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Over the past several decades the system of theological interpretation commonly known as dispensationalism has undergone considerable development and refinement. The impetus for change has come largely from among dispensationalists themselves as, through mutual discussion, they have felt the need to revise classic dispensationalism at several points. The process has been aided considerably by an increasing dialogue between dispensationalists and those from non-dispensational traditions. One senses a new openness to listen and learn from one another on the part of many in these traditions.
Because, as we will argue in this work, the nature of the fulfillment of the prophecies concerning Israel remains the crucial issue dividing many dispensationalists from non-dispensationalists, the existence of the state of Israel has, no doubt, also contributed to this dialogue. The Jewish experience leading to the establishment of the state of Israel and the continuing world focus on the problems of the Near East have brought renewed interest in the theological question of the place of Israel in God’s plan for the world.
Our purpose in this work is to bring additional clarification to a contemporary form of dispensationalism that, although differing in some details among its adherents, is in general shared by many today. It is hoped that this will both give traditional dispensationalists a greater understanding of what some of their colleagues are saying, and aid the ongoing dialogue with non-dispensationalists. For many of us, references to dispensational interpretations by those not holding this position no longer speak to the real issues over which we differ. It is hoped that this work will help clarify the changes that have taken place within dispensationalism so that we can focus on the issues that still need resolution. In this regard, the question of the time of the rapture has not been included in the work. While most dispensationalists probably hold to a pretribulation rapture of the church as being in certain respects more harmonious with dispensationalism in general, many would not desire to make this a determining touchstone of dispensationalism today. For these the broad dispensational interpretation of biblical history does not ultimately stand or fall on the time of the rapture.
As will be evident throughout our work, the changes in dispensationalism have been largely in the direction of a greater continuity within God’s program of historical salvation. Instead of a strict parenthesis that has no relation with the messianic kingdom prophecies of the Old Testament, many dispensationalists now acknowledge the present age of the church as the first-stage partial fulfillment of these prophecies. Israel and the church are no longer viewed as representing two different purposes and plans of God, as some earlier dispensationalists taught; they are now seen as sharing in the same messianic kingdom of salvation history. These changes have obviously brought more congruence between dispensationalism and non-dispensationalism at many points.
The question may be raised as to whether such a revised dispensationalism is still legitimately “dispensationalism.” We have chosen to keep this terminology because of its association with dispensationalism’s traditional interpretation of the prophecies concerning the nation of Israel. Anyone who asserts not only the restoration of Israel as a national entity but also a future role for that nation in God’s kingdom program has been generally identified as dispensationalist. The new dispensationalism retains such a future for Israel. In fact, because it has minimized many other previous distinctions held by dispensationalism, the revised form of dispensationalism may be said to be even more essentially defined by this understanding of the prophecies of Israel. Thus we still use the term “dispensational” to describe the position set forth in its contrast to non-dispensationalism. The addition of “progressive” in the title of the work is meant here only to distinguish the newer interpretations from the older version of dispensationalism, which we refer to in this book as “classical” or “traditional” dispensationalism.
We are not concerned in this work with labels. Labels, if understood, are useful for communication. Therefore, we use the terms “dispensational” and “non-dispensational” here as helpful designations of differing interpretations. But we trust that they will not obscure the real intent, which is to engage the reader in the discussion of biblical interpretation.
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Chapter 1
The Crucial Issue Between Dispensational and Non-Dispensational Systems
I. INTRODUCTION
THROUGHOUT THE HISTORY of discussion between dispensationalists and non-dispensationalists numerous points of contention have been raised. These differences stemmed largely from the particular emphasis of each system in its understanding of biblical history. As its name indicates, the dispensational view tended to emphasize the differences in the various periods of human history brought about through the progressive revelation of God’s salvation program. Non-dispensationalists, on the other hand, inclined toward an emphasis on the unity of God’s work in biblical history.
Continued study of the Scriptures has seen development and modification of both perspectives. Most dispensationalists would acknowledge that some of the early statements of distinctions were overstated. This is often the case when a position is first espoused against another position as was the situation of early dispensationalism against traditional covenant amillenial theology. At the same time the rise of the discipline of biblical theology with its emphasis on interpreting the Scriptures in their historical environment has contributed to a greater appreciation of the development within the historical redemptive plan and the resultant differences entailed on the part of many non-dispensationalists.
These developments within the two schools of interpretation have worked to bring closer, if not total, agreement on many points of prior disagreement. There yet remain, however, some broad areas of difference which focus on the understanding of the fulfillment of God’s historical plan of redemption. Before looking at this crucial area, it will be beneficial to note first those areas which for many interpreters are no longer major areas of dispute.
A. Resolved Issues
Law and Grace. A primary point of difference in earlier years was the relationship of law and grace. The belief that Israel and the church play different roles in biblical history led dispensationalists to make many rather sharp distinctions regarding God’s methods of dealing with the two entities. They viewed Israel as operating under the economy of the Mosaic law; the church, under the dispensation of grace.
Although dispensationalists apparently never intended to teach a dichotomy between law and grace as principles of God’s salvation, some statements of early advocates were easily construed that way. C. I. Scofield wrote in his notes to the Bible, “The point of testing is no longer legal obedience as the condition of salvation, but acceptance or rejection of Christ with good works as a fruit of salvation…”1 His comment on the petition for forgiveness in the so-called Lord’s Prayer likewise promoted this dichotomy: “This is law. Forgiveness is conditioned upon a legal ground…Under law forgiveness is conditioned upon a like spirit in us; under grace we are forgiven for Christ’s sake, and exhorted to forgive because we have been forgiven.”2 Since forgiveness of sins lies at the heart of salvation, it was easy for non-dispensationalists to construe this view as teaching a law-based means of salvation in Old Testament times.
Charles C. Ryrie acknowledges that such “unguarded statements” were the “primary reason for the persistence of the charge” that dispensationalists were teaching more than one way of salvation. Ryrie responds that these early dispensationalists did not mean to teach what might be implied from these statements and, had they known the issue would arouse such acrimony, would have been more careful in what they said.3
While it cannot be denied that there is some unresolved tension in these earlier statements, dispensationalists have more recently been careful to explain that the progression in the dispensations involves no change in the fundamental principle of salvation by grace. Rather, they have affirmed more clearly that a single divine method of salvation by grace through faith has been in effect for all time; they have recognized an element of grace in the Mosaic economy; and they have asserted that the distinctions in the dispensations of law and grace refer to the rule of life rather than the means of justification before God. The two Scofield notes we cited have been radically altered in the New Scofield Reference Bible (1967). One note states that “prior to the cross man’s salvation was through faith (Gen. 15:6; Rom. 4:3), being grounded on Christ’s atoning sacrifice.”4
Contention over the issue of law and grace has, therefore, been rendered passé. This is acknowledged by Ryrie, who views the law as a revelation of God relating both to spiritual salvation and to life under the temporal theocracy of the nation of Israel. He concludes that “under the law God provided ways whereby man could be temporally acceptable before Him…Therefore it is entirely harmonious to say that the means of eternal salvation was by grace and the means of temporal life was by law.”5
The new spirit in discussion is also affirmed by Daniel Fuller, a non-dispensationalist who sees modern dispensationalism and covenant theology coalescing on the problem of law and grace. Citing statements made in the New Scofield Reference Bible and in Ryrie’s book Dispensationalism Today, Fuller comments, “In comparing these contemporary statements of dispensationalism with covenant theology, we conclude that there is no longer any substantive difference between the two on the subject of the law and the gospel.”6
Curtis Crenshaw and Grover Gunn reach the same conclusion. They assert that “the neo-dispensationalists” have eliminated the problem of seemingly teaching “divergent ways of salvation in different ages” by “clearly teaching an Old Testament by-faith salvation.”7
Finally, several recent works on dispensationalism by non-dispensationalists make no mention of different ways of salvation, suggesting by their silence that this is no longer a divisive issue.8
It would be going too far, however, to say that all differences on the relationship of law and grace have been erased. Dispensationalism’s affirmation of the distinction between the church and Israel and its greater emphasis on the progressive working of God throughout salvation history cause it to place greater emphasis on the distinctions between the pre-Christian era and that of the new covenant following Christ’s redemptive work. But none of these differences involves the fundamental way of salvation.9
One such distinction that is often noted is the change in the specific object of faith which took place as the revelation of God’s salvation unfolded. According to dispensationalists, the Old Testament saints could not have expressly placed their faith in Christ and the saving work of his death and resurrection in the same way believers could after those events took place.
Some differences also remain regarding the rule of the believer’s life. Non-dispensationalists tend to emphasize the similarities in the role of the law in the Old Testament economy and the requirements for righteousness placed on believers in the New; they say little or nothing about differences. A full discussion of this issue lies beyond the purpose of this book, but we note that some scriptural statements suggest differences (e.g., Jn 1:17; Gal 3:17ff.), especially a contrast between the old and new covenants.
Some see a similarity in the place of the law under the old covenant and the works of faith under the new (e.g., Jas 2), and we concur.10 But is this all that needs to be said? Surely some added measure of enabling grace is included in the new covenant that was absent under the old economy. The Mosaic covenant includes no promise from God such as that recorded by the prophet Ezekiel: “And I will put My Spirit within you and cause you to walk in My statutes” (Eze 36:27 NASB; cf. Jer 31:33–34). It was this very lack in the old covenant that made a new one necessary to bring people to final perfection (Heb 8:7ff.). Because this difference can only be considered in relation to God’s grace, this factor must be included to some extent in discussing the two economies of life.11
The Sermon on the Mount. A significant issue closely related to the law-grace question is the interpretation of the Sermon on the Mount. Traditional dispensationalists see Jesus’ teaching as applying primarily to the kingdom that he was announcing as being “at hand” (KJV and NASB; “near,” NIV). Chafer advocated this position: “In this manifesto the King declares the essential character of the kingdom, the conduct which will be required in the kingdom, and the directions of entrance into the kingdom.” He noted further that the teachings are “purely legal” and present “a new degree and standard of law which is adapted to the conditions which shall obtain in the kingdom.” Chafer then said that “when His kingdom was rejected and its realization delayed until the return of the King, the application of all Scripture which conditions life in the kingdom was delayed as well.”12 This does not deny that “a secondary application” of “lessons and principles may be drawn from it” for the church today, but it means that its primary application belongs to the dispensation of the kingdom.13
Ryrie has expressed essentially the same view. He argues that everyone who seeks to find a direct application of injunctions such as “turning the other cheek” to life today has to abandon a strict literal interpretation of Scripture and make some adjustments. Thus, he writes, “the full, nonfudging, unadjusted fulfillment of the Sermon relates to the kingdom of Messiah…,” although it all has relevance for today.14 However, the question may legitimately be raised whether Jesus intended his teaching to be interpreted in strict literalness. Most scholars suggest that Jesus used some extreme examples designed to teach fundamental principles rather than offering strict, actual cases that are to be interpreted absolutely without qualification.15 If this is, in fact, the better understanding, then the argument for the impossibility of a primary application for the present age loses its force.
Other dispensationalists, by contrast, hold that the strong presence of manifest evil alluded to in the teaching of the Sermon on the Mount precludes a primary application to the kingdom. They view Jesus’ teaching as directed only toward those living during that period when the kingdom was proclaimed as being at hand. Taking this position, Dwight Pentecost states that “…in its primary interpretation the Sermon on the Mount is directly applicable to those of our Lord’s own day who…were anticipating the coming of the King and the kingdom.” According to this view, because the kingdom was rejected by Israel and therefore was not established, the message of the Sermon will only be applicable again just prior to the second advent, when the establishment of the kingdom is again “near.”16
Finally, other dispensationalists, acknowledging that the teachings of Jesus in the Sermon were intended directly for his disciples at the time, see the application as continuing throughout this age. With the previous position, this view understands the directives of the Lord as expressions of kingdom righteousness to be lived in the world before the actual establishment of that kingdom. As believers in the church live in anticipation of that kingdom and are presently called “sons of the kingdom” (Mt 13:18), the pattern of life set forth by Jesus in the Sermon applies directly to them during this age.17 This latter position on the Sermon would appear to be becoming more popular within dispensationalism, thus excluding this issue as a point of distinction vis-a-vis non-dispensationalists.
The Kingdom of Heaven and the Kingdom of God. A rather minor issue that is still occasionally regarded as a feature of dispensationalism,18 but really should not be, is the distinction between “the kingdom of heaven” and “the kingdom of God.” Traditional dispensationalists sometimes contended that the term kingdom of God referred to the sphere of reality and kingdom of heaven only to the sphere of profession, which encompassed both genuine believers and merely professing believers. In this view, also, the kingdom of God was cosmic and universal in its dimensions, having authority over all creation, while the kingdom of heaven was limited to the earth.19
Most recent advocates of a distinction acknowledge that the two expressions are “often used synonymously,” yet are to be distinguished in certain contexts.20 Others who would generally be identified with dispensationalism agree with most non-dispensationalists that no distinction between these expressions is intended by the biblical writers.21 Matthew’s use of “the kingdom of heaven” is to be explained as a Semitic idiom probably resulting from the Jewish reverence for the name of God and the tendency to use “heaven” or “heavens” as a substitute.22 So, although some dispensationalists still distinguish the two terms in some passages, we agree with Ryrie that this issue is not a determinative feature of dispensationalism.23
B. The Focal Issue
Amid this greater harmony, one basic and fairly broad issue remains a point of contention between dispensationalists and non-dispensationalists—namely, God’s purpose and plan in biblical history. Other fundamental distinctions have been made, particularly in relation to covenant theology,24 but in our opinion these other issues should not be viewed as underlying differences.
Non-dispensationalists are often accused of using a spiritualizing or even an allegorizing method of biblical interpretation, especially in the areas of prophecy that relate to the issue of the church and Israel. Moreover, these critics say, a hermeneutical presupposition is involved, and therefore the differences between theologies entail fundamental approaches to biblical hermeneutics. An analysis of non-dispensational systems, however, reveals that their less-than-literal approach to Israel in the Old Testament prophecies does not really arise from an a priori spiritualistic or metaphorical hermeneutic. Rather, it is the result of their interpretation of the New Testament using the same grammatico-historical hermeneutic as that of dispensationalists. Coming to the conclusion that the New Testament teaches the equation of the church and Israel leads them to an interpretation of the Old Testament prophecies in harmony with their understanding of this New Testament teaching.
Again, it is beyond the scope of this book to explore why scholars using the same hermeneutical procedures come to different conclusions about a given passage of Scripture. Without question, all the factors that contribute to an interpreter’s personality—the intellectual, emotional, and spiritual background as well as the Zeitgeist in which one works—affect the thought processes and the results.25 It is here, not in a priori hermeneutical beliefs, that we should look to explain the differences in interpretation and application among dispensationalists and non-dispensationalists.
Another alleged distinction is sometimes seen in the ultimate purpose of God for history. Some dispensationalists have charged their opponents with defining God’s purpose as “soteriological” while they themselves regard it as “doxological.”26 That is, non-dispensational (especially covenant) theologians are seen as viewing the salvation of the people of God as the unifying theme of Scripture whereas dispensationalists attribute this unity to the ascription of glory to God. While non-dispensationalists do tend to put more emphasis on the unity in God’s program, they clearly view the ultimate goal as the glorification of God, even as dispensationalists do.
So the fundamental issue between dispensationalists and non-dispensationalists is neither a basic hermeneutical principle nor the ultimate purpose of human history. The basic issue is the way we understand the historical plan and the goal of that plan through which God will bring eternal glory to himself. More specifically, it is the question of the purpose and plan of God within human history, i.e., from this creation until the inauguration of the eternal state. This inquiry involves not only the basic goal of history, but the meaning and integration of the various aspects of God’s work during this period. We must understand not only what God intends to do, but how he accomplishes it. The call of Abraham, the election and formation of the nation of Israel, God’s dealing with the church and the nations, and the various covenant arrangements—all these are facets of the historical plan that must be integrated and understood.
