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   Introduction
 
   I love the book of Galatians. Careful study of this blessed letter is deeply rewarding and I am grateful to have had the opportunity to present this material at the 2012 Providence Theological Seminary Doctrinal Conference in Colorado Springs, Colorado, and the annual John Bunyan Conference in 2013, hosted in Lewisburg, Pennsylvania. This topic has intrigued many for a while so I am also grateful for an opportunity to expound it. This book is an expansion of chapters 9-11 of my Union with Christ: Last Adam and Seed of Abraham. 
 
   New Covenant Theology often preaches about the importance of letting the apostles teach us how to approach the Old Testament. This is right and good, but we also need to demonstrate it from text after text. This little book is offered to that end with one set of important Old Testament promises examined in one letter of the New Testament. I hope and pray it is illuminating.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 1:
The Abrahamic Promise in Genesis 12:1-3
 
   The Story So Far:
 
   The first chapters of the Bible are familiar to us all. Genesis 1-2 is wonderful, but chapters 3-11 are bleak. First came Adam’s fall, then Noah’s, then the city builders’. Babel, in essence, was about human achievement. They wanted to make a name for themselves by building a tower with its top in the heavens. They thought they were reaching the heavens, but – note the irony - God still had to come down (Gen 11:7). The “great name” the builders strove for is given to Abram (Gen 11:4, 12:2). With all the blatant rebellion, chapter 11 leaves us with the question, “Is God finished with the nations? Has his patience run out?”Genesis 12 is God’s response.[1] Christopher Wright, in his superb book The Mission of God, writes,
 
   What can God do next? Something that only God could have thought of. He sees an elderly, childless couple in the land of Babel and decides to make them the fountain head, the launch pad of his whole mission of cosmic redemption. We can almost hear the sharp intake of breath among the heavenly hosts when the astonishing plan was revealed. They knew, as the reader of Genesis 1-11 now knows, the sheer scale of devastation that serpentine evil and human recalcitrance have wrought in God’s creation. What sort of an answer can be provided through Abram and Sarai? Yet that is precisely the scale of what now follows. The call of Abram is the beginning of God’s answer to the evil of human hearts, the strife of nations and the groaning brokenness of his whole creation. A new world, ultimately a new creation, begins in this text. But it is a new world that bursts out of the womb of the old – the old world portrayed in Genesis 1-11.[2]
 
   Genesis 12 serves as a transitional passage – from Adam to Abraham. It brings about a new phase of history.[3] As Wright notes, a new creation emerges here.[4] That’s why in Romans 4:17, when describing the promise to Abraham, Paul speaks of God as the one “who gives life to the dead and calls into existence the things that do not exist.”[5] Genesis 12 is a reiteration in new form of the original promise given in Genesis 3:15.[6] A rabbinic midrash on Genesis has God say, “I will make Adam first and if he goes astray I will send Abraham to sort it out.”[7] Similarly, N.T. Wright notes, “Abraham emerges within the structure of Genesis as the answer to the plight of all humankind. The line of disaster and of the ‘curse,’ from Adam, through Cain, through the Flood to Babel, begins to be reversed when God calls Abraham and says, ‘in you shall all the families of the earth be blessed’.”[8] 
 
   Genesis 12:1-3 reads, "Now the LORD said to Abram, ‘Go from your country and your kindred and your father's house to the land that I will show you. And I will make of you a great nation, and I will bless you and make your name great, so that you will be a blessing. I will bless those who bless you, and him who dishonors you I will curse, and in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed’."
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 2:
The Structure of Genesis 12:1-3
 
   It is helpful to see the structure of these verses. There are two imperatives followed by three promises, with the first set to Abraham and second set to the world in relationship to Abraham:
 
   I. Go to the land I will show you. 
 
   A. I will make you into a great nation[9]
B. I will bless you
C. I will make your name great
 
   II. Be a blessing.[10]
 
   A. I will bless those who bless you
 
   B. I will curse whoever curses you
 
   C. All peoples will be blessed through you[11] 
 
   Here we have two goals: 1) to form Abraham into a great nation with land, offspring, and blessing, and 2) to bless all nations through Abraham’s one great nation.[12] The final clause, “all peoples on earth will be blessed through you,” is the principal statement of these verses.[13] As Christopher Wright says, “Blessing for the nations is the bottom line, textually and theologically, of God’s promise to Abraham.”[14] So we have a two-fold agenda here: Abraham and his family are first of all the recipients of blessing, and then they are the mediators of blessing. They are blessed in order to be a blessing.[15] The nature of this blessing is not fully unpacked here in Genesis, but as revelation progresses its nature is clarified.[16] 
 
   It is hard to overestimate the importance of these promises for everything. “Abraham is where it all starts. Abraham is where things get shaped.”[17] This chapter is the basis for all of God’s dealings with mankind. Here we have the “theological blueprint for the redemptive history of the world.”[18] Here we have the Bible’s Magna Carta![19] This is the foundation for God’s “single-plan-through-Israel-for-the-world.”[20] Darrell Bock and Craig Blaising write, “The Abrahamic covenant consequently sets forth the foundational relationship between God and all humankind from Abraham onward. This means that to understand the Bible, one must read it in view of the Abrahamic covenant, for that covenant with Abraham is the foundational framework for interpreting the Scripture and the history of redemption which it reveals.”[21] As Paul would say much later, here we have the gospel in advance (Gal 3:8). 
 
