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One of the peculiar features of Chag Sukkot is that throughout the festival our haftarah 

readings are taken from Zkharyah and Yechezkel - and in particular two sections which 

deal with the End Time invasion of Israel by what is called Gog and Magog. Indeed, this 

might strike you as odd especially given that the festival is primarily agricultural in 

character. After all, at Sukkot we rejoice in the harvest, we ‘live’ in temporary shelters and 

we celebrate with lulav and etrog in hand. So what do our haftarot have to do with any of 

this? At first glance you might think that the choice of haftaraot is some kind of left-field 

rabbinical invention but this isn’t so, as in fact is made clear in the text of the Haftarot 

themselves. The linkage between the Last Days invasion of Israel and Sukkot is made 

particularly clear in Zkharyah: ““For I will gather all the nations against Yerushalayim for 

war. The city will be taken, the houses will be rifled, the women will be raped, and half the 

city will go into exile; but the rest of the people will not be cut off from the city.” Then 

Adonai will go out and fight against those nations, fighting as on a day of battle. On that 

day his feet will stand on the Mount of Olives, which lies to the east of Yerushalayim; and 

the Mount of Olives will be split in half from east to west, to make a huge valley. Half of 

the mountain will move toward the north, and half of it toward the south. You will flee to 

the valley in the mountains, for the valley in the mountains will reach to Atzel. You will flee, 

just as you fled before the earthquake in the days of ‘Uziyah king of Y’hudah. Then Adonai 

my God will come to you with all the holy ones. On that day, there will be neither bright 

light nor thick darkness; and one day, known to Adonai, will be neither day nor night, 

although by evening there will be light. On that day, fresh water will flow out from 

Yerushalayim, half toward the eastern sea and half toward the western sea, both summer 

and winter.  Then Adonai will be king over the whole world. On that day Adonai will be the 

only one, and his name will be the only name. All the land will be made like the ‘Aravah, 

from Geva to Rimmon in the Negev. Yerushalayim will be raised up and inhabited where 

she is, from Binyamin’s Gate to the place where the earlier gate stood, and on to the 

Corner Gate, and from the Tower of Hanan’el to the king’s winepresses. People will live 

there, the curse will be broken, and Yerushalayim will live in safety. Adonai will strike all the 

peoples who made war against Yerushalayim with a plague in which their flesh rots away 

while they are standing on their feet, their eyes rot away in their sockets, and their tongues 

rot away in their mouths. When that day comes, there will be among them great panic, 

sent by Adonai, so that everyone lays hands on his neighbor, who in turn attacks him. 

 Y’hudah too will fight against Yerushalayim; and the wealth of all the nations will be 

assembled — gold, silver and clothing in great abundance. A plague like this plague will 

also affect the horses, mules, camels, donkeys and all the other animals in those camps. 

Finally, everyone remaining from all the nations that came to attack Yerushalayim will go 

up every year to worship the king, Adonai-Tzva’ot, and to keep the festival of Sukkot. If any 

of the families of the earth does not go up to Yerushalayim to worship the king, Adonai-

Tzva’ot, no rain will fall on them. If the family of Egypt doesn’t go up, if they refuse to 

come, they will have no [annual] overflow [from the Nile]; moreover, there will be the 

plague with which Adonai will strike the nations that don’t go up to keep the festival of 
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Sukkot. This will be Egypt’s punishment and the punishment of all the nations that don’t 

go up to keep the festival of Sukkot.”  

 

The scenario painted by Zkharyah is particularly sobering isn’t it! Zkharyah says that at 

some point in the future the Land and people of Israel will be surrounded and invaded by 

some kind of multi-national force. As it says, “all nations” will be gathered to attack. This 

cannot be meant in a literal sense if not purely because of geographical limitations. This 

statement is no more literal than Hashem’s own statement to Rivkah that “there are two 

nations in your womb”! No, this is a force that symbolises all nations. Once gathered into 

position, this mighty representative force will attack Jerusalem, there will be bloody battle 

and there will be many horrific atrocities committed within her walls. Tragically, Israel’s 

forces will not be able to stand up to the onslaught. But then, just when it seems that all is 

lost, miraculous events will occur that will turn the situation on its head. Victory will be 

snatched from the jaws of defeat - not by natural Israeli military might, not by Merkavas 

and F16s, but by more unexpected, natural means. For Zkharyah tells us that a great 

earthquake will hit the region. Indeed, the force of this earthquake will be so great that the 