There are differences among non-dispensationalists as to the historical goal and the meaning of the various facets, depending on whether they are premillennialists or amillennialists. However, the sharper distinctions occur between dispensationalists and non-dispensationalists.
II. THE NON-DISPENSATIONAL SYSTEM
A. The Purpose of History
Many biblical scholars past and present point to the concept of the kingdom of God as the theme of history.27 Much recent non-dispensational thinking is illustrated by Anthony Hoekema, who writes that “the kingdom of God is the central theme of Jesus’ preaching and, by implication, of the preaching and teaching of the apostles…It is in the kingdom of God that we must see the real meaning of history.”28
The nature of the kingdom of God within history, however, has different conceptions among non-dispensationalists, depending on whether or not they believe that the Scripture teaches a literal, earthly millennial reign of Christ. Because the amillennialist relates the reign of Christ to this present age before the second coming, he tends to view the kingdom purpose of God in history as fundamentally a spiritual reign over the people of God. Roderick Campbell, an earlier non-dispensationalist than Hoekema, declared, “Everything in history and life is subservient to spiritual redemption.”29
But spiritual redemption is an ambiguous term. On the one hand, it can encompass all of God’s redeeming activity (including human societal structures and ultimately the creation itself); on the other hand, it can be limited to the redemption summarized in the forgiveness of sins and the new life of the Spirit promised in the new covenant. Amillennialists subscribe to this latter, more limited meaning. Louis Berkhof, for example, argued that the temporal and earthly blessings promised to Abraham “did not constitute an end in themselves, but served to symbolize and typify spiritual and heavenly things.”30 In other words, the words that spoke of earthly physical blessing are to be applied presently to the church or to heaven.
Hoekema calls that exegesis unfortunate and seeks to affirm the earthly nature of these blessings by applying them to the new earth.31 While in doing so, Hoekema does greater justice to the language of prophecy,∗ we must note that placing the fulfillment of these promises in the time of the new earth puts them beyond the pale of the history of this present earth and the messianic age of Christ’s reign.
Hoekema contends that the Old Testament promises are fulfilled in two stages, which he calls “the present Messianic age and the age of the future.”32 According to amillennialists, Christ will deliver up the (messianic) kingdom at his second coming (1Co 15:24), and therefore the promises of a redeemed society of human nations and a world of nature redeemed from the curse will not be fulfilled within the realm of what is ordinarily associated with history and this creation. Instead these promises will be fulfilled in the new creation of the eternal state. Such an interpretation therefore still leaves the purpose of God within this history with the more limited concept of spiritual redemption.
By contrast, premillennial non-dispensationalists are able to view the historical redemption of the kingdom purpose as encompassing the societal and natural elements mentioned above. The messianic reign of Christ includes the establishment of God’s will in the structures of human society and government before the mediatorial work of Christ is complete and the kingdom is delivered up to the Father for eternity.
B. The Emphasis on Unity
Non-dispensationalists, as we have stated, emphasize the unity of the historical working of God more than dispensationalists do. Although there may be some variations in how God administers the affairs of earth, these are basically stages in the development of a single program. They may be likened to the development of a person from an infant to adulthood. For traditional covenant theologians, the various economies of God are outworkings of the one covenant of grace.33 For others, emphasizing the kingdom theme, these economies are stages in the development of God’s purpose to redeem his creation from the power of sin and and its effects.
Basic to all non-dispensationalist thought is a unity of the people of God that does not allow for a future place and purpose for the nation of Israel in the historical plan of God’s redemption. Usually the term Israel is applied to the total people of God, Jews and Gentiles alike. However, two great events in this century—the Holocaust and the reestablishment of the state of Israel—have called attention to the continued historical existence of the Jews as a distinct people. This has evoked renewed theological discussion about the meaning and place of Israel in God’s purposes, eliciting a wide array of opinions among non-dispensationalists.
Perhaps the view most commonly held among evangelical non-dispensationalists is that Israel’s future is simply an incorporation of that people into the church. Hoekema speaks for many when he writes, “…the future of believing Israelites is not to be separated from the future of believing Gentiles.” He states that Israel has no particular place in God’s future salvation economy: “Israel’s hope for the future is exactly the same as that of believing Gentiles: salvation and ultimate glorification through faith in Christ.”34
Herman Ridderbos sets out the theological rationale for this position: “The church takes the place of Israel as the historical people of God” and has been “endowed with all the privileges and blessings of Israel.”35 This is essentially the stance adopted by the Roman Catholic Church at the Second Vatican Council. The council spoke of the future incorporation of Israel within the church, but made no reference to any role or purpose for Israel in God’s plan.36
Some non-dispensationalists go a step further and say that Israel’s incorporation is a means of great blessing to the world. Of Romans 11:15, John Murray states, “This restoration of Israel will have a marked beneficial effect, described as ‘life from the dead.’” This is explained as “an unprecedented quickening for the world in the expansion and success of the gospel.”37 Ernst Käsemann likewise appears to see some significance for the rest of the world in the future conversion of Israel. “Israel,” he writes, “is the bearer of the blessing both in the present and in the future.” And “Israel is an integral part of the end of history…Both the beginning and the end of the drama of salvation are determined by the destiny of Israel.”38 None of these expressions, however, seem to allow any place for the fulfillment of the biblical prophecies that ascribe to Israel a particular place among the nations.
Some scholars who would probably be classified as non-dispensationalists do appear to see some significance for the nation of Israel in the future. George Ladd envisions that through the salvation of Israel “a new wave of life will come to the whole world.”39 He suggested that this may be connected to a national existence: “…it may be that in the millennium, for the first time in human history, we will witness a truly Christian nation.” However, Ladd seemed to deny giving any basis to this purpose in the Old Testament prophecies in adding that “eschatology simply affirms the future salvation of Israel and remains open to God’s future as to the details.”40
A similar openness to a significant national existence is suggested by Willem VanGemeren in his valuable study on the place of Israel in Reformed Theology. He shows that the Reformed tradition has not always limited the Old Testament prophecies about Israel to a spiritual fulfillment in the church. He calls for a hope that includes a greater fulfillment of the kingdom promises, including physical blessings. Like Ladd, however, VanGemeren seeks to leave completely open the nature of the fulfillment of these prophecies.41
The common thread running through these non-dispensational views is the emphasis on the unity of the people of God. True, the reestablishment of the nation of Israel has renewed their interest in the situation of the Jews and brought a greater appreciation for the biblical teaching of a future for Israel; but that future does not entail any distinction between the nation Israel and the other nations of the world. The concept of a special future role among the nations is somehow canceled out by the non-dispensationalists’ regard for overriding unity.
III. THE TRADITIONAL DISPENSATIONAL SYSTEM
A. The Purpose of History
Traditional dispensationalism proposed a twofold purpose for God’s program in history—one purpose related to the earth and worked out through Israel, the other related to heaven and worked out through the church. Chafer called this distinction the defining feature of dispensationalism: “The dispensationalist believes that throughout the ages God is pursuing two distinct purposes: one related to the earth with earthly people and earthly objectives involved which is Judaism; while the other is related to heaven with heavenly people and heavenly objectives involved, which is Christianity.”42
This divided purpose has subsequently been modified by most dispensationalists in favor of some form of a unified historical plan. Ryrie explains that “any apparent dichotomy between heavenly and earthly purposes is not actual.” Both Israel and the church ultimately have a heavenly hope together in the heavenly Jerusalem. The earthly purpose for Israel is to be fulfilled by natural Israel during the course of history, specifically in the millennium.43
The basis of this historical unity, according to some dispensationalists, lies in the concept of a theocratic kingdom. Pentecost advocates this view:
From the outset of God’s program to manifest His sovereignty by His rule in this earthly sphere until the consummation of that program, when universal sovereignty is acknowledged (1 Cor. 15:24), there has been one continuous, connected, progressive development of that program. While there might be various phases of the program and different media through which that sovereignty was exercised, it has been the development of one program. This whole program may be called the theocratic kingdom.44
Alva McClain likewise sees the kingdom concept as the unifying theme of biblical history, although he explains the term meditorial kingdom somewhat differently.45
Others, like Ryrie, prefer to see the unifying theme in the more comprehensive but less specific idea of the display of the glory of God. “The unifying principle of dispensationalism,” Ryrie states, “is doxological, or the glory of God, and the dispensations reveal the glory of God as He manifests His character in the differing stewardships given to man.”46 While not denying that their opponents also see the glory of God as the chief end of all things, dispensationalists have insisted that limiting the means of that glorification to spiritual redemption—a common non-dispensational theme—is an unwarranted reduction of the many facets of God’s historical work. John F. Walvoord states,
All the events of the created world are designed to manifest the glory of God. The error of covenant theologians is that they combine all the many facets of divine purpose in the one objective of fulfillment of the covenant of grace…The various purposes of God for Israel, for the church which is His body, for the Gentile nations, for the unsaved, for Satan and the wicked angels, for the earth and for the heavens have each their contribution. How impossible it is to compress all of these factors into the mold of the covenant of grace!47
So we see that while they have sometimes been accused of undermining the unity of the Bible,48 traditional dispensationalists have sought to affirm a unity. But for them, the unity has generally been limited to overarching principles to which the various facets of history (e.g., God’s work with Israel, the church, and Gentiles) can be vertically related, rather than any direct, horizontal relations within history itself.
B. The Discontinuity Within the Historical Program
Perhaps the key distinction of traditional dispensationalism, therefore, is its emphasis on the distinctions or discontinuities in the historical program of God. While affirming “an essential unity to divine dealing in human history,” Walvoord explains that dispensationalism “distinguishes major stewardships or purposes of God, particularly as revealed in three important dispensations of law, grace, and kingdom.”49
The most crucial distinction in traditional dispensationalism is between Israel and the church. Ryrie explicitly says so: “The essence of dispensationalism, then, is the distinction between Israel and the Church.”50 This separation is so sharp that the church is precluded from any present relationship to the messianic kingdom promises.
It is common for dispensationalists to refer to the “church age,” the period between Pentecost and the rapture, as a parenthesis of time interrupting the messianic kingdom program.51 Chafer preferred the term intercalation because, he said, “a parenthetical portion sustains some direct or indirect relation to that which goes before or that which follows; but the present age-purpose is not thus related…”52 Assigning this place to the church leads to the conclusion that it is not related to the messianic kingdom promises and the covenants on which this kingdom program rests. Although usually specifying the Davidic kingdom promises in particular, the fundamental teaching of traditional dispensationalism is that no part of the Old Testament kingdom predictions are being fulfilled in any way during this age.53
IV. A MEDIATING POSITION
In our opinion there is a mediating position between non-dispensationalism and traditional dispensationalism that provides a better understanding of Scripture. This view seeks to retain a natural understanding of the prophetic Scriptures that appear to assign a significant role to the nation Israel in the future, in accordance with a dispensational system. But it also sees the program of God as unified within history, in agreement with non-dispensationalists, and it denies a radical discontinuity between the present church age and the messianic kingdom promises.
At this point we will not explore all the Scripture and debatable issues related to this broad topic, but we will sketch the general outline.
A. The Unified Purpose of History
Various themes such as “covenant” or “promise” have been put forth as the unifying principle of biblical history. While the particular term one chooses is not crucial, we prefer, with many others, the concept of “the kingdom” as that which best encompasses the full meaning of God’s work in the history of Scripture. George N. H. Peters offers this concept in his classic, three-volume work on premillennialism, The Theocratic Kingdom: “The kingdom deserves the first place in Biblical and the first rank in Systematic theology…In view of its extent, the doctrine exceeds all others in magnitude, enfolding in itself nearly all doctrine.”54
John Bright concurs. He writes, “…the concept of the Kingdom of God involves, in a real sense, the total message of the Bible. Not only does it loom large in the teachings of Jesus; it is to be found, in one form or another, through the length and breadth of the Bible.”55
As the theme of biblical history, the kingdom is that program through which God effects his lordship on the earth in a comprehensive salvation within history. According to the Scriptures, God has always been the sovereign King over all his creation. The truth stated by the psalmist is found repeatedly in Scripture: “The LORD has established His throne in the heavens; And His sovereignty [or kingdom] rules over all” (Ps 103:19 NASB; cf. Pss 29:10; 74:12; 145:13; 1Ch 29:11–12). This rule of God, however, has been opposed by both evil spirits and humans since the entrance of sin into the good creation of God through the fall of Satan and his angels.
According to biblical revelation, the focal point of the conflict between the powers of evil and the kingdom of God is the earth. Here the drama of redemption is played out and affects the far reaches of the universe. The earth appears in Scripture as a rebelling province in the universal kingdom of God. It is God’s purpose to bring an end to this rebellion and its sinful effects, not only in human history, but in all creation. Thus God’s kingdom, which today may be said to be over the earth, will one day be established on the earth. This fundamental purpose is expressed in the petition that Christ taught his disciples to pray: “Your kingdom come, your will be done on earth as it is in heaven” (Mt 6:10).
God’s kingly rule is brought to the earth through the mediation of the kingdom of the Messiah. According to biblical prophecy, the coming of the kingdom involves the redemption of creation from all the effects of sin through the personal salvation of individuals, the socio-political salvation of the nations, and finally the salvation of the earth and heavens through re-creation. This pervasive mediatorial kingdom program, ultimately fulfilled through the reign of Christ, is the theme of Scripture and the unifying principle of all aspects of God’s work in history.
The historical plan of God, therefore, is one unified plan. Contrary to traditional dispensationalism, it does not entail separate programs for the church and Israel that are somehow ultimately unified only in the display of God’s glory or in eternity. The present age is not a historical parenthesis unrelated to the history that precedes and follows it; rather, it is an integrated phase in the development of the mediatorial kingdom. It is the beginning of the fulfillment of the eschatological promises. Thus the church today has its place and function in the same mediatorial messianic kingdom program that Israel was called to serve.
B. A Historical Unity with Distinctions
The unity of the historical kingdom program, however, must be interpreted in such a way as to allow for the natural understanding of all the biblical prophecies. These promises portray a restoration of the nation of Israel to the promised land and a central position for that nation in the final period of the mediatorial kingdom (Isa 2:1–4; chs. 60–62; Jer 33:14-15; Zec 14:16–21). Contrary to non-dispensationalism, the term Israel is not finally applied to all God’s people irrespective of nationality. Rather, it retains its meaning for a particular national people in accordance with the early covenants and promises of Scripture. This particularity still has significance in the outworking of the mediatorial kingdom.
In our understanding of biblical history, then, Scripture teaches a “unity with distinctives,” fusing together what might be termed the primary emphases of both dispensational and non-dispensational theology. Although traditional dispensationalism, as we see it, has tended to draw distinctives too sharply, it must be credited with calling attention to the particularities of biblical history that were ignored and virtually eliminated in other theological systems. By contrast, non-dispensational scholars have encouraged us to focus on the truth of the unity of God’s historical work.
C. The Decisive Questions
Having sketched a course for biblical history that falls between traditional dispensational and non-dispensational systems, we still must deal with significant biblical issues that separate the two camps. These naturally focus on the relation of the church and the present age to the history that precedes and follows—which, according to Scripture, have in some sense a special place for Israel.
Is this present age in any sense the beginning of the fulfillment of the messianic kingdom promises? How is the eschatological time in which we are living, beginning with the first advent of Christ, related to the kingdom? What is the meaning of the “mystery” concerning the union of Jews and Gentiles in the church, and is it dispensational or soteriological? How are we to define the church and Israel and their relationship—are they two peoples of God or one? Finally-and most significant for dispensationalists—what is the distinctive role of Israel for the future, and what is the purpose in that role?