   This promise is the basic promise of the Bible. All other promises are expansions of this one.[22] The Mosaic covenant was built off of this one (Exod 2:24, 6:4-5). Genesis 12:2-3 is reiterated in a new form in Exodus 19:4-6: “You yourselves have seen what I did to the Egyptians, and how I bore you on eagles' wings and brought you to myself. Now therefore, if you will indeed obey my voice and keep my covenant, you shall be my treasured possession among all peoples, for all the earth is mine; and you shall be to me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation. These are the words that you shall speak to the people of Israel." 
 
   There are three main elements promised: land, offspring, and blessing (or a special relationship with God).[23] The Davidic covenant is a reiteration of the Abrahamic. David is promised blessing. Second Samuel 7:9 reads, "And I have been with you wherever you went and have cut off all your enemies from before you." Second Samuel 7:14-15 read, "I will be to him a father, and he shall be to me a son. When he commits iniquity, I will discipline him with the rod of men, with the stripes of the sons of men, but my steadfast love will not depart from him, as I took it from Saul, whom I put away from before you" (see 7:23-24 as well). David is promised land: "And I will appoint a place for my people Israel and will plant them, so that they may dwell in their own place and be disturbed no more" (2 Sam 7:10). Like Abraham, he is also promised offspring: "Moreover, the LORD declares to you that the LORD will make you a house. When your days are fulfilled and you lie down with your fathers, I will raise up your offspring after you, who shall come from your body, and I will establish his kingdom."[24]
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 3:
The Abrahamic Promises in the Letter to the Galatians
 
   Galatians 3:1-16 says,
 
   O foolish Galatians! Who has bewitched you? It was before your eyes that Jesus Christ was publicly portrayed as crucified. Let me ask you only this: Did you receive the Spirit by works of the law or by hearing with faith? Are you so foolish? Having begun by the Spirit, are you now being perfected by the flesh? Did you suffer so many things in vain--if indeed it was in vain? Does he who supplies the Spirit to you and works miracles among you do so by works of the law, or by hearing with faith--just as Abraham "believed God, and it was counted to him as righteousness"? Know then that it is those of faith who are the sons of Abraham. And the Scripture, foreseeing that God would justify the Gentiles by faith, preached the gospel beforehand to Abraham, saying, "In you shall all the nations be blessed." So then, those who are of faith are blessed along with Abraham, the man of faith. For all who rely on works of the law are under a curse; for it is written, "Cursed be everyone who does not abide by all things written in the Book of the Law, and do them." Now it is evident that no one is justified before God by the law, for "The righteous shall live by faith." But the law is not of faith, rather "The one who does them shall live by them." Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law by becoming a curse for us--for it is written, "Cursed is everyone who is hanged on a tree" - so that in Christ Jesus the blessing of Abraham might come to the Gentiles, so that we might receive the promised Spirit through faith. To give a human example, brothers: even with a man-made covenant, no one annuls it or adds to it once it has been ratified. Now the promises were made to Abraham and to his offspring. It does not say, "And to offsprings," referring to many, but referring to one, "And to your offspring," who is Christ.
 
   I want to put my cards on the table. Before we look at how Paul, under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, applies the Abrahamic promises, I want my presuppositions to be clear. I take 2 Corinthians 1:20 literally: "For no matter how many promises God has made, they are "Yes" in Christ." (NIV). I am advocating a “Christotelic” hermeneutic. Peter Enns notes, “To read the OT ‘Christotelicly’ is to read it already knowing that Christ is somehow the end (telos) to which the OT story is heading; in other words, to read the OT in light of the exclamation point of the history of revelation, the death and resurrection of Christ.”[25] The New Testament provides God-breathed commentary on what the Old Testament means. We must interpret the Old Testament as Christian disciples. For Christian interpreters, we cannot approach the Old Testament as if the New Testament had not been written.[26] As Hans K. LaRondelle writes,
 
   The Christian understanding of the Old Testament is determined by the Christocentric focus by which the New Testament writers interpreted the Hebrew Scriptures … The key to the Old Testament is not a rationalistic method or principle, be it literalism or allegorism, but Christ Jesus, the Son of God, as revealed in the New Testament. The Christian interpreter of the Old Testament is once and for all obliged to read the Hebrew Scriptures in the light of the New Testament as a whole, because the Old is interpreted authoritatively, under divine inspiration, in the New Testament as God’s continuous history of salvation.[27]
 
   The New Testament writers teach us about Jesus and the new covenant, but also about Genesis. Jesus says, "For if you believed Moses, you would believe me; for he wrote of me" (John 5:46).[28] Luke records how King Jesus gave the disciples on the road to Emmaus a lesson in Christotelic hermeneutics. As one New Testament scholar notes, “Luke explicitly attributes the origin of christological interpretation of the Old Testament to Jesus himself. From the retrospective standpoint of the resurrection, Luke insists that the whole story of Israel’s Bible in all its parts was, in some mysterious manner, really ‘about’ Jesus. The concluding chapter of this gospel, therefore, encourages the reader to undertake a comprehensive reading of Israel’s scripture in light of the story of Jesus to see how this claim might be true.”[29]
 