Mount of Olives, which overlooks the Temple Mount, will be split in two, opening up a 

great valley, causing springs of water to appear where there were none before, and, 

perhaps most importantly, completely devastating the invading army. Following this great 

defeat the nations that attacked Israel will be forced to acknowledge not only Israel’s 

rightful place in the world and her eternal possession of Jerusalem, but the superiority of 

her God. Indeed, Zkharyah tells us that they will have to send representatives each year to 

the Chag Sukkot celebrations in Jerusalem in order to pay homage to Hashem or they will 

receive no water. The inference is that all these events will take place during or just before 

Chag Sukkot.  

 

The haftarah which we read from Yechezkel adds yet more chilling detail to this picture. As 

we have heard this morning, Yechezkel tells us that this same multi-national force, headed 

by Gog and Magog (more on that in a minute), will invade the land of Israel. Once again, 

like Zkharyah, he tells us that this invasion will not be defeated by Israel’s force of arms. On 

the contrary, as we read, “when that day comes there will be a great earthquake in the land 

of Israel; so that the fish in the sea, the birds in the air, the wild beasts, all the reptiles 

creeping on the ground and every human being there in the land will tremble before me. 

Mountains will fall, cliffs crumble and every wall crash to the ground.” Now that’s a horrific 

vision isn’t it?! Have you ever felt an earthquake? Do you know what it’s like to feel the 

earth underneath your feet and every structure turn to jelly? We’re lucky that in this 

country we only experience mild earth tremors that at their worst displace a few chimney 

pots, but in other parts of the world earthquakes are be utterly devastating. The 

earthquake that occurred Mexico City in 1985, for instance, had a force 1000 times greater 

than that of the atomic bomb over Hiroshima. Imagine that if you can! If you dare! The 

Hiroshima bomb had an explosive force of 15000 tons of TNT, but the Great Sumatran 

earthquake of 2004, that unleashed a devastating Tsunami across the Pacific region, was 
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equivalent to 32 billion tons of TNT. Earthquakes predominantly occur in areas where there 

are fault lines as the earth’s great tectonic plates pass by each other, and while you might 

not have associated Israel with such tectonic activity, the fact is that the area has known 

devastating earthquakes before. Archaeologists have, for instance, uncovered evidence of 

ancient settlements that were simply abandoned after they were destroyed by 

earthquakes. The great earthquake of 749 CE, for instance, which struck on January 18th 

749 CE, destroyed Tiberias, Beit She’an, Hippos and Pella to name but a few. The casualties 

numbered in the tens of thousands. The earthquake was so strong that a Coptic priest 

from Alexandria reported that support beams had shifted in houses in Egypt and a Syrian 

priest wrote that a village near Mount Tabor had "moved a distance of four miles." Other 

sources reported tidal waves in the Mediterranean Sea, several days of aftershocks in 

Damascus, and towns swallowed up in the earth. Embellished as some of these accounts 

undoubtedly are the point is that Israel has suffered devastating earthquakes before and, 

according to scientists, is destined to do so again. As an article in Haaretz noted just last 

year following the horrendous quake in Nepal: “There's no telling when it's coming, or 

whether it will reach a magnitude of 7.9 and kill upwards of 2,500 people like the weekend 

earthquake in Nepal has done. But Israel is destined to face a major tremor sometime in 

the future” and the country’s main program for reinforcing buildings isn’t coming close to 

ensuring a major disaster. That was the conclusion of a study conducted by the Science 

Ministry and released a month ago. The team that wrote the report, which was headed by 

Prof. Eran Feitelson of Hebrew University's Geography Department, said that at a 

prospectively bargain price of 1.7 billion shekels ($430 million), Israel could reduce 

earthquake damage by two thirds. In the worst-case scenario, according to the inter-

ministerial steering committee that ordered up the report, 30,000 buildings in Israel would 

be destroyed, leaving 7,000 dead and 170,000 homeless. “From the point of view of 

causalities, the scale would be more than three times that of the Yom Kippur War occurring 

all at once, in the space of a few minutes,” said the report. “In terms of damage to 

buildings and infrastructure and the number of displaced it would be an unprecedented 

disaster for Israel in which 2% of the population in one fell swoop would lose their homes.” 