These questions relate to the basic differences between dispensationalism and non-dispensationalism. It is hoped that the increasing attention given to these issues by both groups today will lead to better understanding of Scripture and greater unity of thought.
V. SOME HERMENEUTICAL CONSIDERATIONS
In forging a mediating position that sees a historical unity of God’s kingdom program of salvation, yet allows distinctions especially as regards Israel, we have suggested that this conclusion results from taking the Scriptures in their “natural understanding.” We do not retract our earlier assertion that the basic hermeneutical procedure, especially in its beginning principles, is essentially the same for both dispensational and non-dispensational scholars. Both affirm a historical-grammatical hermeneutic. Differing judgments as to whether a particular statement should be interpreted literally are based on the prior application of the historical-grammatical hermeneutic to other passages.
There are, however, other considerations, which might be termed hermeneutical, that bear on one’s interpretation. We will not explore these at length, but will deal with them briefly as they apply directly to the relationship of the Old and New Testaments and the overall interpretation of biblical history.
A. The Old Testament Prophecies Include the Eschatological Realities
For interpreting biblical prophecy it is necessary to understand the relationship of the two testaments. We must remember that the Old Testament is not just the record of the history that precedes the New Testament. The designations “Old” and “New” can give the false impression that the Old Testament is superseded historically by the New. The prophecies in the Old Testament, like those in the New, look to the future, which includes the eternal state of the new heavens and earth (e.g., Isa 65:17; 66:22). In other words, while the history of God’s people related in the Old Testament reveals life under the old covenant, the Old Testament nevertheless depicts the ending of this old arrangement in favor of the blessings of a new covenant.
Recognizing that the Old Testament prophecies speak of the eschatological times and events, including the inauguration of the new covenant, precludes our seeing all of the Old Testament as merely shadows and types that become outmoded with the coming of Christ. The fulfilled reality of the coming of Christ transcended many elements contained in the old Mosaic covenant; but this cannot be said of the promises of the new covenant and other eschatological realities. These eschatological elements of the Old Testament promises, therefore, may be said to stand as antitypical in relation to the typical shadows of the old covenant. If such is the case, then, it would seem logical that these eschatological elements should be understood in their Old Testament meaning unless later revelation indicates a reinterpretation.
Another aspect of the eschatological elements in Old Testament prophecy is that these promises combined both “spiritual” and what might be called “material” elements. Some scholars conclude that with the coming of the spiritual realities in Christ and the Spirit, the physical, or material, loses its meaning. Thus Christ becomes the real meaning of the land or the temple or even Israel. According to this reasoning, the coming of the spiritual realities somehow requires eliminating the physical or material dimension of things. But the idea that a move away from the material to the spiritual is a genuine advancement in salvation history sounds suspiciously Platonic.
By contrast, the Old Testament prophets saw no problem with the physical and material existing together with the spiritual in eschatological times—analogous to the original creation, which included the material. For those prophets, the outpouring of the Spirit and even his indwelling in the human heart could exist alongside the material realities of Israel’s restoration to the land, the city of Jerusalem, and the temple. Although the new spiritual realities brought changes—especially in the direct relationship of God, through the Spirit, with all people everywhere—these changes apparently did not rule out the reality and significance of the physical in God’s eschatological plan. The present age of the church, with its lack of significance for physical realities (e.g., particular places or physical descent), ought not to rule out these material realities in the future. All agree that the present age is only the inauguration and partial fulfillment of the prophecies.
B. The Biblical Meaning and Use of Typology
Discussion of the church and Israel often turns to the matter of the biblical meaning and use of typology.56 Without getting technical, we can say that Scripture clearly teaches that there is a correspondence between events, persons, and institutions related to Old Testament Israel and aspects of God’s work in the New Testament church. But several things must be kept in mind in drawing conclusions from this relationship.
Typology, it is generally agreed, does not eliminate the historicity of the type. This is universally accepted with regard to historical Israel’s living under the old covenant. But what about the Israel of the eschatological time portrayed in the prophets, the Israel related to the reign of the future Davidic king? The church is often viewed as typologically replacing Israel in these prophecies. What, then, happens to the historicity of the type if the type is not the historical Israel living under the old covenant, but the future Israel enjoying messianic salvation under the new covenant?
These questions lead us back to a prior question, namely, whether the New Testament teaches that Israel is a type of the church. The answer seems to depend on one’s concept of the relationship between a type and its antitype. If a type is understood as shadow pointing forward to the reality of an antitype, then it is questionable whether Israel is a type. It would mean, as with many matters under the old covenant, that the coming of the reality in Christ brought the existence of the type to an end—that is, the shadow was absorbed into the reality. By contrast, if a type is defined as a general historical and theological correspondence,57 then the many analogies between Old Testament Israel and the New Testament people of God may well be explained by seeing Israel as a type of the church. But the correspondences with God’s actions among Old Testament Israel would not in this understanding of typology deny the continued existence of that nation in the future.
C. The Finality of Christ
The revelation of God and in a very real sense the saving action of God reach their finality in Christ. All is finally summed up in him—all promises as well as all ministry for salvation. With the coming of Christ we have also reached the “last days” of history. Not only that, but we have reached the realm of the heavenlies having come to the heavenly Jerusalem (cf. Heb 12:22).
As profound as the truths of Christ’s finality and our present relation to heavenly realities are, they cannot render totally insignificant the continuing historical fulfillment of the promises on earth. The truth that all the promises are fulfilled in Christ does not, as some say, dissolve their meaning into the person of Christ. Nor does it mean that all human ministry is outmoded. The fact that the Old Testament priesthood finds its fulfillment in Christ, as taught in the book of Hebrews, does not preclude a future priestly ministry for the nation of Israel in accord with the picture of the Old Testament prophets and the original call of that people. That such is the case is demonstrated in the present ministry of the church. Even though Christ came as the final High Priest, it is clear that the church is still commissioned as a priestly people in the service of God’s salvation.
The fact that earthly human ministry still has significance after the finality of Christ’s coming leads to a second truth with hermeneutical implications. The application of Christ’s fulfillment of the eschatological promises is progressive. Christ’s coming into the world and our coming to God’s final eschatological salvation in him did not bring either the end of history or our perfection. Just as the new covenant, promising ultimate perfection, is worked out gradually in our lives, so also the application of God’s salvation to human history involves the progressive fulfillment of promises on earth. Thus God’s purpose in electing Israel may be said to be fulfilled in Christ, but this does not deny a place or time for Israel’s participation in that fulfillment even as Christ presently fulfills his ministry through the church.
D. The Theology of the New Testament Writers
The interpretation of biblical prophecies that are central to our discussion revolves ultimately around the question of their progressive fulfillment. More specifically, the issue is how the prophecies in the Old Testament that relate to the coming of the Messiah are divided in the New Testament so as to be fulfilled in two comings. Everyone involved in the discussion would agree that the biblical writers are the final source of reference in this matter. Dispensationalists have sometimes been accused of putting a priority on Old Testament teaching while non-dispensationalists emphasize the teaching of the New Testament. In truth, both sides must use all the Bible with the recognition that the principle of progressive revelation obviously gives the New Testament writers the last word.
Thus the teaching of the apostles is crucial to the proper understanding of the fulfillment of the Old Testament prophecies. The apostles are the ones who must sort out the unified messianic prophecies of the Old Testament so that we can interpret them correctly. To understand the apostles’ teaching, therefore, it is essential that the interpreter determine exactly what is taught as being fulfilled during this age and what remains for the future. Because the Old Testament prophecies were not divided, we must make careful judgments in our exegesis to determine what is present and what is future.
Peter’s citation of Joel 2 in Acts 2:17ff. illustrates the problem, although this example is comparatively easy to solve. The immediate context and a knowledge of the New Testament teaching about the future lead to the unmistakable conclusion that Peter did not mean that all of Joel’s prophecy was fulfilled at Pentecost.
It is common to give hermeneutical significance, either tacitly or explicitly, to the relative silence of the New Testament with regard to the prophetic picture portrayed so fully in the Old Testament. In particular, much is made of the lack of explicit teaching by the apostle Paul about the so-called nationalistic promises to Israel. For example, it is frequently assumed, if not stated outright, that the absence of a specific mention of the restoration of Israel as a nation and her return to the land in connection with her future salvation (Ro 11:26) signifies that these aspects of Old Testament prophecy are no longer valid. Another example is Paul’s failure to give an explicit teaching about a millennial reign comparable to that given by John in Revelation 20.
We suggest that to assess this phenomenon of the comparative lack of repetition of the Old Testament prophetic picture in the New Testament, we should consider the historical situation of the New Testament writers. As Jews or other people closely related to Israel, the writers were people of the Old Testament Scriptures. For them, the apostolic tradition of the New Testament was something added onto their already existing Bible. As people well-versed in the Jewish Scriptures, the prophecies of the coming eschatological Davidic king and his reign were not only well-known to them but were also their hope. This is evident in the question the disciples asked about the restoration of the kingdom of Israel (Ac 1:6).
The Old Testament Scriptures were familiar not only to the writers of the New Testament, but also to the other people in the early church. The apostles continually referred to these Scriptures to support their teaching about Christ. Moreover, those who heard their teaching were commended for searching “the Scriptures”—that is, what we call the Old Testament—to see whether what the New Testament teachers were saying was true (Ac 17:11).
It should be noted that this relation of the early New Testament church to the Old Testament stands in contrast to most believers in the church who begin with the New Testament and only after considerable study in this portion of the Scriptures then venture into the Old Testament. Even then the prophetic portions of the Old Testament are often the last to receive much study. Along with this practice and perhaps to some extent resulting from it, the idea is fostered that the New Testament is the Christian Scriptures, whereas the Old Testament deals only with the history of ancient Israel. Little recognition is given to the fact that the Old Testament also deals with the Messiah, the Christ, in its prophecies. As indicated earlier, even the language, “Old” and “New” Testaments is somewhat misleading, somehow indicating that the old deals with that which has been outmoded even as the old covenant. For the people of the New Testament era, what we know as the Old Testament was considered their Christian Scriptures (e.g., 2Ti 3:16).
When we encounter the hermeneutical argument of silence, therefore, we must remember that the Old Testament prophecies were in the Scriptures and the minds of the New Testament writers and their audience. If that is the case, why should we think it necessary that the prophecies be reiterated in the New Testament? If they desired to teach their continued validity, it would seem sufficient for the apostles to simply affirm this fact without repeating all the prophecies.
At least two hermeneutical principles seem relevant to the historical and theological stance of the New Testament writers. First, the fact that these writers were familiar with the Old Testament prophecies suggests that we should be also to have an adequate foundation for interpreting the New Testament. Second, the lack of detail about the Old Testament prophecies in the New Testament does not necessarily mean they are invalid or superseded. To the contrary, the situation of the early church suggests that we should consider the prophecies valid unless there is explicit teaching to the contrary. The infrequent affirmations that do appear in the New Testament—such as Paul’s statements of validation in Romans 9:3–5 and 11:26, 29—imply that these promises retain their Old Testament meaning unless otherwise stated.
The historical and theological setting of the New Testament writers compels us to put ourselves in their position even as we listen to them as our teachers. We must reckon with their Scriptures and not just the New Testament.
PART II
THE PRESENT AGE AND OLD TESTAMENT PROPHECY
Chapter 2
The Abrahamic Covenant
A KEY ISSUE in discussion between dispensationalists and non-dispensationalists is the place of the present age in the Old Testament prophecies. Christian scholars agree that Jesus is the fulfillment of the Old Testament predictions of the Messiah who was to come. They likewise agree that the work of salvation that he accomplished on earth fulfilled the Old Testament Scriptures. The disagreement among interpreters centers primarily in the predictions about the messianic kingdom.
Dispensationalists traditionally have recognized Christ as the promised Messiah and his saving work as the fulfillment of the Old Testament predictions of spiritual salvation associated with the Messiah. However, they deny that any of the messianic kingdom promises are being fulfilled during the present age of the church. Since the church is not Israel, these promises, which feature a restored Israel, await their fulfillment in the future time of the millennium kingdom.
Non-dispensationalists, by contrast, affirm that these kingdom promises are fulfilled in part in the present age. The extent of that fulfillment relates to one’s view of the millennium. Millennialists, believing that a millennial kingdom period will precede the eternal state, see the fulfillment of the prophecies as spanning the present church age, the millennium, and the eternal state.
Amillennialists hold to a fulfillment in two ages—the present church age and the eternal state (which is ushered in by the second coming of Christ). The amillennial emphasis on the fulfillment of Christ’s messianic kingdom during the present age can be attributed to the apostle Paul’s teaching that the mediatorial work of Christ’s kingdom is in some sense complete at the second coming, when he hands over the kingdom to God the Father (1Co 15:24). Any predictions of the Messiah’s reign over an imperfect world must be fulfilled during the present age, because the next age is the new heaven and new earth, where there is no unrighteousness.
The non-dispensational millennialist, on the other hand, has more room for the fulfillment of the promises. All of the prophecies of Christ’s reign on earth before he hands the kingdom to the Father do not take place during the present time; there is yet a millennial phase of the kingdom when many of the predictions dealing with a literal reign are to be fulfilled.
The problem of relating the present age to the Old Testament messianic prophecies can be solved only by examining what the New Testament says. These prophecies, which outline God’s purpose and plan for humankind and their world, are expressions of God’s covenant promises—in particular, the Abrahamic, Davidic, and new covenants.1 So we do well to consider first the fulfillment of the foundational covenants. Which aspects of these covenant promises, according to the Scriptures, are fulfilled in the present, and which ones remain to be fulfilled?
I. THE ABRAHAMIC COVENANT IN THE OLD TESTAMENT
Immediately after the Fall, God promised, in the protevangelium of Genesis 3:15, the future victory of humanity over evil. The “seed of the woman,” Christ, would triumph over evil represented by “the seed of the serpent.” As the conflict between good and evil is played out, the early chapters of Genesis tell of God’s intervention in history to rescue mankind from total corruption in the Flood and at the tower of Babel. These actions, however, were essentially preservative rather than positive steps in a program of salvation. It would seem that God was letting mankind demonstrate its inability to fulfill the creation mandate of ruling the earth as his representative (cf. Ge 1:26, 28) before introducing his plan of salvation in the establishment of his kingdom.
Only with the call of Abraham does God step into human history to intitiate his own kingdom program of salvation. The gracious promises given to Abraham in covenant appear throughout Scripture as the foundation and essential ingredients in germinal form of all subsequent salvation history.2 In addition to the content, the paradigmatic divinehuman relationship evident in the covenant with Abraham constitutes the root of all salvation. What H. J. Kraus aptly says in relation to Abraham and the Old Testament message can be extended equally to the remainder of biblical history:
In this word of God to Abraham is to be found a master clue to the understanding of the whole of Old Testament history. The starting point of the history of man’s salvation is God’s call to man and nothing else…This call, with its trenchant demand for separation, is at the same time promise. Out of Abraham a great people will grow, and this people will be the bearer of blessing to all peoples. By way of Abraham and Israel God enters into the world of the nations. The Old Testament message is based on the first call and on the first promise of which Abraham was the recipient.3
God’s purpose through Abraham began with the gracious promises attached to a call for separation (Ge 12:1–3). It was subsequently ratified in formal covenant agreement (Ge 15:4–21) and later reiterated with more detail on three occasions during Abraham’s lifetime (Ge 13:14–17; 17:1–21; 22:15–18). It was finally confirmed to Isaac (Ge 26:3–5, 24) and Jacob (Ge 28:13–15; 35:9–12; cf. 46:1–4), making it possible for Israel subsequently to speak of God’s “covenant with Abraham, Isaac and Jacob” (2Ki 13:23).
