it. "It is

enough for  the disciple  to  be like his  teacher"  (Matthew 10:25).  If  the Teacher  of  the

disciples engaged with the oral tradition, his disciples may engage with it too.

The clearest example of all is the meal Jesus was eating on the night he was betrayed. The

Torah's own instructions for Passover are comparatively spare: eat unleavened bread, eat

it in haste, tell your son why (Exodus 12–13). The Last Supper, by contrast, follows a much

fuller structure — multiple cups of wine passed at specific points, a hymn sung at the

meal's close (Matthew 26:30, almost certainly the Hallel, Psalms 113–118), bread broken

and explained mid-meal. None of that fuller structure is spelled out in the Torah. It is the

Seder — the ordered Passover liturgy that the Mishnah, in the tractate  Pesachim,  later

writes down in detail: the four cups, the reclining, the dipping, the set order of blessings.

Jesus did not invent that structure and he did not object to it. He kept it, the way it was

kept in his own generation, and used it as the setting for the new thing he was doing. If

the Passover Seder — a tradition of ordered worship nowhere commanded verse-by-verse

in Scripture, later codified in the Mishnah — was good enough for the Last Supper, it is

difficult to argue that a Christian reader today should refuse to even look at how that same

body of tradition explains the world Jesus and Paul lived in.
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Third,  the  tradition  is  the  only  way  to  understand  many  New  Testament

passages accurately. The FFOZ scholar D. Thomas Lancaster writes: "The vast majority

of  Christians  do  not  interact  with  the  rabbinic  tradition  at  all.  As  a  consequence,  the

tradition  is  poorly  understood  and  even  attacked...  Even  many  in  the  Hebrew  Roots

movement disparage the teachings of the rabbis and ancient sages without realizing that

in many ways we rely on these very teachings to interpret the Bible." Without access to

the Talmud's discussion of  priestly garments (Arachin 16a, Zevachim 88a),  you cannot

hear what Paul's readers would have heard when he said "breastplate of righteousness."

Without the Talmudic discussion of the letter tav and the Passover mark (Talmud Shabbat

55a, Sanhedrin 92a), you cannot follow the thread that connects Ezekiel 9 to Revelation 7.

The meaning is there, in the text — but it is encoded in a world that only the sources can

decode.

The History of Anti-Talmud Sentiment

Christians have not always been hostile to Jewish sources, but there is a clear historical

root to the hostility that exists today, and it is worth naming.

In 1700, a German anti-Semite named Johann Eisenmenger spent nineteen years living

covertly  inside  Jewish  communities  in  Frankfurt  and  Amsterdam,  learning  Hebrew and

Aramaic  and  collecting  thousands  of  quotes  from Talmudic,  Midrashic,  and  Kabbalistic

literature. He then published a 2,000-page work called  Judaism Unmasked in which he

presented those quotes — many torn completely from their context — with anti-Semitic

commentary. The book was the template for every subsequent conspiracy theory about

the Talmud. Its reach was catastrophic: later 19th-century works by August Rohling (The

Talmudic Jew, 1876) drew directly from it, fabricated additional quotes, and were used as

"evidence"  during  blood  libel  trials  in  which  Jewish  communities  were  accused  of

murdering Christian children.

Contemporary Christian scholars  exposed these works as frauds.  The Lutheran biblical

scholar Franz Delitzsch — who was fluent in Hebrew and Aramaic and learned from rabbis

—  wrote  a  point-by-point  refutation  of  Rohling  that  destroyed  his  credibility.  But  the

damage was done. Eisenmenger's template shaped how millions of European Christians

thought about the Talmud, and its descendant ideas fed directly into Nazi propaganda.

FFOZ's teaching on this history is unambiguous: "I do not think it is an exaggeration to

think about Eisenmenger's work, Judaism Unmasked, as the first domino which eventually

led to the 20th century horrors of the Holocaust."

None of this means the Talmud is infallible or that every rabbinic ruling is correct. But it

does  mean that  the  reflex  hostility  many Christians  feel  toward  Jewish  sources  has  a

poisoned historical root — not a theological one. When you encounter someone attacking

the Talmud, you are almost certainly encountering the long echo of Eisenmenger, not a

careful reading of the text.
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What We Are Not Claiming

Quoting the Talmud does not mean that rabbinic Judaism is right about everything. The

Talmud does not accept Jesus as the Messiah. In places it is explicitly hostile to Christianity.