   Having shown my cards, let’s recall the context of Galatians. The Abraham narrative would have been utilized by the Judaizers. We will take a brief look at each of the three principle promises of the Abrahamic covenant: offspring, blessing, and land. As we will see, land and offspring (as well as Sabbath and baptism) are great test cases for biblical theology (i.e., how one puts the canon together will be determinative for one’s view of these issues).
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 4: 
Offspring[30]
 
   As has been pointed out, there are four senses of the offspring of Abraham found in Scripture: 
 
    
    	Physical
 
    	Physical/Special
 
    	Christological
 
    	Ecclesial[31]
 
   
 
   The key to understanding Paul’s reworking of the offspring of Abraham is found in Galatians 3:16: "Now the promises were made to Abraham and to his offspring. It does not say, ‘And to offsprings,’ referring to many, but referring to one, ‘And to your offspring,’ who is Christ." This is the christological aspect of Abraham’s offspring. Here, “offspring” is singular in form but is a collective noun and therefore can either be singular or plural in meaning (like our “fish” or “sheep”) and Paul finds this significant. Christ is the offspring of Abraham in a unique sense.
 
   Paul’s interpretation is legitimate since it depends on 2 Samuel 7:12-14, where there is mention of a singular seed:[32] "When your days are fulfilled and you lie down with your fathers, I will raise up your offspring after you, who shall come from your body, and I will establish his kingdom. He shall build a house for my name, and I will establish the throne of his kingdom forever. I will be to him a father, and he shall be to me a son. When he commits iniquity, I will discipline him with the rod of men, with the stripes of the sons of men" (emphasis mine). 
 
   Back in Genesis 17:6, Abraham was promised that “kings shall come from you” (cf. also Gen 17:16, 35:11).[33] David was this offspring of Abraham and his greater Son is Jesus – the Messiah who is a corporate head over his people.[34] He is the offspring of Abraham. Speaking of the Davidic King of Israel, Psalm 72:17 says that people will be blessed in him and all nations will call him blessed.[35] As Richard Hays notes, “Paul’s understanding of Jesus Christ as the one true heir of the promise to Abraham is the essential theological presupposition for his hermeneutical strategies.”[36]
 
   Luke’s record of Mary’s song of praise confirms this. When Mary hears that she will bear the Son of the Most High who will be given the throne of David to reign forever, she concludes her song of praise with the following words: "He has helped his servant Israel, in remembrance of his mercy, as he spoke to our fathers, to Abraham and to his offspring forever" (Luke 1:54-55).[37] It is confirmed further in Zechariah’s prophecy:
 
   And his father Zechariah was filled with the Holy Spirit and prophesied, saying, "Blessed be the Lord God of Israel, for he has visited and redeemed his people and has raised up a horn of salvation for us in the house of his servant David, as he spoke by the mouth of his holy prophets from of old, that we should be saved from our enemies and from the hand of all who hate us; to show the mercy promised to our fathers and to remember his holy covenant, the oath that he swore to our father Abraham, to grant us that we, being delivered from the hand of our enemies, might serve him without fear, in holiness and righteousness before him all our days" (Luke 1:67-75). 
 
   Jesus is the offspring of David who brings the blessing of Abraham.[38] 
 
   The promises to Israel were conditional and Jesus, the Son of Abraham and David (Matt 1:1) is the only faithful Israelite. All of God’s promises find their YES in him (2 Cor 1:20). It is worth quoting Southern Baptist theologian Russell Moore at length on this point:
 
   For the new covenant apostles, Jew-Gentile unity is pivotal to the early church. It is about more than human relational harmony. Instead, it acknowledges that God’s kingdom purposes are in Christ. He is the last man and the true Israel, the bearer of the Spirit. A Jewish person who clings to the tribal markings of the old covenant acts as though the eschaton has not arrived, as though one were still waiting for the promised seed. Both Jews and Gentiles must instead see their identities not in themselves or in the flesh but in Jesus Christ and in him alone. Jesus is the descendant of Abraham, the one who deserves the throne of David. He is the obedient Israel who inherits the blessings of the Mosaic covenant. He is the propitiation of God’s wrath. He is the firstborn from the dead, the resurrection and the life. Those who are in Christ – whether Jew or Gentile – receive with him all the eschatological blessings that are due to him. In him, they are all, whether Jew or Gentile, sons of God – not only in terms of relationship with the Father but also in terms of promised inheritance (Rom 8:12-17). In Christ, they all – whether Jew or Gentile – are sons of Abraham, the true circumcision, the holy nation, and the household and commonwealth of God (Gal 3:23-4:7; Eph 2-3; Col 2:6-15; 3:3-11; 1 Pet 2:9-10).… Both Covenant Theology and Dispensationalism, however, often discuss Israel and the church without taking into account the christocentric nature of biblical eschatology. The future restoration of Israel has never been promised to the unfaithful, unregenerate members of the nation (John 3:3-10; Rom 2:25-29) – only to the faithful remnant. The church is not Israel, at least not in a direct, unmediated sense. The remnant of Israel – a biological descendant of Abraham, a circumcised Jewish firstborn son who is approved of by God for his obedience to the covenant – receives all of the promises due to him. Israel is Jesus of Nazareth, who, as promised to Israel, is raised from the dead and marked out with the Spirit (Ezek 37:13-14; Rom 1:2-4)… Dispensationalists are right that only ethnic Jews receive the promised future restoration, but Paul makes clear that the “seed of Abraham” is singular, not plural (Gal 3:16). Only the circumcised can inherit the promised future for Israel. All believers – Jew and Greek, slave and free, male and female – are forensically Jewish firstborn sons of God (Gal 3:28). They are in Christ… In Christ, I inherit all the promises due to Abraham’s offspring so that everything that is true of him is true of me… The future of Israel then does belong to Gentile believers but only because they are in union with a Jewish Messiah.[39]
 
   Paul clearly realizes that Abraham’s offspring includes a collective sense as well. He himself does this in this same chapter:
 
   Galatians 3:7 - "Know then that it is those of faith who are the sons of Abraham."
 
