Psalms 113 - 118
Psalm 113 is one of pure praise. Its subject is the greatness and condescending goodness of the God of Israel. With this psalm begins the Hallel, or Hallelujah of the Jews, which was sung at their solemn feasts of Hanukkah, New Year’s and Passover. We may call it the Commencement of the Hallel. Dr. Edersheim tells us that the Talmud dwells upon the particular suitableness of the Hallel to the Passover, “since it not only recorded the goodness of God towards Israel, but especially their deliverance from Egypt.” 
The Jews have handed down the tradition, that this psalm and those that follow on to Psalm 118 were all sung at the Passover. The Jews perceived in these six psalms some link of close connection. They all speak of God the Redeemer, in some aspect of His redeeming character. Perhaps these psalms occupied Jesus in the Upper Room on the night of His betrayal.  In Psalm 113, He sang praise to Him who redeems from the lowest depth. In Psalm 114, He sang praise to Him who once redeemed Israel, and shall redeem Israel again. In Psalm 115, he uttered a song -  over earth’s fallen idols – to Him who blesses Israel and the world. In Psalms 116, He sang His resurrection song of thanksgiving by anticipation. In Psalm 117, He led the song of praise for the great congregation. In Psalm 118, He poured forth the story of His suffering conflict, triumph and glorification. 
In Psalm 114, God is spoken of as leading forth His people from Egypt to Canaan, and causing the whole earth to be moved at His coming. 

In Psalm 115, the psalmist sarcastically dismisses the idols of the nations and reminds Israel that the LORD is their help and their shield, in whom they trust. 

Personal love fostered by a personal experience of redemption is the theme of Psalm 116. God rescues the psalmist from death and gives rest to his soul. 

Psalm 117 is a   very short psalm if you regard the words, but of very great compass if you consider the meaning. This psalm burst beyond all bounds of race or nationality, calling upon all mankind to praise the name of the LORD. 
Psalm 118 seems to describe either David or some other man of God who was appointed by the divine choice to a high and honorable office in Israel. This elect champion found himself rejected by his friends and fellow-countrymen, and at the same time violently opposed by his enemies. In faith in God he battles for his appointed place, and in due time he obtains it in such a way as greatly to display the power and goodness of the Lord. . We are now arrived at the concluding portion of the hymn, which Christ and his disciples sung preparatory to their going forth to the Mount of Olives. This psalm is also the most frequently quoted Old Testament passage in the New Testament. 
Hanukkah

The story of Hanukkah begins in the reign of Alexander the Great. Alexander conquered Syria, Egypt and Palestine, but allowed the lands under his control to continue observing their own religions and retain a certain degree of autonomy. Under this relatively benevolent rule, many Jews assimilated much of Hellenistic culture, adopting the language, the customs and the dress of the Greeks, in much the same way that Jews in America today blend into the secular American society. 

More than a century later, a successor of Alexander, Antiochus IV was in control of the region. He began to oppress the Jews severely, placing a Hellenistic priest in the Temple, massacring Jews, prohibiting the practice of the Jewish religion, and desecrating the Temple by requiring the sacrifice of pigs (a non-kosher animal) on the altar. Two groups opposed Antiochus: a basically nationalistic group led by Mattathias the Hasmonean and his son Judah Maccabee, and a religious traditionalist group known as the Chasidim, the forerunners of the Pharisees. They joined forces in a revolt against both the assimilation of the Hellenistic Jews and oppression by the Seleucid Greek government. The revolution succeeded and the Temple was rededicated. 

According to tradition as recorded in the Talmud, at the time of the rededication, there was very little oil left that had not been defiled by the Greeks. Oil was needed for the menorah (candelabrum) in the Temple, which was supposed to burn throughout the night every night. There was only enough oil to burn for one day, yet miraculously, it burned for eight days, the time needed to prepare a fresh supply of oil for the menorah. An eight day festival was declared to commemorate this miracle. 
Hanukah celebrates the events of year 167 BC, when Jewish rebels led by Judah the Maccabee defeated the Syrian-Greek Antiochus IV, briefly regaining their independence. Part of the miracle the holiday celebrates is that a one-day supply of oil in the Holy Temple lasted 8 days.
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Medieval Jews focused on the divine miraculous activity in Hanukkah, projecting their own sense of helplessness and their longing for the messianic redeemer to do it all for them. 

By contrast, modern Zionists saw in Hanukkah a reflection of their agenda: They celebrated Maccabee military prowess and political achievement. 

For modern liberal Jews, Hanukkah became the holiday of religious freedom. The Maccabee fight was presented as the uprising of a religious community against suppression. The Festival of Lights was a victory for, and a living model of, the religious tolerance that Jews sought in the modern world.