In  others  it  contains  material  that  later  Jewish  scholarship  has  itself  questioned  or

reinterpreted. We do not cite the Talmud as though it carries the authority of Scripture. We

cite  it  the  way  a  historian  cites  a  contemporary  source:  as  evidence  of  what  people

believed, what words meant, and what practices looked like, in the world where the New

Testament was written.

We also draw on Hasidic and Kabbalistic sources — Chabad, the Tanya, the teachings of

the Baal Shem Tov and Rabbi Nachman. These are later than Paul by many centuries. We

do not read them back into Paul as though Paul was a Kabbalist.  We use them at the

summit of each chapter as a  Sod movement — a deeper current, a resonance, a place

where the mystical Jewish tradition touches something the New Testament passage also

reaches toward.  Readers may find this  illuminating or may choose to set it  aside;  the

chapters stand without it.

A personal word here, from me rather than from "this book" in the abstract. I know that for

a great many Christians reading this, the Tanya in particular will sound like the strangest

name on this page — a book most will never have heard of, from a stream of Judaism

further from the church than the Talmud is, and I expect some readers will wonder whether

I have lost the plot by quoting it at all. I understand the instinct. I would have shared it

once. But I have come to regard the Tanya as one of the finest books on discipleship, on

genuine intimacy with God, and on walking in step with the Holy Spirit that I have ever

studied — not despite it being a Jewish source outside my own tradition, but in large part

because of the rigour and depth its authors bring to questions the church often answers

too quickly: what your soul actually is, why you feel two competing pulls inside yourself,

what it costs to actually surrender to God rather than merely agree with Him. I do not ask

you to take my word for its value. I only ask that you weigh what it actually says here,

chapter  by  chapter,  before  deciding  whether  the  source  is  more  important  than  the

substance.

The standard we apply to every source is this: does it help us understand what the text

actually says? Sources that illuminate are welcomed. Sources that distort are set aside.

Scripture remains the authority. Everything else is in service of it.

The Sources Used in This Book

First Fruits of Zion (FFOZ) — A Messianic Jewish scholarly organisation whose Torah

Club commentary series provides the stylistic and interpretive framework this book follows

most  closely.  Their  works  Restoration and  Rethinking  the  Five  Solae offer  a  detailed

defence of engaging with Jewish sources. Their teaching  What Does the Talmud Actually

Say? is  the best  single introduction to the Talmud for  a Christian audience and is  the

source for the Eisenmenger history in this appendix. Their teaching Hey, That's Not in the
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Bible is the source for "The Wider Library" section above, on apocrypha, pseudepigrapha,

the Dead Sea Scrolls, the Septuagint, and the Great Assembly's founding of the synagogue

and oral-transmission system.

Torah Club (FFOZ) — A seven-volume commentary on the weekly Torah portions. The

most important model for the narrative-academic style of this book.

Beth Immanuel Sabbath Fellowship — Messianic Jewish teaching and commentary,

particularly on the epistles of Paul.

Chabad / Tanya — The Chabad Hasidic tradition, centred on the  Tanya (Rabbi Schneur

Zalman of Liadi) and the Likkutei Moharan (Rabbi Nachman of Breslov). Used particularly

in the Sod sections.

Dead Sea Scrolls — First-century Jewish manuscripts  discovered at  Qumran in 1947.

Among the most important archaeological finds for understanding the world in which the

New Testament was written.

The Wisdom of  Solomon — A  Jewish  text  written  in  Greek,  probably  in  Alexandria,

between  100  BCE and  50  CE.  Not  in  the  Protestant  canon,  but  cited  in  this  book  as

evidence of pre-Pauline Jewish thinking about the Divine Warrior and the armour of God

(Wisdom 5:17–20). It was widely known in the early church and cited without apology by

the early fathers. See "The Wider Library" above for how this book uses apocryphal and

pseudepigraphal texts like this one.

Talmudic tractates cited in this book include:

Talmud Shabbat 55a — "The seal of God is emet (truth)"

Talmud Shabbat 104a — the letters of emet and sheker and what they stand on

Talmud Arachin 16a — the priestly garments and what sins each atones for

Talmud Zevachim 88a — the breastplate of judgment and its atoning function

Talmud Sanhedrin 92a — the tav mark and the resurrection of the dead

Mishnah Avot (Pirkei Avot) — Ethics of the Fathers, wisdom literature of the Sages

For further reading on why Christians benefit from engaging with Jewish sources, see the

Further Study list in Appendix C, which includes FFOZ's Restoration and Rethinking the Five

Solae.

• 

• 
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