   Galatians 3:26-29 - "for in Christ Jesus you are all sons of God, through faith. For as many of you as were baptized into Christ have put on Christ. There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, there is no male and female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus. And if you are Christ's, then you are Abraham's offspring, heirs according to promise." 
 
   In Galatians 3:29 the “you” is plural (humeis). A good Texan translation would be “And if y’all are Christ’s, then y’all are Abraham’s offspring.” Paul had a christocentric and an ecclesiocentric hermeneutic.[40] LaRondelle writes, “In biblical typology it is not Christ alone who is the antitype but Christ and His people, united in an unbreakable, organic unity, in God’s saving purpose for the world.”[41] This makes sense since “seed” reproduces in kind. Many seed can come from one seed.[42] 
 
   So we can ask, is Abraham’s offspring Jesus or the church? Yes! The church inherits the promises made to Abraham by being in Christ.[43] Union with Christ is central in understanding the relationship between Israel and the church.[44] 
 
   This is the ecclesial sense of Abraham’s offspring mentioned above, and is something that Covenant Theology tends to miss.[45] For example, Reformed Theologian Louis Berkhof states that the Abrahamic covenant is primarily spiritual and “is essentially identical with the ‘new covenant’ of the present dispensation.”[46] He argues that since infants were included in the old dispensation as an integral part of the people of God, they should not be excluded from the new covenant community. Again, he writes, “Such an exclusion would seem to require a very explicit statement to that effect… if children received the sign and seal of the covenant in the old dispensation, the presumption is that they surely have a right to receive it in the new.”[47] In other words, since in the old era Abraham and his offspring were to receive the sign of the covenant, so in the new believers and their offspring should receive the sign (hence infant baptism).
 
   In my humble opinion, Berkhof and those of his theological persuasion miss the newness that the new covenant brings. Christ is the Mediator of the new covenant, which is the fulfillment of the Abrahamic covenant. Jesus as the final covenant Mediator brings significant typological advance.[48] What Covenant Theology tends to miss is the determinate role of the mediatorial head of the covenant. For example, Covenant Theology teaches that the sign of the covenant is applied to the believer’s offspring rather than to the mediator’s offspring. Israel circumcised the offspring of Abraham, and the church is to baptize the offspring of Christ.[49] As R. Fowler White writes, “The genealogical principle continues without revocation, but not without reinterpretation under the new covenant.”[50] Inclusion within the covenant community can no longer be decided by interpreting the genealogical relationship between the covenant community and the covenant head in physical terms. The death, resurrection, and ascension of Christ the new covenant Mediator necessitate a spiritual relationship between the covenant community and the covenant head.[51] In other words, Christ has no physical offspring. He has no grandchildren. One becomes “of Christ” through union with Christ, which is appropriated through faith and baptism (Rom 6:4; Gal 3:27-28).
 
   Another important passage in Galatians bearing on the issue of Abraham’s offspring is found in chapter 6:15-16: "For neither circumcision counts for anything, nor uncircumcision, but a new creation. And as for all who walk by this rule, peace and mercy be upon them, and upon the Israel of God." Here, Paul lays down a rule that we can call the “rule of the new creation.” In its essence, the rule is that ethnicity does not matter. He then goes on to wish peace and mercy on those who follow this rule of the new creation.
 
   Charles Ryrie writes, “One might also ask why, if the New Testament writers meant to equate clearly Israel and the church, they did not do so plainly in the many other places in their writings where they had convenient opportunity to do so.”[52] I think that Paul does just that right here. The issue cannot be solved grammatically, as all agree. The controversy surrounds how one should interpret the “and” (kai) in Galatians 6:16. Ryrie thinks the kai should be translated “and especially” so Paul is wishing peace and mercy on all who follow this rule that ethnicity does not matter – and especially those Christians who are ethnically Israel. He writes, “The premillennialist says that Paul is simply singling out Christian Jews for special recognition in the benediction.”[53] On the contrary, the kai should be understood epexegetically (i.e., in an explanatory manner),[54] as the NIV does: "Peace and mercy to all who follow this rule - to the Israel of God."
 