American Jews have turned Hanukkah into the great gift-giving holiday. Christmas is so pervasive in America, and the children's sense of being shut out was so fierce, that Hanukkah was rededicated as the season for giving.

"The Maccabees and the miracles they witnessed reminds us that faith and perseverance are powerful forces that can sustain us in difficult times and help us overcome even the greatest odds," said Mr. Obama. "May Hanukkah's lessons inspire us all to give thanks for the blessings we enjoy, to find light in times of darkness, and to work together for a brighter, more hopeful tomorrow," the president said.
Sermon # 1

Psalms 113 – 118 comprise the Hallel of the Jews, a collection of psalms sung at the three solemn feasts of Hanukkah, New Year’s, and Passover. 

Today, we will examine the relation of the Hallel to Hanukkah. Hanukkah this year was December 11-18.
Alexander the Great conquered the world for Greek language, arts, and culture. However, he was a benevolent ruler who permitted his subjects to worship as they chose. One of his successors about 150 years later, was not so gracious. Antiochus IV demanded his subjects become Greek in their worship also. He was a cruel man, who brutally enforced his demands. He desecrated the temple in Jerusalem, even sacrificing pigs on the altar. The Maccabees resisted and successfully revolted, rededicating the temple in 167 BC. 
During the rededication, the menorah was to burn throughout the night for eight days. According to Jewish tradition, the available kosher oil would only last one night; however, it lasted the full eight days. 
Consequently, a festival of lights lasting eight days was celebrated each year. It recalls the Hanukkah miracle and looks forward in hope to the miraculous coming of the Messiah, the Light of the world. 
 Hope is the source of life.  You cannot live without hope.  In the 1950’s, Mr. Wright had untreatable cancer that had spread throughout his body.  He responded with astonishing speed to a new experimental drug.  Mr. Wright continued to be well until press reports came out two months later questioning the effectiveness of this drug.  He then deteriorated rapidly to his original condition.  His doctor decided on a gentle subterfuge.  He told him the original shipments of this new drug had been spoiled through improper storage.  He then had his patient injected with water that he described as part of a new shipment.  Mr. Wright got better, this time more rapidly than before.  It was impossible to insulate Mr. Wright from news stories two months later declaring this drug medically worthless.  A few days later he was readmitted to the hospital and died within two days.
Hope is the same thing as remembering.  Paul LeCour  Psalm 113 praises the LORD as the God who raises the poor from the dust. (113:7) And Psalm 114 speaks of the whole earth resonating with joy at the rescue of the Hebrews from Egypt. A bit of trivia. The name “Hebrew” was given to the Jews in Egypt and it means “dusty ones.”
The Jews remember the miracle of release from Egypt and that gives them hope for the future coming of the Messiah.
Psalm 118 is Messianic throughout. Mimicing the experience of David or the whole nation, the Messiah will be rejected and opposed, but, through God’s doing will be exalted to the chief position. “The stone the builders rejected has become the chief corner stone. This is the LORD’s doing; it is marvelous in our eyes. (118:22-23) Did you know the most quoted passage from the Old Testament is Psalm 118:22. It appears 6 times in the New Testament. 

The whole NT explodes with hope and it all centers on Jesus and the cross.  The more you trust the cross, the closer you come to Christ and His cross; the more you hope.  Why?  Because from our perspective, the cross is hopeless.  Two disciples who saw the cross with their own eyes said, “We had hoped this was the One who would redeem Israel.”  (Luke 24:24)The experience of the cross killed their hope.  And precisely for this reason, the cross is the source of all hope.  

Because the cross is so totally hopeless; the cross is the source of all hope.  If God can accomplish forgiveness, peace, and life from the hopeless cross so overflowing with suffering, pain, and death; imagine what he can do when your situation is hopeless, when you hurt, when you are dying.  
Go to the cross when you have no reasonable hope that anyone can or will love you or forgive you after what you have done.  Go to the cross when you despair of ever finding peace in this conflicted world.  Go to the cross when your life is filled with suffering and there is no hope.  Go to the cross when death comes near and all is hopeless.  

You see, we have a God who shared our suffering so we might share His glory.  That gives suffering dignity.  More than that, the cross convinces us that we have a God who accomplishes His glory through suffering.  That makes all of life, even the difficult places, hopeful.  Therefore, exactly when things are most hopeless, we are most hope-filled.

Rosh Hashanah
In the seventh month, on the first of the month, there shall be a sabbath for you, a remembrance with shofar blasts, a holy convocation. Leviticus 16:24 

Rosh Hashanah occurs on the first and second days of Tishri. In Hebrew, Rosh Hashanah means, literally, "head of the year" or "first of the year." Rosh Hashanah is commonly known as the Jewish New Year. There is one important similarity between the Jewish New Year and the American one: Many Americans use the New Year as a time to plan a better life, making "resolutions." Likewise, the Jewish New Year is a time to begin introspection, looking back at the mistakes of the past year and planning the changes to make in the new year. 
The name "Rosh Hashanah" is not used in the Bible to discuss this holiday. The Bible refers to the holiday as Yom Ha-Zikkaron (the day of remembrance) or Yom Teruah (the day of the sounding of the shofar). The holiday is instituted in Leviticus 23:24-25. 