Israel sits astride the Great Rift Valley, a geographic trench that runs approximately 6,000 

kilometers (3,700 miles) from Syria to Africa's Mozambique. Israel’s last major tremor 

occurred in 1927 and left 130 dead in Jerusalem. On average a destructive earthquake 

measuring 6 or more on the Richter scale takes place in Israel once every 80 years, 

according to Rami Hofstetter, director of the seismology division at the Geophysical 

Institute. Israelis as a rule have been indifferent to earthquake risk. Almost no one has 

personally experienced a major tremor since that last one was 87 years ago. Before that, a 

19th-century earthquake hit Tiberias and Safed. “As a rule, the closer a building is to the 

fault line – in communities like Beit Shean, Tiberias, Kiryat Shmona, Eilat, Jerusalem and 

Haifa – the risk is the highest,” the Science Ministry said, pointing to about 40,000 housing 

units among the 70,000 that face the highest risk of all. Israel does actually have a plan, 

known as Tama 38, to improve existing housing stock and make it earthquake resistant, 

but this has mainly operated in the Tel Aviv area - which is the least likely to be affected - 
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and so is doing little to help the most at-risk communities, the report found. All of which is 

a little concerning if, as scientists tell us, a ‘big-one’ is on its way! But then again, according 

to Zkharyah/Yechezkel, it’s a future ‘big-one’ that will save Israel from the Gog and Magog 

invasion.   

 

Those are strange names aren’t they? Gog and Magog! Over the millennia our sages have 

inquired as to their meaning and origin. Who are they? What are they? This has been 

difficult to determine with any degree of accuracy as they are only found a handful of 

times throughout the whole of Scripture. Bresheet 10:2 and Divrei Hayamim Alef 1:5 simply 

list Gog and Magog as among the sons of Yefet. The only other appearance of Gog and 

Magog in the Tanakh is in today’s haftarah where Gog is an individual and Magog is his 

land. Gog and Magog are mentioned only once in the Messianic Writings, in Revelation 

20:8. In apparent contradiction to that of the Haftarah this places the war of Gog and 

Magog at the end of the Millennial reign of the Messiah. For “When the thousand years are 

over, the Adversary will be set free from his prison and will go out to deceive the nations in 

the four quarters of the earth, Gog and Magog, to gather them for the battle. Their 

number is countless as the sand on the seashore; and they came up over the breadth of 

the Land and surrounded the camp of God’s people and the city he loves. But fire came 

down from heaven and consumed them. The Adversary who had deceived them was 

hurled into the lake of fire and sulfur, where the beast and the false prophet were; and they 

will be tormented day and night forever and ever.” So we don’t have much information to 

go on when it comes to determining who or what Gog and Magog are, which no doubt 

accounts for the highly speculative explanations that have been produced over the 

millennia in which they have been variously identified as the Romans, the Scythians (by 

Josephus), the Goths, the Khazars, the Mongols and so on and so forth. Speculation goes 

on today with many prophetically-minded believers identifying Gog and Magog as Russia. 

No doubt they are very busy as we speak drawing the dots while Putin’s fleet makes it’s 

way into the Mediterranean to support Russian troops in Syria. While such speculation may 

tickle people’s prophetic taste-buds it has to be remembered that at the end of the day it’s 

just speculation. In view of this the Talmud Bavli perhaps makes the most reasonable 

assessment when it says that “The Holy One, blessed be He, wished to appoint Hezekiah as 

the Messiah, and Sennacherib as Gog and Magog; whereupon the Attribute of Justice said 

before the Holy One, blessed be He: ‘Sovereign of the Universe! If Thou didst not make 

David the Messiah, who uttered so many hymns and psalms before Thee, wilt Thou 

appoint Hezekiah as such, who did not hymn Thee in spite of all these miracles which Thou 

wroughtest for him?’ Therefore it [sc. the mem] was closed.” As the notes to this passage 

explain, “Gog and Magog are, in Jewish eschatology, the tribes who shall lead all nations in 

a tremendous attack upon Israel; their final defeat ushers in the halcyon days of the 