   In light of the argument of the whole book and in light of the immediate context where Paul is clear that ethnicity doesn’t matter – I find it incredibly difficult to take “the Israel of God” as referring to anything other than the church, those who are “of Christ” (cf. Gal 3:7, 29). Moises Silva writes, “Since Paul earlier (4:26) had applied Isaiah 54:1 to the Gentile believers in Galatia, and since the letter as a whole focuses on the unity of God’s people, it is difficult to believe that at the very end of the document he would introduce an ethnic distinction. Quite the contrary. By means of a final OT allusion the apostle assures his readers that all who belong to the new order, whether Jew or Gentile, are the true seed of Abraham and thus constitute the eschatological Israel of God.”[55]
 
   It should also be pointed out that Paul’s benediction of peace and mercy is denied to anyone who allows ethnicity to be a criterion for identifying the people of God![56]
 
   Confirming Evidence:
 
   The inclusion of the nations is obviously anticipated in the Abrahamic covenant itself, as well as other Old Testament passages. Perhaps the most shocking is Isaiah 19:19-25:
 
   In that day there will be an altar to the LORD in the midst of the land of Egypt, and a pillar to the LORD at its border. It will be a sign and a witness to the LORD of hosts in the land of Egypt. When they cry to the LORD because of oppressors, he will send them a savior and defender, and deliver them. And the LORD will make himself known to the Egyptians, and the Egyptians will know the LORD in that day and worship with sacrifice and offering, and they will make vows to the LORD and perform them. And the LORD will strike Egypt, striking and healing, and they will return to the LORD, and he will listen to their pleas for mercy and heal them. In that day there will be a highway from Egypt to Assyria, and Assyria will come into Egypt, and Egypt into Assyria, and the Egyptians will worship with the Assyrians. In that day Israel will be the third with Egypt and Assyria, a blessing in the midst of the earth, whom the LORD of hosts has blessed, saying, "Blessed be Egypt my people, and Assyria the work of my hands, and Israel my inheritance."
 
   Israel will be the third! Egypt my people! Stunning. As O. Palmer Robertson notes, “It is almost as though the land of Israel is to be bypassed!”[57]
 
   The offspring of Abraham experience a “messianic transformation”[58] as one moves from the Abrahamic covenant to the New Covenant. Here are several other New Testament passages that are clear in this regard:
 
   John 1:11-12 – "He came to his own, and his own people did not receive him. But to all who did receive him, who believed in his name, he gave the right to become children of God."
 
   John 8:39 – "They answered him, ‘Abraham is our father.’ Jesus said to them, ‘If you were Abraham's children, you would be doing the works Abraham did’." 
 
   Romans 2:28-29 - "For no one is a Jew who is merely one outwardly, nor is circumcision outward and physical. But a Jew is one inwardly, and circumcision is a matter of the heart, by the Spirit, not by the letter. His praise is not from man but from God."
 
   Romans 4:11-12 - "He received the sign of circumcision as a seal of the righteousness that he had by faith while he was still uncircumcised. The purpose was to make him the father of all who believe without being circumcised, so that righteousness would be counted to them as well, and to make him the father of the circumcised who are not merely circumcised but who also walk in the footsteps of the faith that our father Abraham had before he was circumcised."
 
   Romans 4:16 - "That is why it depends on faith, in order that the promise may rest on grace and be guaranteed to all his offspring--not only to the adherent of the law but also to the one who shares the faith of Abraham, who is the father of us all."
 
   1 Corinthians 10:1 - "For I want you to know, brothers, that our fathers were all under the cloud, and all passed through the sea."
 
   Philippians 3:2-3 - "Look out for the dogs, look out for the evildoers, look out for those who mutilate the flesh. For we are the circumcision, who worship by the Spirit of God and glory in Christ Jesus and put no confidence in the flesh.”
 
   Ephesians 2:13-16 - "But now in Christ Jesus you who once were far away have been brought near by the blood of Christ. For he himself is our peace, who has made the two groups one and has destroyed the barrier, the dividing wall of hostility, by setting aside in his flesh the law with its commands and regulations. His purpose was to create in himself one new humanity out of the two, thus making peace, and in one body to reconcile both of them to God through the cross, by which he put to death their hostility." (NIV)
 
   Hays writes, “The church discovers its true identity only in relation to the sacred story of Israel, and the sacred story of Israel discovers its full significance – so Paul passionately believed – only in relation to God’s unfolding design for salvation of the Gentiles in the church.”[59] 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 5: 
Blessing
 
   Blessing is an important theme in Genesis. Notice the fivefold repetition of the Hebrew root for the word “to bless” (brk) in 12:2-3: "And I will make of you a great nation, and I will bless you and make your name great, so that you will be a blessing. I will bless those who bless you, and him who dishonors you I will curse, and in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed" ( italics mine).[60] Blessing restores all the good that God has given mankind in the beginning.[61] Richard Bauckham writes, “Blessing is a rich biblical notion that has been rather neglected in Christian theology. Blessing in the Bible refers to God’s characteristically generous and abundant giving of all good to his creatures and his continual renewal of the abundance of created life. Blessing is God’s provision for human flourishing.”[62]
 
   Blessing reverses the curses of Genesis 3. There God says there will be conflict between the seed of the serpent and the seed of the woman, conflict between the woman and the man, and conflict between the man and the ground. The conflict between the man and woman is addressed in the promise of a great nation. The conflict between the man and the ground is addressed by the promise of the land to be given to Abraham’s offspring. The conflict between the offspring of the woman and the offspring of the serpent is addressed by the promise of blessing for those who bless Abraham and cursing for those who curse him.[63]
 
   The essence of this blessing is a special relationship with God. This was God’s original creational intent and this was what Adam and Eve lost. Adam and Eve were in God’s special presence, but after the catastrophe, the place that they were to protect has to be protected from them (Gen 3:23-24)![64] The covenant with Abraham will right this wrong. Genesis 17:7-8 reads, "And I will establish my covenant between me and you and your offspring after you throughout their generations for an everlasting covenant, to be God to you and to your offspring after you. And I will give to you and to your offspring after you the land of your sojournings, all the land of Canaan, for an everlasting possession, and I will be their God." Here we have the covenant formula laced throughout the Canon: I will be your God and you will be my people.[65]
 
   If we are sinners and God is holy, how can we enjoy this blessing of a special relationship with our Creator? We learn the answer in Galatians 3:8-9: "And the Scripture, foreseeing that God would justify the Gentiles by faith, preached the gospel beforehand to Abraham, saying, "In you shall all the nations be blessed." So then, those who are of faith are blessed along with Abraham, the man of faith." In Galatians 3:8, Paul merges Genesis 12:3 and 18:18:[66]
 
   Genesis 12:3 – "I will bless those who bless you, and him who dishonors you I will curse, and in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed."
 