No work is permitted on Rosh Hashanah. Much of the day is spent in synagogue, where the regular daily liturgy is somewhat expanded. In fact, there is a special prayerbook called the machzor used for Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur because of the extensive liturgical changes for these holidays. 

Another popular observance during this holiday is eating apples dipped in honey, a symbol of our wish for a sweet new year. 
Another popular practice of the holiday is Tashlikh ("casting off"). We walk to flowing water, such as a creek or river, on the afternoon of the first day and empty our pockets into the river, symbolically casting off our sins. Small pieces of bread are commonly put in the pocket to cast off. This practice is not discussed in the Bible, but is a long-standing custom. 
Religious services for the holiday focus on the concept of God's sovereignty. 

The common greeting at this time is L'shanah tovah ("for a good year"). This is a shortening of "L'shanah tovah tikatev v'taihatem" (or to women, "L'shanah tovah tikatevi v'taihatemi"), which means "May you be inscribed and sealed for a good year." 
You may notice that the Bible speaks of Rosh Hashanah as occurring on the first day of the seventh month. The first month of the Jewish calendar is Nissan, occurring in March and April. Why, then, does the Jewish "new year" occur in Tishri, the seventh month? 

Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur are the most important of all Jewish Holidays and the only holidays that are purely religious, as they are not related to any historical or natural event.
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New Year’s resolutions. New goals. New life. OK. What is the source of new life?

There is a huge disagreement between the Pharisees and Jesus about new life.

The Pharisees thought that meditating on the Law would bring new life with resultant new actions. They believed that people had a free will and if you told them what is the God-pleasing and the right thing to do, people would do it. 
Jesus believes that people are enslaved to sin, namely, their own selfish nature, and they cannot live the new life without the Holy Spirit and a heart change. 

If you're like most people, the majority of your New Year's resolutions become New Year's delusions by the end of February. Less than 30% of New Years Resolutions ever achieve success. 

A popular practice of Rosh Hashanah is the "casting off" of sins. People walk to flowing water, such as a creek or river, on the afternoon of the first day and empty their pockets into the river, symbolically casting off their sins. Small pieces of bread are commonly put in the pocket to cast off. This practice is not discussed in the Bible, but is a long-standing custom. 
  And Rosh Hashanah is followed ten days later by Yom Kippur, the Day of Atonement. On this day, the sins of all of the people are placed symbolically on a scapegoat who is driven out in the wilderness to die with the sins. As the scapegoat is never to return, those sins are considered gone for good. 

In the Bible, the experience of forgiveness is the source of new life. Jeremiah writes, “I will put My law within them, and on their heart I will write it; and I will be their God, and they shall be My people, for I will forgive their iniquity, and their sin I will remember no more.” (Jer 31:33-34)

Ezekiel says, “I will give you a new heart and put a new spirit within you. I will put My Spirit within you and cause you to walk in My statutes and you will be careful to observe My ordinances.” (Ez 36:26-27)

The 25th verse of Psalm 118 echoes the words of the crowd on Palm Sunday. “Hosanna” is Hebrew for “save us now.” Jesus came to save the people, not from some foreign power, but from themselves and their own sins. How? By dying on a cross for the forgiveness of their sins.

For Paul and Luther it was faith in God’s grace that made you a new person, with new attitudes and new actions. “For by grace you have been saved through faith; and that not of yourselves, it is the gift of God. For we are His workmanship created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand, that we should walk in them. (Eph 2:8-10)

Luther says, “Faith is something living, busy, active and powerful, and it is impossible that it should not unceasingly bring about good. Nor does it ask whether there are good works to be done; before one can ask, it has done them, and is always doing them.”

Thus, faith, trusting God’s love and forgiveness in Christ, is the source of new life that sticks, that perseveres, that lasts. I believe this is one reason Psalm 119 – a psalm that focuses on the commandments and new life – follows Psalm 118. 
Passover

The eight-day festival of Passover is celebrated in the early spring, from the 15th through the 22nd of the Hebrew month of Nissan. It commemorates the emancipation of the Israelites from slavery in ancient Egypt. And, by following the rituals of Passover, we have the ability to relive and experience the true freedom that our ancestors gained. 