This covenant promise is grounded in God’s sovereign purpose. John Bright writes that
this covenant is depicted simply as a binding promise—or, better, a promissory oath—on the part of God. No particular conditions are attached to it. True, it is assumed that Abraham would continue to trust God and walk before him in righteousness and obedience, and the point is now and then made that Abraham did so (e.g., 22:16; 16:50). But the giving of the promise itself is not made subject to conditions. There is no list of commandments that Abraham must obey, or obligations that he must fulfill, if it is to be made good…The patriarchal covenant thus rests in God’s unconditional promises for the future, and it asks of the recipient only that he trust.4
In the Abrahamic promise, therefore, God not only stipulated the basic format of his plan to establish his kingdom, but also assured its final fulfillment. The promises were eternal (Ge 13:15; 17:7–8, 19; 48:4).
A. The Promises of the Abrahamic Covenant
God began with promises and blessings for Abraham personally. The patriarch would become the primogenitor of a great nation; he would be blessed and his name made great; he would be a blessing to others; and all the families of the earth would be blessed in him (Ge 12:2–3).
It is only fitting that the one through whom God initiated his salvation program and who in his faith-response became the pattern of all true saving faith (cf. Ro 4:11–12, 16) should be blessed with great significance. But the personal blessing of Abraham and even the great nation of which he was primogenitor were not the final goal of God’s promise. The construction of the Hebrew text of Genesis 12:2–3 reveals that the ultimate purpose was to bless all the peoples of the earth.5 This ultimate purpose and the means to attain it are expressed in the later covenant statements with Abraham and its reiterations with Isaac and Jacob. These covenant promises reveal three essential elements: a seed, a land, and a blessing for all peoples.
1. The Seed. In the patriarchal narratives of Genesis 12–50, the most frequently mentioned aspect of the promise is a “seed.” The initial promise refers to a “great nation” that will come from Abraham (Ge 12:2), but the term seed takes precedence in subsequent statements to the patriarchs. Beginning with the promise of a land for Abraham’s “seed” in Genesis 12:7, the promise of a numerous posterity is stated again and again.6
The seed would be as innumerable as “the dust of the earth” (Ge 13:16) and “as numerous as the stars in the sky and as the sand on the seashore” (Ge 22:17; cf. 15:5). The New Testament discloses that this great “seed” ultimately includes all those who follow Abraham’s pattern of faith that justifies, whether Jew or Gentile (cf. Ro 4:10–12).
Including Gentiles among Abraham’s descendants through Christ, however, does not preclude the literal, physical dimension clearly evident in the promise. Abraham’s seed was not identified merely by “faith”; it began with a clearly physical meaning. Abraham’s “children” (literally “seed”) would come from his “own body” (Ge 15:3–4). Beginning with Isaac, the “son of promise,” the descendants of Abraham are traced by physical descent through Jacob and his sons until the Seed, Jesus the Christ, appears and the Gentiles are included in him.
It is significant that Abraham’s posterity at first mention are termed “a great nation [, goy]” (Ge 12:2; cf. also 18:18). The concept of “nation” in the Old Testament involved race, government, and territory.7 Thus the term points to the physical nature of the seed that would come from Abraham. But it also signifies the political form that the seed was to take. Noting that the usual term for Israel as the seed is “people,” a kinship term expressing the closeness of their relationship to God, William Dumbrell sees the use of “nation” in this initial promise to Abraham as signifying “Israel’s later political constitution.”8 The use of “nation” for this aspect of Abraham’s “seed” therefore separates it from other peoples, both racially and politically. The ultimate significance of applying this term to Israel, according to Dumbrell, is related to God’s final purpose of establishing his kingdom on earth.
…the choice of goy [nation] in these verses [Ge 12:1–3] may have been a studied one. “People of God,” the usual designation later for Israel, operates as a separative term, without reference in itself to the set of wider purposes with which the call of Israel was bound up. But the biblical plan of redemption does not finally focus upon a saved people so much as it does upon a governed world…In short the use of am [people] in this context may not have been an adequate one. It may not in itself have been thought to emphasize sufficiently the goal of redemption to which Gen. 12:1–3 directs itself. For though Israel is certainly the nation which the Abrahamic promises have immediately in view, Israel as a nation, as a symbol of divine rule manifested within a political framework, was intended itself to be an image of the shape of final world government, a symbol pointing beyond itself to the reality yet to be.9
Both the promise of descendants from his own body and the term nation confirm that the promised seed involved people physically related to Abraham. In addition, the references to an innumerable seed anticipated including others in the promise beyond the physical relationship.
We should note also that the term seed carried with it a certain “doctrinal intention” that linked it with the original promise of a victorious “seed” for all mankind (Ge 3:15). The promise of a seed to Abraham was a continuation of this original promise.10 As a collective singular noun, seed can refer both to one person and to numerous, related family descendants, implying a corporate solidarity between the one and the many. This double sense is evident in the term “seed of the woman,” which moves from the collective many to the singular “he” (Ge 3:15). Thus it is with the seed of Abraham. The expression refers to the one, Christ (Gal 3:16), and the many in union with him (Gal 3:29).
Interestingly, the promised seed is presented both as a benefit (for Abraham and the entire world) and as the beneficiary of divine blessing (temporal and spiritual). The same may be said of the “seed of the woman.”
2. The Land. The second component of the promise to Abraham was a land for the seed.11 This is implied in the connection between the command to “go to the land I will show you” and the promise to make Abraham into “a great nation.”12 The promise is made explicit after Abraham reaches Canaan (Ge 12:7). The land promise is prominently repeated thereafter, running “through the patriarchal narratives like a red thread.”13
Because the concept of “nation” carries a territorial aspect, the land must be viewed as the necessary corollary to the promised seed that would constitute the “great nation.” Elmer Martens states, “The promise for descendants and the promise of land are complementary. Numerous descendants need living space; a land needs occupants. From the first, the people and land belong together; both belong to Yahweh.”14 This connection becomes prominent in Deuteronomy in relation to Israel’s possession of the land. According to Magnus Ottosson,
Deuteronomy understands the patriarchal narrative exclusively in the sense of land promise. “Possession of the land is a prerequisite for the existence of, and a condition for the continuation of, the people. Loss of the land means the end of the national existence.”15
The land was promised as “an everlasting possession” for Abraham and his descendants (Ge 17:8; cf. 13:15). It is also mentioned in the context of the solemnizing of the covenant in Genesis 15 (cf. vv. 15–21). These statements demonstrate that the land promise cannot be singled out from the other aspects of the Abrahamic promise as only temporary or a type of something “spiritual” or “heavenly.”16 According to the Old Testament, the land promise was absolutely essential to the theology of Israel.
The land in Old Testament faith is not something indifferent that could just as well be as not be. It is something that belongs to the complete relation of God to Israel…The land is a gift of Yahweh, the Lord of the land, which has led Israel out of Egypt in order to bring her to the place of rest, as Deuteronomy 12.9 describes it. It acquires thereby something of a sacramental quality. It is the sign of the confirmation of God’s love for Israel and of Israel’s belonging to God.17
3. The Universal Blessing. The climax of the divine promise to Abraham came with the third provision, namely, that “all peoples on earth will be blessed through you” (Ge 12:3).18 Repeated twice to Abraham (Ge 18:18; 22:18) and confirmed later to Isaac (Ge 26:4) and Jacob (Ge 28:14), this provision, coming as it does at the end, is the goal on which all the other aspects of the promise focus. On the basis of the Hebrew structure, Dumbrell calls this final promise “the principle statement” of Genesis 12:1—3. It is “most probably to be taken as a result clause indicating what will be the consummation of the promises that the preceding verses have announced. That is to say, the personal promises given to Abram have final world blessing as their aim.”19 This promise included the seed and the “great nation,” Israel. The people of Israel were called to be a channel of God’s grace to all peoples.
B. The Continuity of the Abrahamic Covenant in the Old Testament
Throughout the Old Testament, the history of God’s people finds continuity in the Abrahamic promise. Passed on by Joseph to his brothers (Ge 50:24), the promise became the framework for all subsequent dealings between God and his people. Ronald E. Clements writes that “the covenant with Abraham is the ever abiding covenant by which Israel lives.”20 The establishment of the nation of Israel later under the Sinai covenant, with its goal of service for all nations (cf. Ex 19:5–6), was the beginning of the fulfillment of the promise to Abraham; the Davidic and new covenants gave further substance to the promise.
As time passed, God’s relationship with Israel was expressed predominantly in terms of the Sinai covenant and, under the monarchy, the Davidic covenant. However, the foundation of Israel’s relation to God in the Abrahamic covenant was always present. God’s favor rested on Israel, the “descendants of Abraham,” because of his promise to his “servant,” Abraham (Ps 105:6–11), who was also his “friend” (2Ch 20:7; cf. Isa 41:8).
Israel’s very existence was sustained by the Abrahamic promise. When the people sinned by making the golden calf, Moses interceded in their behalf with an appeal to God’s promise to Abraham (Ex 32:13; cf. Dt 9:27–28). God’s warning of punishment for the people was always mitigated by a word of grace. Israel’s judgment would never be absolute because God would remember his covenant with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob (Lev 26:42–44; cf. Dt 29:13; 2Ki 13:22–23; 1Ch 16:16). Even the universal aspect of the promise was present as the psalmist celebrated the reign of Yahweh and anticipated the “nobles of the nations” assembling as “the people of the God of Abraham” (Ps 47:9).
In the time of the decline of the Davidic monarchy and subsequent exile, we find an increased reference to the Abrahamic covenant in the Scriptures of that period. According to Clements, this is owing both to the waning of the monarchy and to the concern for Israel’s future, which was threatened by its transgression.
That interest in Abraham was reawakened in the exilic and postexilic periods indicates the critical condition caused by the loss of the land and the downfall of the Davidic monarchy. It was natural for one to appeal to the covenant tradition guaranteeing Israel possession of the land by a divine oath…While the covenant at Sinai-Horeb raised a question about Israel’s future deliverance, since Israel had indeed transgressed the commandments (cf. Jer. 31:31–34; Ezk. 36:26–28), the Abraham covenant took on new significance as a unilateral divine oath, promising the growth of a national consciousness and possession of the land.21
Thus the prophets’ message of a future for Israel, despite the present divine judgment, was anchored by references to Abraham (Isa 29:22–24; 41:8–10; Jer 33:1–26, esp. v. 26; Mic 7:20). Zion could take comfort in the fact that she was hewn from “the rock…Abraham” (Isa 51:2–3).
The land aspect of the Abrahamic promise had particular importance for the prophets of the declining and post-monarchy era. Because of apostasy, Israel was losing the land and consequently her nationhood, but that was not the last word. Through the prophecies of Jeremiah and Ezekiel in particular, God sustained the hope of the faithful with promises of a return to the land. Marten writes, “Israel heard again what it heard already at the exodus, that God’s design, including his intention to give them the land, was still in force. Interest in the land component did not wane in the exilic time, but instead came to be of foremost importance for Israel.”22
The emphasis given to the return to the land is but one specific illustration of the general promise of God to “restore the fortunes” of Israel, which meant the restoration of the nation (e.g., Jer 30:3 NASB).23 The exiles who returned to the land under Ezra and Nehemiah rested their faith in the God of Abraham. Even while they were still under the domination of others (Ne 9:36–37), they based their hope of restoration on God’s covenant with Abraham, as we see in their prayer of national confession and their determination to obey God’s law (cf. Ne 9–10; see esp. 9:7–9).
So Old Testament history closed with the promise to Abraham very much alive in the message of the prophets and the faith of Israel. The original elements of the promise—namely, a seed, or descendants who constitute a special people distinct from the other nations, and a land—remained firmly in place. Although the final element—universal blessing through this seed and nation—was not yet fulfilled, it remained a vital part of the prophets’ message of the future.
II. THE ABRAHAMIC COVENANT IN THE NEW TESTAMENT
With the coming of Christ and the beginning of New Testament history, we find the announcement of the fulfillment of the Abrahamic covenant. There had already been initial, partial fulfillments of the promises, especially the promises of descendants and the land. The prophetic announcements surrounding the birth of Jesus bespeak the final fulfillment. In her song, the “Magnificat,” Mary rejoiced in the great things that the “Mighty One” was doing for her and her people “Israel.” All this resulted from God’s “remembering to be merciful to Abraham and his descendants forever, even as he said to our fathers” (Lk 1:54—55). Zechariah, the father of John the Baptist—the one who would prepare the way for the Messiah—likewise saw the coming of God to redeem and save Israel in God’s remembering “his holy covenant, the oath he swore to our father Abraham” (Lk 1:72–73).
In the New Testament as in the Old, the Abrahamic promise is the foundation for all the other promises. The raising up of a “horn of salvation…in the house of his servant David”—a reference to the Davidic covenant—is based on the covenant with Abraham (Lk 1:69–73). Peter refers to the promise to Abraham when he speaks of the fulfillment of the message of the prophets from Samuel forward, a message that includes the promised Davidic monarchy (Ac 3:25). God in all his work is seen as “the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob” (Mk 12:26).
The foundational and comprehensive nature of the Abrahamic promise is grounded in the fact that Christ is the fulfillment of the promise. The prophetic activity that announced the fufillment of the Abrahamic promise was part of the supernatural event of the coming of Jesus. The apostolic preaching later on affirmed that God had “raised up his servant” to bring the blessing of all peoples that was promised to Abraham (Ac 3:13, 25–26). “He redeemed us in order that the blessing given to Abraham might come to the Gentiles through Christ Jesus” (Gal 3:14). According to the writer of Hebrews, the “Christ is the mediator of a new covenant, that those who are called may receive the promised eternal [Abrahamic] inheritance” (Heb 9:15; cf. 6:13–14; 11:11). Observing both a present and a future fulfillment of the promise in the message of Hebrews, Paul Minear states that “the promise is as near and as distant as its mediator.”24
A. The Seed
In terms of the specific contents of the covenant, the “seed” promise continues in relation to the ethnic people of Israel, but is expanded to all those in Christ. The Jew according to the flesh is still recognized as the descendant of Abraham despite his spiritual status (Lk 13:16; 16:24; 19:9; Jn 8:37; Ac 13:26; Ro 11:1). However, the emphasis is now on the seed that actually inherits the promise, namely those who follow after the pattern of Abraham’s faith.
The fulfillment of the promise is seen in the coming of “the seed,” Christ (Gal 3:16). Abraham and his seed were to be both the heirs and mediators of the promise (cf. Ge 18:18; 22:18). The climax of this goal is reached in Christ, the one who inherits the blessing and mediates it to those who belong to him. Thus those of the faith of Abraham who are “in Christ,” whether Jew or Gentile, are also constituted “Abraham’s seed” (Gal 3:26–29).
The fact that the true seed of Abraham includes both Jews and Gentiles does not rule out a continuing distinction for Israel in the New Testament. Nor should the calling of the Gentiles as the seed of Abraham be construed as the formation of a “new spiritual Israel” that supersedes the Old Testament nation of Israel. If Abraham were merely the father of Israel, we would have to conclude that the Gentiles who are now a part of his seed are therefore a part of Israel. But according to the New Testament, Abraham is more than that; he is portrayed as the father of both the people of Israel and of the Gentiles. On the grounds that Abraham was a believer before he was circumcised—that is, before he was recognized as a Hebrew—the apostle Paul declared him to be “the father of all who believe but have not been circumcised…and…also the father of the circumcised” (Ro 4:9–12; cf. v. 16).