   Genesis 18:18 - "seeing that Abraham shall surely become a great and mighty nation, and all the nations of the earth shall be blessed in him?"
 
   Notice how Paul personifies the Bible.[67] Scripture foresaw. The gospel was proclaimed to Abraham and that gospel is defined here as justification by faith for the Gentiles. The blessing of the nations is forgiveness (Rom 4:4-12). As John Reisinger writes, “The true blessing of Abraham is nothing less than justification by faith.”[68] The blessing of Abraham is sola fide for the nations. Abraham is the model here, contrary to Jewish tradition:[69]
 
   “He kept the law of the Most High, and entered into covenant with him” (Sirach 44:20)
 
   “Was not Abraham found faithful when tested, and it was reckoned to him as righteousness?” (1 Macc 2:52)
 
   Paul reads Genesis 12 in light of Genesis 15 (cf. Rom 4:9, 21, 22).[70] All the nations of the earth will be blessed through Abraham. How? By being counted righteous through faith, just like Abraham. 
 
   Galatians 3:14
 
   Galatians 3:14 also speaks of the blessing of Abraham: "so that in Christ Jesus the blessing of Abraham might come to the Gentiles, so that we might receive the promised Spirit through faith." Here the two purpose clauses are coordinate and mutually interpret one another.[71] Here Paul defines the blessing of Abraham as the Holy Spirit.
 
   How can Paul say this? I do not recall the Holy Spirit being mentioned in Genesis 12 and following, do you? Many hermeneutical systems have no room for what the Holy Spirit – through Paul – does here. The original context – narrowly defined - does not exhaust its meaning. There is a “fuller sense” that God knew all along but isn’t understood by us fully until God makes it clearer through progressive revelation.[72] We must be canonical exegetes, interpreting the former revelation in light of the latter. If the “grammatical-historical” method of exegesis excludes or ignores the redemptive-historical setting of the fulfillment of God’s purposes in Christ, then we need to jettison or at least adjust our hermeneutic.[73] Dennis Johnson writes, “When any hermeneutic method disqualifies – or seems to disqualify, by pitting an Old Testament text’s ‘original’ meaning against its interpretation in the New – the ways that Jesus, the Word of God incarnate, interpreted the Word of God written and taught his apostles to do so, this dissonance is a signal that something is seriously amiss.”[74]
 
   In my view, Paul interprets Genesis 12 in light of its broader, canonical context.[75] He reads the Abrahamic promises in light of the whole Old Testament storyline.[76] He doesn’t even feel the need to prove this point or spell it out. Presumably, he has already done so and now can simply assert it.[77] Anyone familiar with their Hebrew Bible would not be shocked by this statement though. Consider a handful of the many promises about the coming of the Spirit:
 
   Ezekiel 11:19-20 - "And I will give them one heart, and a new spirit I will put within them. I will remove the heart of stone from their flesh and give them a heart of flesh, that they may walk in my statutes and keep my rules and obey them. And they shall be my people, and I will be their God."
 
   Ezekiel 36:26-27 - "And I will give you a new heart, and a new spirit I will put within you. And I will remove the heart of stone from your flesh and give you a heart of flesh. And I will put my Spirit within you, and cause you to walk in my statutes and be careful to obey my rules."
 
   Ezekiel 37:14 - "And I will put my Spirit within you, and you shall live, and I will place you in your own land. Then you shall know that I am the LORD; I have spoken, and I will do it, declares the LORD."
 
   Ezekiel 39:29 - "And I will not hide my face anymore from them, when I pour out my Spirit upon the house of Israel, declares the Lord GOD."
 
   Isaiah 11:1-2 – "There shall come forth a shoot from the stump of Jesse, and a branch from his roots shall bear fruit. And the Spirit of the LORD shall rest upon him, the Spirit of wisdom and understanding, the Spirit of counsel and might, the Spirit of knowledge and the fear of the LORD" (cf. Isa 4:2-6).
 
   Isaiah 32:15 - "until the Spirit is poured upon us from on high, and the wilderness becomes a fruitful field, and the fruitful field is deemed a forest."
 
   Isaiah 42:1 - "Behold my servant, whom I uphold, my chosen, in whom my soul delights; I have put my Spirit upon him; he will bring forth justice to the nations."
 
   Isaiah 44:3 - "For I will pour water on the thirsty land, and streams on the dry ground; I will pour my Spirit upon your offspring, and my blessing on your descendants."[78]
 
   Isaiah 61:1 - "The Spirit of the Lord GOD is upon me, because the LORD has anointed me to bring good news to the poor; he has sent me to bind up the brokenhearted, to proclaim liberty to the captives, and the opening of the prison to those who are bound" (cf. Acts 2:33).
 