Messiah, (Ezek. XXXVIII, XXXIX). It is not clear whom the prophet had in mind, the whole 

passage having the mystic form of apocalyptic prediction. The present passage is 

remarkable in that it shows that in the opinion of its author no particular nation was 

intended, but any great heathen power whose destruction, by the will of God, is to precede 
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the millennium.” The former Chief Rabbi Dr J.H. Hertz says something similar, “The identity 

of God is obscure,” he says, “and he is probably to be understood as an apocalyptic figure, 

personifying the forces hostile to Israel, rather than as a particular person.” Indeed, the 

really important point of our Sukkot haftarot is surely that the alliance that forms against 

Israel, Gog and Magog, is representative of ‘all nations’. Just why these nations would 

target Israel in a world that is otherwise stuffed full of all manner of pressing issues and 

horrors is explained by Zkharyah 12:1,  ““I will make Yerushalayim a cup that will stagger 

the surrounding peoples.” In fact the Hebrew here ‘saf’ translated as ‘cup’ may also be 

translated as ‘threshold’ or ‘doorway’ and ‘ra’al’ translated as ‘staggering’ is perhaps better 

translated as ‘poison’ In any case you get the point - Jerusalem is a veritable  doorway of 

pain, a poisoned chalice to the nations around Israel that they cannot but help drinking 

from. And hasn’t that been the case ever since the creation of the State of Israel in 1948? 

Israel’s neighbours simply cannot abide her existence in what they regard as the domain of 

Islam, so that even now, in 2016, many of them are still pledged to her annihilation. 

Indeed, the international outcry against Israel, for her alleged crimes, is such that in every 

nation on earth there are people who rage against her existence. You just have to take a 

quick gander at the comments posted to the Palestine Solidarity Campaign Facebook page 

to see that it is age old anti-Semitic tropes lie just beneath the surface of their anti-Zionist 

facade. It seems that for many of these self-styled ‘progressives’, who rage against alleged 

Israeli injustice and carp on about Palestinian rights, self-determination and peoplehood is 

a wonderful thing - except when it comes to the Jews, who alone among the peoples of 

the earth must be denied their own homeland. So too it appears that affording protection 

to refugees and resettling displaced people is a wonderful thing - except when it comes to 

the Jews, who alone, in spite of Russian pogroms and the Nazi Final Solution, had to be 

denied succour, even in our own ancestral homeland. While Israel’s Islamicist enemies call 

for the extermination of every Jew in Israel, even the so-called peaceable Two-State 

solution preferred by many civilised nations would not allow Jews to reside in areas of 

ancient Judea and Samaria - in other words, a future Palestinian State will likely be 

completely Judenrein - a state of which Hitler would no doubt have been proud!  Little 

surprise that the favourite chant of the Palestinian supporters is “From the River to the Sea 

Palestine will be free” - yeah, free of Jews!  Just as Hitler drew on millennia of Christian 

anti-Semitism to demonise the Jew, so too the BDS movement draws on these same tropes 

to demonise the only Jewish State in the world, painting her alone out of all the nations in 

the world as an apartheid, pariah state and seeking to dismantle her via economic and 

cultural boycott! Meanwhile the United Nations appears to be incapable of discussing 

anything else but Israel. It’s an incredible fact that in our world stuffed full of horrors and 

other challenges that pose existential threats human existence the United Nations have 

passed more resolutions against tiny Israel than any other country! This is a UN, of course, 

that has Saudi Arabia sitting on the Human Rights committee, so it clearly speaks with 

great moral authority! Indeed, just recently UNESCO passed a resolution which in effect 

says that the Jewish people have no connection to the Western Wall and Temple Mount. 

Having failed, so far, to deny us our existence, the nations of the world are attempting the 
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next best thing - to deny us our history. We live in a time when everything Jewish is being 

appropriated. As historian Daniel Goldhagen has written, contemporary anti-Semitism is 

‘denialism’. It denies: Israel as a legitimate state; Jerusalem is its capital; the Holocaust ( the 

central premise behind Deborah Lipstadt’s book/movie Denial); Jesus’ Jewish origin. This is 

a historically “venerable” form of Jewish gaslighting. Nazi theologians believed Jesus was, 

in fact, an Aryan. Contemporary white supremacists are more than happy to perpetuate 

that gross inaccuracy. Some Palestinian Christians believe that Jesus was a Palestinian, 

rather than Jewish — because, after all, he lived in the region that the Romans had 

designated as Palestine; Jewish peoplehood. Jews are not “only” a religion; Anti-Semitism 

as a bona fide category of hatred.” Contemporary anti-Semitism isn’t concerned with 

historical truth any more than George Orwell’s fictional Big Brother was when it employed 

Winston to rewrite old newspapers so as to reflect the political exigencies of the moment. 