Further evidence of this truth is found in the fact that the New Testament teaching of the inclusion of the Gentiles in the seed of Abraham is never related to the fulfillment of the promise of a “great nation” (Ge 12:2). Rather, it is always tied to the promise of universal blessing to all the nations (Gal 3:7–9). Thus the promises concerning the physical seed constituting the nation of Israel remain alongside this universal promise even as they did in the original statement in the Old Testament.25
B. The Land
The Abrahamic promise about the land receives little explicit mention in the New Testament. There are probably two reasons for this: (1) the land was vitally related to the nation of Israel, and that nation “has experienced a hardening in part” during much of the period of time covered by the New Testament writings (cf. Ro 11:7–25), and (2) the universal blessing for all nations becomes the focus of the apostolic teaching during the present age of the church. Yet the New Testament does contain some indirect witness to the continuing validity of the promise of the land.
Because the land is connected with the nation of Israel, any reference to God’s continuing concern for that nation would have a territorial aspect. Therefore, when the Gospels link the coming of the Messiah and God’s promises for Israel, we cannot ignore the inference that land is involved. The one born in Bethlehem was to be “the shepherd of my people Israel” (Mt 2:6, citing Mic 5:2).
Simeon prophesied that Christ would be “a light for revelation to the Gentiles and for glory to your people Israel” (Lk 2:32). I. Howard Marshall sees a geographical connotation in that statement: “For Israel the coming of the Messiah spells glory (cf. Is. 46:13; 45:25). The Gentiles will come to Israel as the place where God reveals his salvation, and Israel will share in the glory of the Messiah (Ps. Sol. 17:34f.).”26 The promise of “salvation from our enemies” and “rescue” from their hands is likewise a clear reference to the freeing of land from the domination of alien gentile power (Lk 1:71–74).
Along with the statements regarding the nation Israel, the proclamation of the kingdom and its relation to the Davidic promise strongly suggest association with real land. Mary could not have mistaken the meaning of the angel Gabriel’s message that God would give to her son Jesus “the throne of his father David, and he will reign over the house of Jacob forever, his kingdom will never end” (Lk 1:32–33). The connection with the Davidic promise in 2 Samuel 7:16 is evident in the mention of David’s “house,” “kingdom,” and “throne.”27 The Old Testament’s Davidic kingdom promise involving land is thus plainly related to the Messiah’s work in the New Testament.
The biblical evidence does not support the idea that the kingdom, which is the central message of Jesus, has a more generalized, spiritual meaning rather than the implication of real land.28 To be sure, the kingdom was first and foremost spiritual in that it involved the dynamic activity of God and his righteous power. But in its biblical setting it also contained a mundane, earthly dimension. According to Walter Brueggemann,
The theme of “kingdom” is crucial for our consideration. It clearly includes among its nuances the idea of historical, political, physical realm, that is, land. It may and surely does mean more than that, but it is never so spiritualized that those elemental nuances are denied or overcome.29
The promise of land is also related to the apostle Paul’s teaching that Abraham and his descendants “received the promise that he would be heir of the world” (Ro 4:13). This universal range is not found in the Old Testament promise, which did not extend beyond the land for the nation Israel (cf. Ge 12:2; 13:14f., 17; 15:7, 18–21; 17:8). However, the Old Testament teaching of the universality of blessing contained in the promise to Abraham, along with the predicted worldwide extent of the reign of the Messiah, lead easily to this conclusion.
The universal extent of Abraham’s inheritance was already prevalent in Jewish tradition.30 Ecclesiaticus 44:20–21 declares: “And when he was tested, he was found faithful. Therefore the Lord assured him on oath, that the nations would be blessed through his posterity, that he would multiply him like the dust of the earth and exalt his posterity like the stars, and cause them to inherit from sea to sea, and from the river unto the ends of the earth” (RSV). Mekilta Exodus says, “And so also you find that our father Abraham inherited both this world and the world beyond only as a reward for the faith with which he believed…”31 Similarly Jubilees 32:19 states, “I will give thy seed the whole earth which is under heaven…and they shall then inherit the whole earth and possess it forever.”32 The same universal extent is probably the meaning of Jesus’ beatitude that the meek shall inherit the earth (Mt 5:5).33
While these universal statements transcend the extent of the specific land promise for Israel, they should not be reinterpreted as negating the nationalistic aspect of Israel’s promise in favor of some kind of universal a-territorial fulfillment “in Christ.”34 Jewish tradition, indicated above, not only spoke of the inheritance of the whole earth, but retained the strong hope of the Old Testament prophets for Israel’s restoration to their national land. According to Davies, “The understanding of the land found in the Old Testament reappears in the Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha,…for the most part, there is continuity between these sources and the Old Testament in this area.”35 The same may be said of the Qumran and Rabbinic writings.36
Instead of cancelling the specific land promise for Israel, the apostle’s teaching of Abraham as “heir of the world” goes beyond the limited inheritance of the nation of Israel to the fulfillment of the universal blessing for all people in Abraham. This fulfillment was nothing less than the restoration of mankind’s lordship of all the earth promised in the creation account (cf. Ge 1:27f.).37 Such a universal blessing was concomitant and vitally related to the restoration of Israel according to the prophets. The Old Testament already revealed a similar duality with regard to the extent of the messianic kingdom. It involved the restored kingdom of the nation of Israel at its center, but its rule was finally universal. In Genesis 49:10, one was promised to whom “the obedience of the nations” belonged (cf. Am 9:12). Frequent reference is also made to the future King’s rule extending “to the ends of the earth” (cf. Ps 2:8; 72:8; Mic 5:4; Zec 9:10). In the Judean royal ideology this phrase implied “a universal empire.”38
Finally, in relation to the land promise, there is the teaching of the writer to the Hebrews concerning the hoped for destination of Abraham and the patriarchs. Of Abraham, it is said, “…he was looking forward to the city with foundations, whose architect and builder is God” (Heb 11:10). Likewise, the patriarchs, as “aliens and strangers on earth,…were longing for a better country—a heavenly one” (11:13, 16). The divine construction of the city and the heavenly nature of the country lead many scholars to understand the goal of Abraham and the other patriarchs as heaven rather than any earthly land of the Old Testament promises. For example, F. F. Bruce states,
The truth is, their true homeland was not on earth at all. The better country on which they had set their hearts was the heavenly country. The earthly Canaan and the earthly Jerusalem were but temporary object-lessons pointing to the saint’s everlasting rest, the well-founded city of God.39
There is no question that the writer’s description of their hope involved something more than the land of Canaan of their day. But a simple dichotomy between earthly Jerusalem and Canaan on the one hand and heaven on the other, with the implication that the literal land promise of the Abrahamic hope has been transcended in the New Testament, does not seem justified in light of the total biblical evidence.
In the first place, we should note that the immediate context refers to the literal land of Canaan, where Abraham lived “like a stranger,” as “the promised land” (Heb 11:9). Isaac and Jacob are described as “heirs with him of the same promise,” which can only be a reference to the same “promised land.” These statements surely bear some relation to the many Old Testament promises of the land given to the patriarchs. In addition, the hoped-for destination of “a country of their own” is not contrasted to earthly Canaan, but to “the country they had left,” namely, Mesopotamia. Thus it seems that we should not understand the promised destination as altogether separate from the earthly land promised in the Old Testament.
However, the language clearly portrays a situation beyond the temporal and beyond the transitory nature of the land in which Abraham and his descendants lived. The question is, was this eternal dimension somehow an aspect of the promise? Did the patriarch’s hope include a final, incorruptible heavenly city and country? The answers to these questions are already suggested in the Old Testament picture of a new Jerusalem and a new earth.
As the “city of God” where he revealed his presence, the historical Jerusalem was already seen as founded by God. Thus the psalmist declared that God “built his sanctuary…like the earth that he established forever” (Ps 78:69). God himself “set his foundation [of Zion] on the holy mountain” (Ps 87:1; cf. Isa 14:32). But the prophets looked also to a renewed Jerusalem in the future.40 After the divine judgment that was to come on Jerusalem because of apostasy, God would return to bring salvation to the city (Isa 49:14f.; 41:27; 46:13; Zep 3:16–17). Into a darkness reminiscent of the first day of creation, God’s light would arise to shine on Zion (Isa 60:1–2).
In the Old Testament the new, eschatological Jerusalem to be created by God’s saving and redeeming action is pictured as an earthly city. But, as Georg Fohrer puts it, these predictions become “the starting-point for the later idea of an upper or heavenly Jerusalem.”41 Of the “many and varied” explanations of the Jerusalem of the last days found in the apocalyptic writings, Eduard Lohse says,
On the one hand Jerusalem at the end of the days is the city of David built again with glory and magnificence. On the other the new Jerusalem is thought of as a pre-existent city which is built by God in heaven and which comes down to earth with the dawn of a new world.42
Yet the description of the new Jerusalem as “heavenly” must not be hastily understood as nonearthly. When Jesus and the disciples announced the nearness of the “kingdom of heaven” (cf. Mt 4:17), they were not referring to a nonearthly entity. Rather, they were proclaiming the coming of the reign of God on the earth (cf. Mt 6:10: “Your kingdom come, your will be done on earth…”). The writer of Hebrews already gave a clue to his meaning of “heaven” in speaking of those “who share in the heavenly calling” (Heb 3:1) and “who have tasted the heavenly gift” (6:4). These phrases describe those who are participating in divine realities that have their origin from God in heaven, but who are locally on earth.43
To describe Jerusalem and the country as heavenly is simply to speak of them in their final eternal state, which is the result of God’s salvation. The hope of the patriarchs and the prophets for a restored earthly Jerusalem ultimately merged into a Jerusalem of eternal, heavenly quality created anew by the final salvation of God. The final goal of such a “heavenly” land, however, does not negate the prophecies of a historical restoration of the nation of Israel to the land before that final regenerative action. Admittedly, the specific nature of the final “heavenly” fulfillment and its relation to the historical promised land is not clear. Perhaps the extension of the land promise of the Old Testament into an inheritance of the earth may be paradigmatic of a general universalization of God’s blessing in the final state.
The blending by the prophets of a future restored Jerusalem and the final eternal city corresponds with their picture of the future of the entire earth and heavens. The hope of the Old Testament was ultimately for an eternal state of things, for the prophets knew that the present “heavens will vanish like smoke, the earth will wear out like a garment” (Isa 51:6). Consequently, along with their portrayal of the rule of the Messiah over a yet imperfect world (cf. Isa 2:1–4; Zec 14:16ff.),44 they looked forward to the creation of “new heavens and a new earth” (Isa 65:17; 66:22).45
Even as these references to the final perfected “new heavens” and “new earth” did not cancel out the historical prophecies that were to come before the end, so the references to the final country and Jerusalem in the book of Hebrews do not negate the reality of the historical before their ultimate arrival. The writer to the Hebrews speaks of believers as already having come to the heavenly Jerusalem (Heb 12:22), but this does not negate the reality of the present earthly history of the church that is not existentially lived in the new Jerusalem. Similarly, it need not negate the reality of a future period in which the historical earthly promises about Jerusalem and the land are fulfilled in further preparation for the eternal realities.46
In this connection it is important to recognize that the purpose of the writer to the Hebrews is not to give us an interpretation of Old Testament prophecy. The book is rather a “word of exhortation” (13:22), which Bruce describes as a “form of sermon or homily.”47 Using material not from the prophets but primarily from the Psalms, with other materials added to elaborate the argument, the writer’s goal was to establish the superiority of the gospel in contrast to all that went before, particularly the levitical system. The primary evidence of the supremacy of Christianity is presented in its finality. Coming to Christ means final access to God without any barrier.
The writer’s references to heavenly realities must be understood in the context of this teaching of finality. Even as Paul’s teaching of present access to God does not do away with the actual historical situation of the church (cf. Eph 2:18), so our present coming to the heavenly Jerusalem must not be seen to deny the historical reality of prophecy. Abraham’s hope for eternal realities, likewise, does not negate the reality of the history that, according to God’s prophecy, must intervene before the actual attaining of the perfect state.
Thus the land aspect of the Abrahamic promise retains validity in the New Testament. Its link to the nation of Israel and to the coming kingdom indicates that the fulfillment of the land promise awaits the future both in this earth and in the new “heavenly” earth to come. There is no evidence that the promise of the land has been either completely fulfilled historically or reinterpreted to mean a symbol of heaven or the blessing of spiritual life in general. The fact that the New Testament sees the fulfillment of the Abrahamic promise in Christ, and thus the believer’s hope as being with Christ, should not lead us to the conclusion asserted by Davies, namely, that the New Testament has “substituted the holiness of the Person” for “holiness of space” and therefore “Christified space.”48 The spiritual position of being “in Christ” in no way cancels out the reality of a real material universe, which is also the inheritance of the believer with Christ.
C. The Universal Blessing
As for the third aspect of the Abrahamic promise—universal blessing—the New Testament reveals its inauguration through the redemptive work of Christ. According to the apostle Paul, “The Scripture foresaw that God would justify the Gentiles by faith, and announced the gospel in advance to Abraham: ‘All nations will be blessed through you’ ” (Gal 3:8).
The nature of the universal blessing consists in spiritual salvation now made available to all through faith in Christ. This entails all that is involved in justification (Gal 3:8) and the gift of the Spirit (Gal 3:14). However, the presence of the Spirit in the life of the justified is only conceived as “a deposit guaranteeing our inheritance until the redemption of those who are God’s possession” (Eph 1:14). So in the New Testament we find both a present and future fulfillment for the Abrahamic blessing. Spiritual salvation through justification and the working of the Spirit in sanctification are available now through faith in Christ. But there is a fullness yet to come. The final inheritance will include the complete glorification of body and spirit in the enjoyment of the fullness of God.
As for the promises concerning the land and the seed that consitute the “great nation,” Israel, the New Testament views their fulfillment as belonging primarily to the future. The promise of the coming Spirit is clearly distinguished from the coming kingdom according to the teaching of Jesus. The time of the restoration of the kingdom to Israel was unknown (Ac 1:6–7). The “times or epochs” (v. 7 NASB) for establishing the kingdom are under the Father’s authority, and the language here suggests that these times are a long way off.49 The Holy Spirit, however, would come “not many days from now” (v. 5 NASB). Clearly the restoration of the kingdom is not to be equated with the present spiritual work of the Spirit. Moreover, the “covenants” and the “promises,” including those made with Abraham, still belong to “the people of Israel,” according to the apostle Paul (Ro 9:4). God’s “gifts and his call,” which refer to Israel’s special place in salvation history,50 are “irrevocable” (Ro 11:29).
These blessings promised to Israel are nowhere reinterpreted as presently belonging to the church. The fact that the promises remain in force anticipates their future fulfillment. Thus, while there is in the present salvation in Christ a partial fulfillment of the spiritual blessing promised to all people through Abraham and his seed, many aspects of the promise remain to be fulfilled, especially those dealing with the “great nation” seed and the “land,” but also the final inheritance of spiritual salvation.
THE SECOND great covenant that expresses divine promise in the fulfillment of God’s salvation program is the covenant made with David.1 This covenant, in which messianic and kingdom themes are central, is especially significant to discussions about prophetic fulfillment.
I. THE DAVIDIC COVENANT IN THE OLD TESTAMENT
The central statement of the Davidic covenant is found in 2 Samuel 7 and its parallel, 1 Chronicles 17. The promise contains four elements: (1) David’s name will be made great (1Sa 7:9b); (2) a “place,” “a home of their own,” will be provided for Israel (v. 10); (3) Israel will be given undisturbed “rest” from all her enemies (v. 10–11); and (4) a royal dynasty and kingdom will be given to David forever (vv. 11–16). The promises of a “place” and a “rest” are reminiscent of the covenants made earlier with Abraham and at Sinai. The new promise to David focuses on his great name and, most important, a permanent dynasty and kingdom.