   Isaiah 63:11 - "Then he remembered the days of old, of Moses and his people. Where is he who brought them up out of the sea with the shepherds of his flock? Where is he who put in the midst of them his Holy Spirit?" 
 
   Joel 2:28-29 - "And it shall come to pass afterward, that I will pour out my Spirit on all flesh; your sons and your daughters shall prophesy, your old men shall dream dreams, and your young men shall see visions. Even on the male and female servants in those days I will pour out my Spirit" 
 
   The Holy Spirit was only poured out on select individuals for a limited period of time in the Old Covenant, but that would all change with the coming of the New Covenant. Moses had said, "Are you jealous for my sake? Would that all the LORD's people were prophets, that the LORD would put his Spirit on them" (Num 11:29). This would indeed be the case at Pentecost and beyond. The age to come would be the age of the universal outpouring of the Spirit.
 
   Paul began his letter with this same idea: Jesus "gave himself for our sins to deliver us from the present evil age" (Gal 1:4). Anthony Hoekema writes, “the reception of the Spirit means that one has become a participant in the new mode of existence associated with the future age, and now partakes of the ‘powers of the age to come’.”[79] Their experience of the Spirit (Gal 3:1-5) is a sign that God’s eschatological restoration of Israel has begun. The Spirit is the way the promised blessing made to Abraham is being realized in all of Abraham’s true children.[80]
 
   This is why the Spirit is referred to as the "guarantee of our inheritance" (Eph 1:14; 2 Cor 1:22, 5:5) of the world to come.[81] The gift of the Spirit is the first fruits of the eschatological harvest. The first fruits stand for the beginning of the harvest; it is an experience in part of the harvest now and a pledge of more of the same kind and quality to come (Rom 8:23). The coming of the Spirit means the age to come is here.[82] The Abrahamic covenant finds its fulfillment in the new covenant and the gift of the Spirit is at the heart of the new covenant.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 6: 
Land
 
   As mentioned above, I take 2 Corinthians 1:20 literally: "For no matter how many promises God has made, they are ‘Yes’ in Christ" (NIV). I also assume that the “land promise” is included in “no matter how many promises God has made.”
 
   It is important to continually point out that land is not new in the Abrahamic covenant. Land was important before Genesis 12; in fact, it is important from the first page of the Bible. As O. Palmer Robertson writes, “The original idea of land as paradise significantly shaped the expectations associated with redemption. As the place of blessedness arising from unbroken fellowship and communion with God, the land of paradise became the goal toward which redeemed humanity was returning.”[83] Creation points forward to the new creation. Furthermore, the Creator God’s choice of one particular portion of the earth in which to focus on naturally leads to the expectation that through this one people all the nations of the earth will be blessed.[84] Behind the promise of a particular piece of land in the Abraham narrative stood God’s prior promise to use the people of that land as a means to bless all the nations of the earth. 
 
   Shockingly, when discussing Abraham in Galatians 3, Paul omits the land! W.D. Davies suggests that his silence points not to the absence of conscious concern with it, but to his deliberate rejection of it.[85] Paul also frequently uses the language of “promise” with no mention of land (cf. 2 Cor 7:1; Eph 1:13, 2:12, 3:6; Rom 15:8-9).[86]
 
   When Paul does bring up the land, he universalizes it; Romans 4:13 says that the promise to Abraham is that he would be heir of the world (kosmos). Ephesians 6:2-3 says that children should honor their parents "that it may go well with you and that you may live long in the land." In alluding to Exodus 20:12, Paul omits “that the Lord your God is giving you.” Here, clearly, the theme of land has been expanded to include the whole world.[87]
 
   There is no reference to the word “land” in Galatians, but when dealing with this issue, one must consider other words like “Jerusalem,” “temple,” “mountain,” “Zion,” and “throne” as well. Galatians does not mention “land,” but there is a reference to “Jerusalem” and “Mount” in chapter 4. There, Paul does not portray a very positive view of Jerusalem’s future. The Judaizers probably used the narrative in Genesis 21 to say that Gentiles are of Ishmael and must be circumcised to be true children of promise.[88] Here Paul uses “hermeneutical jujitsu.”[89] Galatians 4:21-31 reads, 
 
   Tell me, you who desire to be under the law, do you not listen to the law? For it is written that Abraham had two sons, one by a slave woman and one by a free woman. But the son of the slave was born according to the flesh, while the son of the free woman was born through promise. Now this may be interpreted allegorically: these women are two covenants. One is from Mount Sinai, bearing children for slavery; she is Hagar. Now Hagar is Mount Sinai in Arabia; she corresponds to the present Jerusalem, for she is in slavery with her children. But the Jerusalem above is free, and she is our mother. For it is written, "Rejoice, O barren one who does not bear; break forth and cry aloud, you who are not in labor! For the children of the desolate one will be more than those of the one who has a husband." Now you, brothers, like Isaac, are children of promise. But just as at that time he who was born according to the flesh persecuted him who was born according to the Spirit, so also it is now. But what does the Scripture say? "Cast out the slave woman and her son, for the son of the slave woman shall not inherit with the son of the free woman." So, brothers, we are not children of the slave but of the free woman.
 