For Big Brother it wasn’t history that defined perceptions of truth but their present 

perception of truth that defined history. If history denies our ‘truth’ then it must be history 

that is wrong, ergo, Jesus was a Palestinian. That sounds crazy doesn’t it? And it is crazy! 

But such is the insanity of contemporary anti-Semitism. As Rabbi Jeffrey K. Salkin has 

written, “The Jews are not insane. But anti-Semitism sure as hell is a version of insanity — a 

perverse, pathological and yet ultimately willful misreading of history. It is the grand 

obsession with the Jews — what Adam Garfinkle wisely called the madness of 

Jewcentricity. When I was in seventh grade, and I was falsely accused of doing something 

by the rest of the class, the teacher would sometimes ask me: “Mr. Salkin, is it really 

possible that everyone is wrong, and that you are right?” It was. And it still is. The world is 

wrong, and the Jews are right.”  

 

Our Sukkot haftarot tell us where time and history are heading. They are sign posts along 

the way and, who knows, having reviewed the contemporary situation, perhaps Gog and 

Magog are just around the corner? If so then so too is the return of Mashiach! For “Adonai 

my God will come to you with all the holy ones.” According to our texts the war of Gog and 

Magog immediately precedes Mashiach’s revelation and Israel’s salvation. On that day it 

will not be the IDF who saves us from the nations that are bent on our destruction, but it 

will be Hashem Himself as the earth itself will convulse mightily, Israel will be saved and 

Jerusalem’s glory will be renewed. As we read in Haggai “For this is what Adonai-Tzva’ot 

says: “It won’t be long before one more time I will shake the heavens and the earth, the sea 

and the dry land; and I will shake all the nations, so that the treasures of all the nations will 

flow in; and I will fill this house with glory,” says Adonai-Tzva’ot. “The silver is mine, and the 

gold is mine,” says Adonai-Tzva’ot. “The glory of this new house will surpass that of the 

old,” says Adonai-Tzva’ot, “and in this place I will grant shalom,” says Adonai-Tzva’ot.’”  

 

Thus Hashem will save and protect the people in Jerusalem. Did you know that the word 

‘sukkah’ comes from the Hebrew root samech chaf chaf. This is the root of the word 

lehagen and lesochek - to protect and to give a shelter. Here is why we read about the war 

of Gog and Magog at Sukkot. For  ם ִַַּ֔ ב ְירּוָשל  ּ֣ ֙ד יֹוש  ֵ֤ן ְיהָו֙ה ְבעַּ ֗הּוא ָיג   ֹום הַּ יּ֣  Bayom hahu - בַּ
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YAGEN Adonai b’ad yoshev Yerushalayim” - “When that day comes, Adonai will defend 

those living in Yerushalayim” (12:8). Hashem will YAGEN - defend. In other words He will 

place a Sukkah over us. And having saved, just as in the Exodus, He will once again dwell 

with us under that Sukkah. Immanuel - God with us! “But a branch will emerge from the 

trunk of Yishai, a shoot will grow from his roots. The Spirit of Adonai will rest on him, the 

Spirit of wisdom and understanding, the Spirit of counsel and power, the Spirit of 

knowledge and fearing Adonai — he will be inspired by fearing Adonai. He will not judge 

by what his eyes see or decide by what his ears hear, but he will judge the impoverished 

justly; he will decide fairly for the humble of the land. He will strike the land with a rod 

from his mouth and slay the wicked with a breath from his lips. Justice will be the belt 

around his waist, faithfulness the sash around his hips. The wolf will live with the lamb; the 

leopard lie down with the kid; calf, young lion and fattened lamb together, with a little 

child to lead them. Cow and bear will feed together, their young will lie down together, 

and the lion will eat straw like the ox.  An infant will play on a cobra’s hole, a toddler put 

his hand in a viper’s nest. They will not hurt or destroy anywhere on my holy mountain, for 

the earth will be as full of the knowledge of Adonai as water covering the sea.” 