A. The Royal Dynasty
The centrality of an enduring “house” or dynasty is evident in the frequent mention of it in the promise passage of 2 Samuel 7. Twice Nathan speaks of God’s intent to build a “house” for David (vv. 11, 16), while David in his response to the Lord refers to the blessing for his “house” five more times (vv. 19, 25–27, 29). That this reference to “house” signifies physical lineage is clear from the synonymous use of “seed” (v. 12; cf. Ps 89:4, 29, 36).2 The prediction of Abigail that “the LORD will certainly make a lasting dynasty [lit., ‘house’] for my master [David]” (1Sa 25:28) and the promise to Jeroboam of “a dynasty [house] as enduring as the one I built for David” (1 Ki 11:38) also point to the importance of this aspect of the covenant.
The promise of a royal dynasty entailed a “kingdom” and “throne” (2Sa 7:16). The nation of Israel over which David ruled as king had been designated a “kingdom” from its inception (Ex 19:6; cf. Nu 24:7). Before Saul was installed as the first king of Israel, royal dominion was attributed directly to Yahweh (1Sa 8:7; 12:12; cf. Dt 33:5; Jdg 8:23). Nevertheless, the establishment of a human monarchy, although begun with the sinful request for “a king to lead us, such as all the other nations have” (1Sa 8:5), was a fulfillment of God’s original intent.
Already in Genesis 49:10, the symbols of kingship were promised to the tribe of Judah. Likewise, Balaam, under the inspiration of the Spirit, prophesied a king for Israel (Nu 24:7). Although they do not prescribe a king, the Lord’s instructions concerning the future king in Deuteronomy 17:14ff. also suggest his intent for Israel. The promise to David, therefore, carried forward the divine purpose of a human monarchy designating a permanent kingly line from the lineage of David.
The appointment of a human king did not change Yahweh’s status as King over his people. Even in the prophecy announcing “his kingdom” and “throne,” David was also called the “ruler over my people Israel” (2Sa 7:8). While pointing to his kingship, the term ruler [] was used “to emphasize the unconditional loyalty which David always showed to Yahweh.”3 In the same way, Saul had only been appointed “a leader [ruler] over his [Yahweh’s] inheritance” (1Sa 10:1). Even the Messiah, who would be the climactic fulfillment of the Davidic kingly promise, was called a “prince,” which shows that he “is not an autonomous Ruler…He is responsible to a higher figure, and thus a kind of vizier.”4 The Chronicler viewed the Davidic king as ruling over Yahweh’s kingdom (1Ch 17:14; 28:5; 29:23; 2Ch 9:8; 13:8).
B. The Everlasting Kingdom
The concept of “kingdom” in this initial statement of the Davidic promise clearly includes the meaning of the predominant use of this word in the Old Testament, namely, a “political kingdom.”5 Not only is this evident from the historical kingdom of David, but also, as noted above, it refers to the kingdom of Israel which was a political nation from its inception (Ex 19:6). In the prophecies of the messianic kingdom, Yahweh himself becomes more predominant as the ruler and the Davidic figure more subordinate (cf. Eze 34:7–24), yet there seems to be no change that would eliminate the political aspect from the meaning of the kingdom.
The national and political nature of the kingdom is seen also in the strong connection between the promised Davidic kingship and the provision of “a place for my people Israel” in which they will “have a home of their own and no longer be disturbed” (2Sa 7:10). According to A. Carlson, “The inseparable connection between the house of David, the people of Israel, and the hereditary land” is emphasized.6 Only after David’s territorial conquests had provided the “place” could the temple be built by his successor. William Dumbrell notes the sequence of the provisions of promise and concludes that the bringing together of the people in a geographical place of rest with a sanctuary for God’s presence “will then mark out the promised land as ‘holy space’ and will point to the kingship of God which undergirds the whole Davidic programme.”7
C. The Messianic Fulfillment
The full meaning of the Davidic promise is found in numerous references that come later in Scripture, especially in the royal psalms (esp. Pss 2, 72, 89, 110, and 132) and the messianic portions of the prophets. We must note two auspicious aspects of this promise.
First, the promise of a lasting dynasty to rule over the kingdom of Yahweh signified more than a continuous line of kings. It pointed forward to a final fulfillment in one specific person. Already in Jacob’s blessing it was recognized that the “scepter” and “ruler’s staff” would belong to the tribe of Judah “until he comes to whom it belongs” (Ge 49:10).8 With the Davidic covenant the kingly line was established in Judah, but it would rest finally in a particular person. The prophetic naming of the eschatological leader as “David their king” (Jer 30:9; Hos 3:5) and “my servant David” (Eze 34:23; 37:24) clearly links the ultimate hope of the Messiah to the Davidic promise. The promise of a specific Branch from David’s line similarly refers to the messianic meaning found in the Davidic kingly promise (Jer 23:5; 33:15; cf. Isa 4:2; 11:2; Zec 3:8; 6:12).
Second, the Davidic promise had universal dimensions. It was not limited to a narrow nationalism that concerned only the kingdom of Israel. Rather, the blessing of the righteous rule of the promised Davidic seed was to extend to all nations. The promised king “will rule from sea to sea and from the River to the ends of the earth” (Ps 72:8; cf. vv. 9–12). God will “set his hand over the seas, his right hand over the rivers” (Ps 89:25). As Israel was promised a place above all nations, so the Davidic king would be “the most exalted of the kings of the earth” (v. 27).
According to the prophet Amos, the restoration of “David’s fallen tent”—a reference to the royal dynasty—would result in the possession of “the remnant of Edom and all the nations that bear my [Yahweh’s] name” (Am 9:11–12). The idea of “possession,” which is taken from Balaam’s prophecy in Numbers 24:17–18, here signifies the inclusion of these people under the dominion of the restored Davidic dynasty. Similar statements of the universal scope of the Davidic reign are found in Micah 5:4 (“his greatness will reach to the ends of the earth”); Zechariah 9:10 (“His rule will extend from sea to sea and from the River to the ends of the earth”); and Psalm 2:8 (“I will make the nations your inheritance, the ends of the earth your possession”).
These statements of the universality of the final rule of the Davidic king do not deny the continuing existence of the nation of Israel in the kingdom plan of God. The fact that God has destined the whole world to come under the unifying righteous reign of his king is never seen in the Old Testament as somehow transcending the promises regarding Israel’s central place in this kingdom. Rather, the promises to that nation, including the restoration to her land, are found right along with those encompassing all nations under the messianic reign. It is Israel’s king who will be exalted above the other kings of the earth (Ps 89:27).
In other words, the other nations will still exist, but Israel will enjoy an exalted position. Amos’s prophecies speak of the universal kingdom along with the salvation of a remnant of Israel (9:9) and their planting “in their own land” (9:15). The contexts of Micah 5:4 (5:3–9; 7:8–12) and Zechariah 9:10 (vv. 11–17) reveal similar prophecies of the restoration and centrality of the nation of Israel in the universal kingdom of the Messiah. We will see later that, far from eliminating the place of a restored nation of Israel, the prophecies give the nation a central position and service in the messianic reign.
D. The Relationship Between the Abrahamic and Davidic Covenants
Our brief survey of its key elements, especially the universal blessing, has revealed that the Davidic promise is in reality an elaboration of promises contained in the foundational Abrahamic covenant. According to Ronald E. Clements, “Yahweh’s covenant with Abraham was an anticipation and a promise of his later covenant with David (2 S. 7).”9 The similarities in the covenants are easily recognizable. Both Abraham and David are personally promised a “great name” (2Sa 7:9; cf. Ge 12:2) and the Lord’s blessing (2Sa 7:29; cf. Ge 12:2). In the long range, they will have kings among their offspring (2Sa 7:12–16; cf. Ge 17:6, 16) and a land or a “place” for the nation (2Sa 7:10; cf. Ge 12:7). The aim of universal blessing, so important to the Abrahamic promise, is clearly associated later on with the Davidic promise (Ps 72:17; cf. Ge 12:3) and, as we shall see, may also be expressed in the initial promise (2Sa 7:19b).
The emphasis in the Abrahamic promise is on the future nation, with no evident connection with the promised “kings.” However, the concept of a nation implies leadership, and this leadership is defined in the Davidic promise. Thomas McComiskey states, “…in the solemn moment in Israel’s history when God established the Davidic dynasty by his inviolable promise to David, the reference to kings among Abraham’s descendants was given greater clarity and meaning.”10
The promise of land was also repeated in the Davidic covenant. Although God did not allow David to build the temple, it was through him that God intended to fulfill the promise of a place of rest for his people. According to Carlson, David “appears [in 2Sa 7:10ff.] in the role of a second Joshua who will finally defeat Israel’s enemies and give the people rest in the promised land.” This Davidic “commission to finish the work of Joshua” carries allusions to the Abrahamic traditions (2Sa 7:9; cf. Ge 12:2; 2Sa 7:12; cf. Ge 15:4), indicating “a conscious effort to connect them with David.”11 A connection to the land promise of the Abrahamic covenant is also inherent “in the assurance of national security under the aegis of the Davidic king (Isa. 11:12–16; Jer. 23:6; 33:16; Amos 9:14–15; Mic. 5:4).”12
Finally, the universal blessing of all nations, which was the goal of the Abrahamic promise, appears once again as the ultimate purpose of the Davidic promise. Admittedly, David’s words in response to Nathan’s statement of God’s promise (2Sa 7:19; lit., “and this is the law [] of man”) are difficult to understand, yet there is good reason to see this statement as David’s expression of the universal effect of the promise just given to him.13 Taking “this” as a reference to the content of the promise and “the torah of man” as “the decree concerning humanity in general,” Walter Kaiser, followed by Dumbrell, suggests the translation, “And this is the Charter for all mankind, O Lord God.”14 A similar understanding is reflected in the translation of the New Jerusalem Bible: “Such is human destiny, Lord Yahweh.” According to this interpretation, the statement has universal implications for the Davidic covenant, linking it to the final goal of the promise to Abraham. This link is expressed by McComiskey:
Taken in its [the torah’s] simplest and most literal sense, the phrase may denote that the promise that David’s house would continue is the established body of teaching for mankind. There is only one body of teaching that relates the concept of the offspring to the destiny of mankind, and that is the promise given to Abraham. This understanding of 2 Samuel 7:19 emphasizes the continuity between the offspring of the Abrahamic promise and the offspring of David. Both are viewed as mediating the divine blessing to all mankind (cf. Gen. 22:18).15
Whether or not a universal blessing is present in this initial promise statement, the language that appears later regarding the Davidic king clearly expresses the Abrahamic goal: “All nations will be blessed through him, and they will call him blessed” (Ps 72:17; cf. Ge 12:3).
Being inherently related to the Abrahamic promise, the Davidic covenant shares the same promissory nature. On the relationship between the covenants, Paul S. Minear concludes that “God’s one word continued to cover his dealings with ‘a thousand generations’” (Ps 105:7–11). God’s pledge to each of David’s successors, stipulating their duty and destiny, was “oriented toward the initial vow to the patriarchs and toward all the generations yet to come (e.g., the promises given to Solomon: I Kings 2:24; 5:12; 8:15–25; 9:5; II Chr. 1:9; 6:4–20).”16 Like the Abrahamic covenant (cf. Dt 7:12), God’s covenant with David is “called [‘covenant of love’] (I Kings 8:23), which should be understood as ‘gracious covenant.’” This is in contrast to the Sinaitic covenant, which “is defined as
[covenant] and never as
[love or loyal love].”17
The unconditional nature of the covenant is frequently described as “eternal” (2Sa 7:13, 16; 23:5; Ps 89:4, 28, 36–37; cf. Ps 110:4). While the Hebrew word translated “eternal” or “forever” does not by itself demand immutability or permanence, the context indicates that this is the case with God’s word to David. Kyle McCarter writes that there is not only a “concern with permanence everywhere,” but also “the irrevocability of the present promise…guaranteed by a further provision in vv. 14b–15a.” According to this stipulation, disobedience will result in parental chastisement, but “the grant of kingship will remain in effect regardless of the behavior of David’s sons.”18
In addition, numerous other statements demand that the covenant be regarded as eternal. According to the psalmist, God’s covenant with David “will never fail” (Ps 89:28; cf. v. 33). The same psalm frequently expresses the eternality of the covenant parallel with statements of the endurance of the “heavens” (v. 29), “the sun” (v. 36), and “the moon” (v. 37). Similarly, the certainty and permanence of the messianic salvation, according to the prophets, was based on the eternal sureness of the promise to David (cf. Isa 9:7; Jer 33:17–22; Eze 37:25).
Given this overwhelming evidence for the eternality of the Davidic covenant promise, the statements about conditional fulfillment (cf. Ps 132:12; 1Ki 2:4; 8:25; 9:4–5) must be understood as relating only “to personal and individual invalidation of the benefits of the covenant.”19 Dumbrell writes, “In general terms the line would not fail. Yet in particular terms, benefits might be withdrawn from individuals.”20 How far the failure might go and the promise remain in force is seen in the cessation of the actual Davidic kingly reign in 587 B.C. and yet the New Testament coming of Jesus in fulfillment of this covenant (cf. Mt 1:1; Lk 1:32–33, 69).
Thus, at the close of the Old Testament period, the covenant of David, with its promise of a royal dynasty and a kingdom involving a place or land, remained intact. It was the basis for the messianic eschatological hope.
II. THE DAVIDIC COVENANT IN THE NEW TESTAMENT
The central message of the New Testament is the coming of Jesus as the Messiah, the promised descendant of David. In him the fulfillment of the Davidic covenant begins. The difficult questions that separate dispensational and non-dispensational interpreters relate to how many of the covenant promises have been fulfilled in Christ’s first coming and present ministry and how many remain for the future. Two key elements of the covenant promise stand at the center of the controversy: (1) a royal dynasty or house, and (2) a kingdom with universal blessing.
We will limit our discussion here to the Scriptures that deal specifically with the Davidic dynasty and the messianic kingship. We will especially focus on the fulfillment of Psalm 110. The kingdom promise will receive more extensive treatment in the next chapter.
A. The Royal Dynasty
The Gospels open with a strong emphasis on Jesus’ coming as the promised descendant of David. The “ancestry theme” is prominent in both of the gospels that record his birth (cf. Mt 1:1, 6, 17, 20; Lk 1:27, 32, 69; 2:4, 11; 3:31). These genealogical statements declare the writers’ belief that the promise of the Davidic seed had come to fruition. This conviction is also voiced later by the apostle Paul (Ro 1:3; 2Ti 2:8).
Regarding Matthew’s emphasis on Jesus as the “Son of David,” D. A. Carson declares, “…the title was not only equivalent to saying that Jesus is the promised Christ (1:1), but that he fulfils the promises God made to David (2 Sa. 7:12–16) and reiterated through the prophets (e.g., Is. 9:6f.).”21
Jesus is recognized as the promised Son of David throughout his earthly ministry. Those who sought his help in healing or exorcism frequently addressed as him as “Son of David,” which was an accepted messianic title at least for some Jews of Jesus’ day. The prophecies had foretold miraculous works in the future messianic days (cf. Mt 11:2–6; Isa 35:4—6). The cry of the blind men, “Have mercy on us, Son of David!” (Mt 9:27), demonstrates their belief that Jesus was, in fact, the expected Messiah (cf. Mt 15:22; 20:30f. [par. Mk 10:47f.; Lk 18:38]). Similarly, all the people who witnessed the healing of the blind, mute demoniac questioned, “Could this be the Son of David?” (Mt 12:23).