   Let me summarize: Abraham had two sons: Isaac and Ishmael. Isaac is of the free woman and was born through promise. Ishmael is a son of the slave woman and was born according to the flesh (i.e., human effort). These women are two covenants, which are the old and the new covenants.[90] Hagar is Mount Sinai, bearing children of slavery. She is the present Jerusalem. “Present” Jerusalem takes us back to the earlier reference to the “present” evil age (Gal 1:4).[91]. The present Jerusalem and her children are in slavery. Her children (4:25) are those who are dependent on her. She is no longer our mother. Our mother is the Jerusalem above, and she is free. To say that the Jerusalem above is our mother is to say we belong to the new age. We are the children of the new creation – the Judaizers are of the old creation. We are the people of the new age, the children of promise (4:28). Tom Schreiner writes, “The Jerusalem above, according to Paul, is the eschatological Jerusalem that has reached down into the present evil age, so we have an example here of Paul’s already but not yet eschatology.”[92] The Judaizers claimed Abraham for their father and Jerusalem for their mother, and Paul says that Christian identity is bound to Christ and the Jerusalem above.[93]
 
   To substantiate his claim, Paul quotes Isaiah 54, which is about the restoration of Jerusalem and Israel (54:5-7). This is significant, as it follows on the heels of the story of the Suffering Servant.[94] How could the covenant be fulfilled if this Servant is “cut off” and “struck” (Isa 53:8)? The “many children” of Isaiah 54:1 are to be found in the Gentile churches – the spiritual Zion. The offspring of the Servant will not be physical offspring, but spiritual! The new people of God are not defined by circumcised foreskin but circumcised hearts (Deut 30:6). Through Christ, the forsaken suffering Servant, “many” will be justified; Jesus “will see His seed” (Isa 53:10-11); God is restoring his people.
 
   Jerusalem was a type pointing forward to the New Jerusalem, the church. This is similar to the theology of the author of Hebrews: "But you have come to Mount Zion and to the city of the living God, the heavenly Jerusalem, and to innumerable angels in festal gathering, and to the assembly of the firstborn who are enrolled in heaven, and to God, the judge of all, and to the spirits of the righteous made perfect, and to Jesus, the mediator of a new covenant, and to the sprinkled blood that speaks a better word than the blood of Abel" (12:22-24).[95] John similarly writes about the new Jerusalem and what is often missed is that it is a people – not a place. The new Jerusalem is the bride of Christ: "And I saw the holy city, new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride adorned for her husband" (Rev 21:2). John explicitly contrasts this bride with the prostitute of chapter 17, which I take to be apostate Jerusalem:
 
   “Then one of the seven angels who had the seven bowls came and said to me, "Come, I will show you the judgment of the great prostitute who is seated on many waters… And he carried me away in the Spirit into a wilderness, and I saw a woman sitting on a scarlet beast that was full of blasphemous names, and it had seven heads and ten horns" (17:1, 3).
 
   "Then came one of the seven angels who had the seven bowls full of the seven last plagues and spoke to me, saying, "Come, I will show you the Bride, the wife of the Lamb." And he carried me away in the Spirit to a great, high mountain, and showed me the holy city Jerusalem coming down out of heaven from God" (21:9-10).
 
   So the promise of land pointed beyond itself. The promise of land was temporary[96] and typological.[97] Tom Wright notes, “The Land, like the Torah, was a temporary stage in the long purpose of the God of Abraham. It was not a bad thing now done away with, but a good and necessary thing now fulfilled in Christ and the Spirit. It is as though the Land were a great advance metaphor for the design of God that his people should eventually bring the whole world into submission to his healing reign. God’s whole purpose now goes beyond Jerusalem and the Land to the whole world.”[98] 
 
   It seems to me that Dispensational leader Charles Ryrie completely misses this clear New Testament teaching when he writes, “If the yet unfulfilled prophecies of the Old Testament made in the Abrahamic, Davidic, and new covenants are to be literally fulfilled, there must be a future period, the Millennium, in which they can be fulfilled, for the church is not now fulfilling them.”[99] The promise land was a type of the whole world.
 
   Christopher Wright gives the following helpful illustration: 
 
   Imagine a father who, in the days before mechanized transport, promises his son, aged 5, that when he is 21 he will give him a horse for himself. Meanwhile the motor car is invented. So on his 21st birthday the son awakes to find a motor car outside, ‘with love from Dad.’ It would be a strange son who would accuse his father of breaking his promise just because there was no horse. And even stranger if, in spite of having received the far superior motor car, the son insisted that the promise would only be fulfilled if a horse also materialized, since that was the literal promise. It is obvious that with the change in circumstances, unknown at the time  the promise was made, the father has more than kept his promise. In fact he has done so in a way that surpasses the original words of the promise which were necessarily limited by the mode of transport available at that time. The promise was made in terms understood at the time. It was fulfilled in the light of new historical events.[100]
 
   The kingdom of God takes over from and fulfills the land motif of the Old Testament, and extends it to its fullest potential and promise.[101] The land has been “Christified.” To be “in Christ” has replaced being “in the Land.” Being “in Christ” frees us from the Law, and therefore from the land.[102]
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Conclusion
 
   In sum, Abraham was promised numerous offspring and they continue to increase, we are blessed with being declared right through faith, we are blessed with the gift of the Spirit who guarantees us that God’s future is here and there is yet more to come, and the Jerusalem above is our Mother. I hope this little exercise has helped you have further confirmation that all the promises of God are yes and amen in Christ (2 Cor 1:20)!
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