After many decades of slavery to the Egyptian Pharaohs, during which time the Israelites were subjected to backbreaking labor and unbearable horrors, G‑d saw the people's distress and sent Moses to Pharaoh with a message: "Send forth My people, so that they may serve Me." But despite numerous warnings, Pharaoh refused to heed God's command. God then sent upon Egypt ten devastating plagues, afflicting them and destroying everything from their livestock to their crops. 

At the stroke of midnight of Nissan 15 of the year 2448 from creation (1313 BCE), G‑d visited the last of the ten plagues on the Egyptians, killing all their firstborn. While doing so, God spared the Children of Israel, "passing over" their homes—hence the name of the holiday. Pharaoh's resistance was broken, and he virtually chased his former slaves out of the land. The Israelites left in such a hurry, in fact, that the bread they baked as provisions for the way did not have time to rise. 600,000 adult males, plus many more woman and children, left Egypt on that day, and began the trek to Mount Sinai and their birth as God's chosen people.

The Four Cups of wine used in the Pesach / Passover Seder primarily symbolize the four distinct redemptions promised by God to the Hebrews as told in Shemot or Exodus 6:6-7. (1) "I will take you out of Egypt", (2) "I will deliver you from slavery", (3) "I will redeem you with a demonstration of My power", and (4) "I will be your God and you will be My people.”
As the Lord spoke these words to Moses, He revealed to him the plan by which He would redeem the children of Israel. In a prophetic sense, God was also revealing how He would redeem His elect to become His children. Based on the four promises in the passage above we have the four cups of the Passover feast.

· The Cup of Thanksgiving – based on God’s statement, “I will bring you out from under the burdens of the Egyptians.”

· The Cup of Deliverance- based on God’s statement, “I will deliver you from slavery to them.”

· The Cup of Redemption – based on God’s statement, “I will redeem you with an outstretched arm.”

· The Cup of Praise– based on God’s statement, “I will take you to be My people, and I will be your God”
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The six psalms that comprise the Hallel (113-118) are most closely associated with the Passover. Dr. Edersheim tells us that the Talmud dwells upon the particular suitableness of the Hallel to the Passover, “since it not only recorded the goodness of God towards Israel, but especially their deliverance from Egypt.” 

Let’s look at the Passover Meal. Within the Passover Meal, four cups of wine were drunk corresponding to the four promises of Exodus 6:6-7. (1) I will bring you out from the burdens of Egypt. (2) I will deliver you from slavery. (3) I will redeem you with great power. (4) I will take you to be My people, and I will be your God.”
Luke is the only gospel writer who records more than one cup. But this indicates that Jesus celebrated the Passover, drinking all four cups. 

The first cup – the cup of thanksgiving – is based on the first promise: “I will bring you out from the burdens of Egypt.” Do you have burdens. Have more to carry than you can handle? Over-loaded and worn out? “Return to your rest, O my soul, for the LORD has dealt bountifully with you.” (116:7) Every time I come to communion I hear Jesus saying: Come unto me all you who are burdened and worn out and I will give you rest.” (Matt 1128)

The second cup was drunk before the meal. It was called the Cup of Deliverance and was based upon the second promise: “I will deliver you from slavery.” Someone once told me, “Everybody is addicted to something.” It’s true. We are addicted to ourselves and our wishes and whims. We are slaves to self. Only God’s forgiveness in Christ can free us from the tyranny of self. Jesus says, “If you listen to My Word, you shall know the truth (of forgiveness) and the truth will make you free.” (John 8:31-32)

The third cup was drunk after the Passover meal whose main course was the Passover lamb. It is called the Cup of Redemption or the Cup of Blessing and is based on the third promise: “I will redeem you with and outstretched arm and great judgments.” The Jews used this cup to represent the blood of the Passover lamb. The tenth and last plague was the death of the first-born of people and critters. The blood of the Passover lamb was spread over the doorposts and the LORD would see the blood, pass over that house, and not bring death there. “You have rescued by soul from death.” (Psalm 116:8) “I shall not die, but live.” (Psalm 118:17) Jesus says of this cup: “This is My blood which is shed for you.” He has become our Passover Lamb whose blood spares us from death.
The fourth cup was called the Cup of praise and is based upon this promise: “I will take you as My people and I will be your God.” We become whatever our God is. Psalm 115 says of false gods: “Their idols are silver and gold, the work of man’s hands. They have mouths, but cannot speak; they have eyes, but cannot see. They have ears but cannot hear. They have noses, but cannot smell. They have hands, but cannot feel. They have feet but cannot walk.” Then test tellingly states: “Those who make them will become like them.” Lifeless and senseless. If we have an angry and judgmental god, we will be angry and judgmental. If we have Christ as our God, His love will control us. We will become compassionate. His forgiveness will make us forgiving. His mercy will make us merciful. How we need that in the wake of the Haiti earthquake. We feel compassion for those people and want to help because God has had compassion us and helped us. 