The appellation “Son of David” was also used in the laudatory exclamations of the crowds at the triumphal entry of Jesus into Jerusalem (Mt 21:9; Mk 11:10) and later by the children at the temple (Mt 21:15). Although he omits the reference to the “Son of David,” Luke captures the significance of the occasion in the statement, “Blessed is the king who comes in the name of the Lord!” (Lk 19:38).
Jesus himself tacitly accepts the title “Son of David” (cf. Mt 21:16). Moreover, he obviously refers to himself in his perplexing question to the Jewish authorities concerning the identity of the Christ (Mt 22:41—46; Mk 12:35–37; Lk 20:41–44). On that occasion in the temple courts, all agreed that the Christ was David’s son, but David’s own words in Psalm 110:1 demonstrated that the Messiah was more than a human being. He was also David’s divine “Lord.” The Jewish leaders had rejected Jesus’ unique relationship to the Father and therefore could not respond to Jesus’ query. As the promised Son of David Messiah, Jesus transcended their idea of that person.
The later record of the early church reveals the assurance that the crucified Jesus who had risen from the dead was indeed the fulfillment of the promised seed of David. At Pentecost, Peter proclaimed that God’s promise to seat one of David’s descendants on his throne had been fulfilled. “God had made this Jesus…both Lord and Christ” (Ac 2:36; cf. v. 30). Paul likewise declared that the “blessings promised to David” had been fulfilled in the resurrection of Jesus to an incorruptible eternal life (Ac 13:34–37). The promises of an everlasting dynasty and kingdom were bound up in him.22 At the Jerusalem council, James speaks of Jesus’ having rebuilt “David’s fallen tent,” a reference to the dynasty of David, which had gone into eclipse under divine judgment (Ac 15:16).
Jesus’ fulfillment of the Davidic dynasty reaches a climax in the royal descriptions found in the book of Revelation. As the one “who holds the key of David” (Rev 3:7), Christ has been given full authority over the Davidic messianic kingdom.23 The Davidic royalty appropriately appears again in the throne scene, when the seals of the scroll are broken (Rev 5:5). Because he “has triumphed” at the cross, but also because he is the “the Lion of the tribe of Judah, the Root of David,”24 Jesus is worthy to break the seals of the scroll. In the words of G. B. Caird, the scroll represents “God’s redemptive plan, foreshadowed in the Old Testament, by which he means to assert his sovereignty over a sinful world and so to achieve the purpose of creation.”25 As such it could be said to be the “title-deed” of the kingdom of God that was promised to the Davidic dynasty,26 a demonstration of Jesus’ authority as the promised seed.
A final reference to Jesus’ connection to the Davidic promise is found in the last chapter of the Bible. After the disclosure of God’s future victorious salvation plan for all of creation has been given to John, Jesus identifies himself to the waiting churches as the prophesied Messiah through whom God has promised to bring it all to fruition: “I am the Root and the Offspring of David” (Rev 22:16).
B. Jesus and the Messianic Kingship in Psalm 110
A key Old Testament passage used by the early apostles to support their proclamation of Christ and the gospel of the kingdom is the prediction of the messianic kingship in Psalm 110. Even as Jesus before them, these early church preachers found David’s words of a future messianic king sitting at the right hand of God and ruling with divine authority useful in proving the identity of Jesus as the Messiah. For Jesus, it was simply evidence that the Messiah was more than a human son of David (cf. Mt 22:41–45). With the death, the resurrection, and especially the ascension of Jesus having occurred, the disciples moved beyond identification of the person of Jesus to see in these words the description of an event in his life.
Peter’s use of Psalm 110 in his Pentecost sermon, however, the emphasis remains on proving the identity of Jesus as the promised Messiah rather than explaining any present activity. Peter’s message begins with the words “Jesus of Nazareth was a man accredited by God to you by miracles” and ends with the statement “Therefore let all Israel be assured of this: God has made this Jesus, whom you crucified, both Lord and Christ” (Ac 2:22–36). To prove that Jesus is the Messiah, Peter first used Psalm 16 to show Jesus had risen from the dead (Ac 2:24–32). He then declared (Ac 2:33–35) that Jesus had been exalted to “the right hand of God,” from which he gave the Spirit that was just witnessed by them. This was in fulfillment of Psalm 110:1 and proved that Jesus had been installed as the Messiah (Ac 2:36).
Peter’s statement that Jesus is presently at “the right hand of God,” in fulfillment of Psalm 110:1, has been a focal point of disagreement between dispensational and non-dispensational interpreters. Traditional dispensationalists have understood this as teaching the present session of Christ in heaven before his return to fulfill the Davidic messianic kingdom promise of a literal reign on earth. They are careful to distinguish between the Davidic throne and the position that Christ presently occupies in heaven at the right hand of God (Ac 2:30).27
Non-dispensationalists, by contrast, see Peter’s statement as a clear indication that the New Testament has reinterpreted the Davidic messianic prophecies. The messianic throne has been transferred from Jerusalem to heaven, and Jesus “has begun his messianic reign as the Davidic king.”28
1. The Meaning of Being Seated at the Right Hand. To understand Peter’s statement in Acts 2 concerning the fulfillment of the Davidic kingship in Jesus, we must see what the psalmist means of one being seated at the right hand of God (Ps 110:1b). While the psalm may have a historical reference pointing to the coronation of a particular Israelite monarch, the language clearly goes beyond any purely human being to celebrate the fulfillment of Davidic kingship in the Messiah. Such a messianic interpretation was familiar in Jewish tradition even before it was universally expressed in the New Testament and the early church.29
The “right hand of God,” the place where the Messiah was to sit, is the position “symbolizing highest honor and closeness to Yahweh.”30 The king in this position “sits as viceroy side by side with Jahweh himself: he does not sit upon his own throne, but upon that of Jahweh [cf. 1 Chron. 28:5; 29:23; 2 Chron. 9:8; cf. also Jer. 3:17].”31 It is significant that in the Old Testament this place of honor was earthly. As Mitchell Dahood describes it, “During the coronation ceremony the Israelite king was considered to be enthroned at the right of the invisible but nonetheless present Lord.”32 Although some Jewish messianic interpretations may have a heavenly sense, there are none that plainly express this idea.33
This earthly position corresponds with the remainder of Psalm 110 in that we find no heavenly-earthly distinction stated or implied. The psalm suggests that the enemies of the Messiah will be placed under his feet while he is at the “right hand.” Also, there is no indication of a change of location from the “right hand” (v. 1) to Zion (v. 2). The apostle Paul seems to confirm this interpretation in saying that Christ “must reign until he has put all his enemies under his feet” (1Co 15:25)—language very similar to Psalm 110:1.
The entire psalm, therefore, fits the picture of the Old Testament messianic hope, the reign of the Messiah on earth. The “right hand of God” is the position of messianic authority. Taking “throne” in its metaphorical sense as a “symbol of government,” the right hand of God is also the Messiah’s throne.34 It is probably in this sense that we are to understand Peter’s reference to Christ as having been raised to sit on the throne of David (Ac 2:30).
But some may object that Acts 2 makes Christ’s fulfillment of Psalm 110:1 dependent on his ascension to heaven (v. 34). It would appear, therefore, that either Psalm 110 is a reference to heaven or Peter was giving a new interpretation to the psalm. As we have seen, the right hand of God was not spatially thought of as being in heaven. In fact, it was not primarily a spatial concept at all, but a metaphor for the supreme position of authority next to the king. Thus Peter’s teaching that Christ assumed this position through the ascension added something that was probably not recognized in earlier interpretations of the psalm.
But this should not lead to the conclusion that Peter was denying the original meaning. The outworking of the Old Testament prophetic hope necessarily involves some new aspects not clearly seen earlier. What was portrayed in the Old Testament as one single messianic movement was divided in the New Testament into two phases of fulfillment.35 The ascension of the Messiah during the first phase was therefore not plainly evident in the Old Testament. But this reality does not cancel out a future fulfillment in the full sense of the psalm.
We must also note that although the ascension was involved, it was the resurrection that provided the primary ground for the exaltation of Jesus. Whenever he predicted his coming death, Jesus alluded to his being resurrected after three days (cf. Mk 8:31; 9:31; 10:34). This reality qualified him for the heavenly life even as the apostle states in Romans 1:4: Jesus “was declared with power to be the Son of God by his resurrection from the dead.” Thus it was really the resurrection, not the ascension, that was the ground of Jesus’ heavenly exaltation in fulfillment of Psalm 110:1.36
This truth is seen further in the way the ascension is essentially linked to the resurrection as one grand event in the exaltation of Jesus. In Acts 2 Peter mentions the exaltation after the resurrection, with the ascension added later as support (cf. vv. 31–34). In Acts 5:30–31 Peter again speaks of the exaltation after the raising of Jesus from the dead, with no specific mention of the ascension. Witnesses to the resurrection are witnesses to the exaltation.37 The ascension is therefore only an aspect joined to the primary event of the resurrection in the exaltation of Jesus to the right hand of God. Although this is not evident in Psalm 110 itself, the exaltation results from the delay in the establishment of the prophesied kingdom, which is owing to two-phased fulfillment of the messianic kingdom program revealed in the New Testament (cf. Ac 1:6—11).
The meaning of the “right hand of God” in Psalm 110:1 and Acts 2:33 is, therefore, the position of messianic authority. It is the throne of David. Although in Acts 2 it is portrayed as heavenly, it is not to be understood in spatial terms but as a symbol of authority. Its heavenly position does not preclude a reference to the messianic king on earth.
While it denotes the place of highest honor and glory, “the right hand of God” does not in itself suggest any particular function. According to David Hay, all the Jewish interpretations of Psalm 110 speak of “a person who enjoyed extraordinary favor with God. The right-hand SESSION was not, however, regularly associated with any single function or activity of that person. Sometimes it was understood to imply his inactivity.”38 It is interesting that this latter idea is applied to David. He is described as being at the right hand of God while he waits for Saul to die in order that he might reign over the kingdom.39
The early Christians’ thinking about Jesus as being at the right hand of God reveals a similar lack of focus on function. Psalm 110 is quoted or referred to indirectly some nineteen times in the New Testament. Along with the expression of his exaltation, the psalm is variously used to vindicate Jesus’ messiahship (e.g., Mk 12:35–37; 14:62; Ac 2:33–36; 5:31; 7:56), to ascribe to him power and authority (e.g., Eph 1:20), and to affirm his heavenly intercession and priesthood (e.g., Ro 8:34; Heb 8:1). From this variety of uses Hay concludes that the early Christians used Psalm 110b for one basic purpose: “to articulate the supreme glory, the divine transcendence of Jesus through whom salvation was mediated.” Hay adds that the statement was used primarily as a symbol of Jesus’ ultimate status as Messiah and not of his saving work.40 Significantly, it is nowhere used to express the present reign of Christ over his kingdom.41
Christ’s triumph over all rulers and authorities, resulting in his exaltation to the right hand of God “far above all rule and authority, power and dominion” (Eph 1:20–21; cf. Col 2:10, 15), does not include the actual function of the present reign of Christ as messianic king.42 This is evident in that believers are also said to be resurrected and enthroned with Christ in the heavenlies at present (cf. Eph 2:6; Col 3:1), yet they are never said to be reigning today in the church (cf. 1Co 4:8). Similarly, the allusion to Psalm 110 in the promise to the overcomers to sit with Christ on his throne (Rev 3:21) affirms the present exaltation of Jesus, but not a present function of ruling.
We are given two glimpses of saints as being in heaven at present (Rev 6:9–11; 7:9–17), and in neither instance are they seen as enthroned with Christ and reigning in a present kingdom. This reign remains for the future subsequent to the return of Christ (Rev 19–20). The allusion to Psalm 110:1b in 1 Corinthians 15:25—that Christ must reign until he has put all his enemies under his feet—is the only possible exception to this condition. But we will see in the next chapter that this passage is best understood as a reference to the future reign of Christ.
2. Psalm 110 and Jesus’ Messianic Kingship (Ac 2:30–36). If the expression “the right hand of God” in Psalm 110b signifies the place of messianic authority, then Peter’s teaching in Acts 2 states that Christ has been exalted to this position and has been installed as the Messiah (v. 36). The significance of Peter’s proclamation with regard to Psalm 110 is summed up by Walter Grundmann: “The Messianic Psalm is thus fulfilled; the Messiah has entered His glory; the Messianic age has dawned. Jesus in the place of honour at the right hand of God has a share in the glory and power and deity of God which He exercises by sending the Holy Spirit.”43
That the messianic era has indeed arrived is further indicated by Peter’s deliberate insertion of “the last days” in his citation from Joel (cf. Ac 2:17). These words were a technical expression in Old Testament prophecy for the eschatological days of the Messiah (e.g., Isa 2:2). Peter’s proclamation of the eschatological blessings of salvation in the forgiveness of sins and the gift of the Spirit also signaled that the time of the Old Testament hope had arrived (Ac 2:38—39).
This view—that Peter was teaching that the messianic era had arrived, in fulfillment of the prediction of Psalm 110—runs counter to the traditional dispensational interpretation, cited earlier, that both the psalmist and Peter viewed the present position of Christ as distinct from the Davidic messianic throne. The eschatological era, including promises related to the Davidic covenant, was indeed inaugurated with the work of Christ at his first coming.
But we must be careful not to read more into this inauguration than what is actually said. Is Christ’s ascension into heaven to sit at God’s right hand the fulfillment of Psalm 110 in the sense that it supersedes the original earthly meaning of that prophecy? Or is it what might be termed an additional dimension in the fulfillment that has come about in the division of the one, holistic messianic movement of the Old Testament into the two phases of the New Testament? Does Peter teach that the Christ began an active reign over his kingdom? As we have seen, “the right hand of God” is not a spatial term, but a symbol of authority. The fact that Christ has this position of kingly authority in heaven, therefore, in no way denies that he will have this same position when he returns to establish his kingdom on earth.
As to the nature and extent of the present fulfillment of Psalm 110 taught in Acts, we must pay close attention to exactly what Peter says and how it fits in with the entire apostolic teaching. As we have noted, Peter does not cite Psalm 110 directly in support of a particular function of Jesus, but rather connects the psalm to Jesus’ exaltation and identity as the Messiah. Indirectly this declaration is part of the explanation of the pouring out of the Spirit by the Messiah (Ac 2:33). Moreover, it is through him that people receive forgiveness of sin (v. 38). While these blessings are related to the Messiah and the messianic era, they are not the primary feature of the Davidic kingdom reign of the Messiah, nor are they part of the picture of Psalm 110. Thus they do not indicate the actual establishment of the messianic kingdom and Christ’s active reign over it at present.
The evidence from the context of Peter’s citation of Psalm 110, therefore, gives no support to the idea that he is teaching the inauguration of the actual kingdom reign of Jesus.44 This is buttressed by the fact that Peter quotes only verse 1 of Psalm 110, in which the Messiah is pictured as essentially passive. Peter does not include verse 2, which speaks of the extension of the “mighty scepter from Zion” and his “rule” over his enemies. It is in verse 2, as Charles Briggs says, that “the enthroned lord now himself becomes active.”45 Limiting the quotation to verse 1 appears to harmonize with Peter’s purpose of pointing to the status of Jesus rather than any present action of rulership; this limitation would therefore have been deliberate on Peter’s part. If this is the case, then Peter’s use of Psalm 110 corresponds with other instances in which only portions of the Old Testament texts are cited in support of Christ’s historical ministry, with the remainder of the texts awaiting a future fulfillment (cf. Lk 4:18–19 with Isa 61:1–2; Mt 21:4–5 with Zec 9:9–10).
That Peter is not teaching the inauguration of Christ’s reign over his kingdom is further supported by the general Lukan teaching of the beginning of the reign of Christ at the parousia (cf. Lk 19:11ff.; 21:31; 22:30; Ac 1:6–7).46 Hans Conzelmann shows that Luke displays no concept of the development of the kingdom in the church. Rather, the “coming,” or the realization, of the kingdom itself always belongs to the future.47 Hay similarly concludes that in Luke’s theological framework Christ’s kingdom will begin only with his coming again. Hay concludes that
Acts represents the exalted Christ as guiding events only to a very limited degree; usually God the Father is represented as in control. Luke-Acts often applies the kyrios title to Jesus, but not in a cosmological sense. Certainly he is not a king of a sort to threaten Caesar’s order. Probably during the interim between resurrection and parousia Luke conceived of Jesus as lord in the sense of ruling over the church as its recognized savior.48
In declaring that Jesus has been exalted to the right hand of God in fulfillment of the promise to David to seat one of his descendants on his throne, Peter was not reinterpreting the Old Testament to teach the present reign of Christ over an established kingdom. Rather, his theme was the vindication of Jesus and, secondarily, his disciples. The one who was condemned by humankind has been exalted by God to the supreme position of Messiah.49
This interpretation of the exaltation of Jesus to the right hand of God in fulfillment of the Davidic messianic promise therefore allows for the inaugural fulfillment of those promises in distinction from the total postponement of the Davidic promise in traditional dispensationalism. But it also denies the non-dispensational interpretation that Peter was radically reinterpreting the Old Testament promise to see its complete fulfillment in a present reign of Christ over his kingdom. To interpret Psalm 110, in regard to the kingship of Christ, as expressing a dimension of fulfillment in the present age and another dimension in the future harmonizes well with the overall picture that the eschatological prophecies of the Old Testament are fulfilled in several stages without losing their basic historical meaning.
C. The Rebuilding of the Tabernacle of David
James’s citation of the prophecy of Amos to support the Gentiles in the church (Ac 15:13–18) is another crucial text in discussion between traditional dispensationalists and non-dispensationalists. Because the prophecy obviously deals with messianic times, non-dispensationalists hold that James was forthrightly declaring that the messianic kingdom has come. This is regarded as evidence that the New Testament sees the present church fulfilling the Old Testament promises as the new Israel.50 Dispensationalists, by contrast, contend that James was clearly portraying a future inauguration for the Davidic messianic kingdom.51
The traditional dispensational thinking is that James deliberately sets up a time sequence to assure the future fulfillment of Israel’s promises despite the present work of God among the Gentiles. At present God is “taking from the Gentiles a people for himself” (v. 14). It is only “after these things” (v. 16) that God will again begin to fulfill the Old Testament promise of rebuilding David’s tent.
1. The Meaning of the Amos Citation. In citing Amos 9:11–12, James diverges from both the Hebrew Masoretic text and the Greek Septuagint, although he is closer to the latter. The beginning words are significant to our discussion. Both the Hebrew and Greek texts of Amos read “in that day,” whereas James says “after these things” (Ac 15:16; “after this”). Many traditional dispensationalists see this as a deliberate change made by James to set up a time sequence to assure the future fulfillment of Israel’s promises despite the present work of God among the Gentiles. But some dispensationalists hold along with most other interpreters that James intended no essential difference in meaning from the Old Testament language “in that day.” Both expressions refer to the days of the Messiah.52 Whereas the prophecy of Amos points specifically to the time of the rebuilding (“in that day”), James seeks by his alteration to relate this act to certain prior events (“after these things”).
As these time words are part of James’s citation of Amos, they must find their context in the Amos passage. Thus the “things” after which God would rebuild the tabernacle are the judgments predicted in Amos 7:1—9:10. James is not setting up a sequence for the purpose of teaching that the events predicted by Amos (cited in Acts 15:16—17) would be fulfilled only after the present age of gentile salvation in the church (v. 14).
It may be, also, that James wanted to avoid Amos’s terminology, with its obvious reference to “the day of the Lord.” Using the phrase “in that day” in relation to a present fulfillment would conflict with the rest of the New Testament, which uniformly sees “the day of the Lord” as future.
Another change from the Hebrew text occurs when James, following closely the Septuagint wording, views the Davidic tabernacle as being rebuilt “that the rest of mankind may seek the Lord” (Ac 15:17) instead of “that they may possess the remnant of Edom” (Am 9:12).53 Despite the differences in wording, however, these statements bear essentially the same meaning. According to C. F. Keil, the concept of “possess” in relation to Edom should not be seen as a negative subjugation, but rather as a reference to the blessing of that people under the reign of the Messiah. This is borne out by the additional thought that they would be included among “all the nations that bear my name” (Am 9:12d).54 The import of both statements, therefore, refers to the salvation of Gentiles.55
In speaking of “David’s fallen tent” (NIV), Amos alludes to the Davidic dynasty or “house” (cf. 2Sa 7:11, 16), which will shortly be in a ruined state.56 Like many others, this prophecy looks forward to the restoration of the Davidic dynasty in the Messiah after a period of abasement (cf. Mic 4:8–10; Isa 11:1; 53:2). In connection with the restoration of David’s dynasty, the “ruins” of the Davidic kingdom would be restored in the days of the Messiah.57
2. The Application of Amos 9:11–12 by James. As noted earlier, James cites the prophecy of Amos in support of gentile salvation. That connection is seen particularly in James’s statement in verse 14 that God was now taking from “the Gentiles a people for His name” and his citation from Amos in verse 17 of “all the Gentiles who are called by my name.” But the question remains as to James’s intent in quoting Amos. Did James, as dispensationalists have traditionally maintained, merely want to show that the prophecy indicates that God’s plan ultimately included the Gentiles and that their inclusion in the church is in harmony with this purpose? Or did James understand the present salvation of Gentiles as in some sense a fulfillment of Amos’s prophecy?
A straightforward reading of the text appears to support the latter interpretation. If James were only attempting to find support for future gentile salvation, why did he not simply begin his citation with Amos 9:12 (Ac 15:17) or some other references to gentile salvation such as those cited by Paul in Romans 15:9–12? If, as we have argued, James is not dealing with a time sequence in the words “after these things” (v. 16), why did he include the rebuilding of David’s fallen tent if it has no relation to the present salvation of Gentiles? It is better to believe that James used the prophecy of Amos because he viewed it as in some sense being fulfilled in the present work of God.
When we examine how the prophecy of Amos 9 is fulfilled, we must again recognize that what the Old Testament saw in one messianic movement has been divided into phases in its New Testament fulfillment. Amos looked forward to the time when God would restore the dynasty of David, reestablish the kingdom of Israel, and extend salvation to the Gentiles. Other prophecies make it evident that these blessings were to take place in the days of the Messiah, “the greater David.” According to the New Testament, this prophetic picture was not completely fulfilled in the first coming of Christ. Instead, only an initial or partial fulfillment occurred, with the rest awaiting the second appearance of the Messiah.
James’s application of the prophecy of Amos to the present salvation of Gentiles is best understood in this perspective. Amos looked forward to the times of the Messiah, which included the salvation of Gentiles without their becoming part of Israel. These times have arrived with Jesus, and the new work of God indicates that salvation is going out to the Gentiles apart from keeping the law. All this is evident in God’s having rebuilt the fallen dynasty of David in Jesus as the Christ (Ac 2:36).
In quoting Amos, James does not put the focus on the fulfillment of the promise to restore the kingdom. Jesus had already made it clear to the disciples that this was not to take place soon (Ac 1:6—7). Rather, as Ernst Haenchen points out, it was in the Jesus event that James saw the fulfillment of prophecy.
When he speaks of the re-erection of the ruined tabernacle of David, he does not see this as the restoration of the Davidic kingdom, nor does he even see in it an image of the true Israel. He conceives it as adumbrating the story of Jesus, culminating in the Resurrection, in which the promise made to David has been fulfilled: the Jesus event that will cause the Gentiles to seek the Lord.58
Thus James did not proclaim the complete fulfillment of Amos 9:11–12. Even as the complete fulfillment of the messianic promises is still future, so there are elements of Amos’s prophecy that remain to be fulfilled. The restoration of the kingdom awaits the salvation of Israel in relation to the return of Christ (cf. Ro 11:25–26).
Further evidence that we should understand the relation between Amos 9 and Acts 15 this way is seen in Paul’s application of messianic kingdom passages concerning gentile salvation passages to the present salvation of Gentiles (Ro 15:9–16). Many of Paul’s citations from the Old Testament have clear reference to the kingdom when Israel is in right relationship to her Messiah and he is reigning on earth (cf. Ro 15:10–12). These references cannot be interpreted as finding their complete fulfillment in the church. Nevertheless, they have an initial fulfillment because the times of the Messiah have come and his salvation is going out to the Gentiles.
That this present salvation is not the complete fulfillment of these promised blessings to the world is clear from Paul’s statement that when Israel returns to her God, the riches for the Gentiles will be far more than they are even today (Ro 11:12). The Gentiles, however, are being blessed with messianic salvation at present because the Messiah has come and has accomplished salvation. This is what James meant in his reference to Amos 9 during his address recorded in Acts 15.
C. Conclusion
So far we have seen that the New Testament teaches that the fulfillment of the Davidic covenant begins in the coming of Jesus as the promised seed of David. Our study also affirms that through his victorious life, death, and resurrection Jesus has been exalted to the position of highest honor and supreme authority at the right hand of God as the Messiah, the Davidic king. While it remains for us to consider the New Testament teaching on the messianic kingdom itself, the evidence dealing with the restoration of the Davidic kingship reveals only an initial fulfillment of the covenant promises during the present age. The crucial prophecies about the reestablishment of the Davidic dynasty in Jesus and his enthronement stop short of presenting the actual reign of Christ over an established messianic kingdom. As we shall see in the next chapter, the New Testament reveals that the fulfillment of these things awaits the future.
THE CONCEPT of the kingdom looms large on the pages of Scripture. Its features are the dominant content of Old Testament prophecy. It is the theme of the proclamation of Jesus according to the Gospels. While mentioned far less often in the epistles, the “kingdom of God” still qualifies as the summary of the apostolic teaching (e.g., Ac 19:8; 28:23, 31). Finally, in the book of Revelation it reaches its climax and is again mentioned prominently (e.g., 1:9; 5:10; 11:15; 12:10; 20:4). All this leads to the conclusion that the kingdom of God is one of the grand themes, if not the theme, of Scripture.
The Davidic promise, as we observed in the last chapter, provides the central features for the kingdom in the Old Testament, especially in the aspect of the predicted messianic king. For this reason we have connected it to the Davidic covenant. However, we should note that the kingdom theme of the Bible encompasses more than these explicit promises to David. The establishment of the kingdom of God on earth is, in fact, the ultimate goal of biblical history. This event ushers in the final eternal state (cf. Rev 21–22). As the expression of God’s historical work, therefore, the kingdom of God is really the end of all of his biblical covenants.1
I. JESUS AND THE KINGDOM
A. The Meaning of the Kingdom
1. The Kingdom and the Coming of Jesus. As we might expect, the gospel writers connect the promised kingdom with the coming of Jesus even as they did the promise of the royal dynasty. The angel Gabriel told Mary that God would give her son, Jesus, “the throne of his father David, and he will reign over the house of Jacob forever; his kingdom will never end” (Lk 1:32–33). The language (“throne,” “house,” “kingdom”) is reminiscent of the original Davidic covenant promise in 2 Samuel 7:16.2 Being familiar with the history of the Israelite monarchy and the Old Testament prophecies about the messianic kingdom, Mary could only have understood these words as announcing the coming of the prophesied kingdom. In the words of A. B. Bruce, “The Messiah is here conceived in the spirit of Jewish expectation: a son of David, and destined to restore his kingdom.”3
The Magnificat that Mary sang (Lk 1:46–55) supports this interpretation. As with the Old Testament prophecies, Mary’s hope for the kingdom included spiritual blessings for the humble (vv. 48, 52) and those who “fear him” (v. 50). But it also included God’s judgment on his enemies (vv. 51–52) and the restoration of the nation of Israel. Through the coming Savior, God “helped4 his servant Israel, remembering to be merciful to Abraham and his descendants forever, even as he said to our fathers” (vv. 54–55).
The fulfillment of the Davidic kingdom promises are also evident in the prophecy of Zechariah, the father of John the Baptist (Lk 1:67–79). God was raising up “a horn of salvation…in the house of his servant David” (v. 69). A description of that “salvation” follows in verses 71–75, including again both spiritual and political deliverance. In the words of I. Howard Marshall, “…political need and spiritual need are closely linked.”5 According to Herman Ridderbos, even the angels’ proclamation of “‘glory (doxa) to God in highest,’ and that of the eschatological ‘peace on earth’ are nothing but a summary of the future bliss that will be realized in and by the coming of the kingdom.”6 Of this “peace,” Lloyd Gaston says,
Shalom is of course a religious concept, often equivalent to salvation in the broadest sense. Basically it means wholeness, not just in the sense of fullness of life for the individual but for the totality of human relationships within a community. Therefore shalom is equally a political concept…A community characterized as a perfect harmony of free persons with their Lord and with one another is a political as well as a religious goal.7
These anticipations of the fulfillment of the kingdom promise provide the background for the proclamation of the nearness of the kingdom first by John the Baptist (Mt 3:2) and then by Jesus himself. With Jesus opening his public ministry with the proclamation, “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand” (Mt 4:17 NASB), the message of the kingdom becomes the theme of his earthly ministry, in both teaching and action.
2. What Jesus Meant by the “Kingdom of God.” Most scholars agree that John the Baptist had the Old Testament kingdom in mind when he spoke of the “kingdom of heaven.”8 But although Jesus used the same words, his meaning of the kingdom has been much debated.9 Most interpreters have understood him to mean by the kingdom of God, which he announced as “at hand” something akin to the realm of spiritual salvation presently enjoyed in the church. In contrast to John’s understanding of “the apocalyptic hope of the visitation of God to inaugurate the Kingdom of God in the age to come,” Jesus’ meaning is said to be “no apocalyptic Kingdom but a present salvation.”10 The “nationalistic elements in the Jewish concept of the kingdom” are purged away “to lay stress on the spiritual elements.”11
It has become popular to support this spiritual meaning of the kingdom in Jesus’ teaching by emphasizing the abstract dynamic meaning of the Hebrew and Greek terms for kingdom, namely, “the reign of a king,” over against the concrete concept of a “realm.”12 While the abstract concept is primary in the biblical words for kingdom, in both the Old and New Testaments, the terms inevitably entail a “realm” in which this rule is exercised.
Accepting the abstract meaning of “the ‘being,’ ‘nature,’ ‘state’ of the king” as primary, Karl Schmidt explains, “Almost spontaneously there then intrudes a richly attested second meaning: the dignity of the king is expressed in the territory ruled by him, i.e., his ‘kingdom.’…Both meanings are present in .”13 In the same vein, Ridderbos objects to the sole, abstract concept of “dominion,” declaring it “untenable, for the reason that in the nature of the case a dominion to be effective must create or maintain a territory where it can operate…The absence of any idea of a spatial kingdom would be very strange.”14
This dual aspect of kingdom gains further support if, as David Wenham argues, the background for Jesus’ proclamation is found in Daniel.15 The prophecy concerning the future time when “the God of heaven will set up a kingdom” is set against the visionary image representing four human “kingdoms” (cf. Da 2:36–44). These earthly kingdoms surely included both “reign” and “realm” in their meaning. B. Klappert’s contention that the words king and kingdom are used in the Old Testament “first and foremost for earthly kings and their secular government, and only secondarily of Yahweh’s kingship”16 should also warn us against seeing in these terms something only abstract. While they may emphasize the rule of the king, these earthly kings did not rule apart from a kingdom.
In contrast to this view of a kingdom of spiritual salvation alone, some have taken Jesus’ proclamation to be more in line with the picture of the Old Testament messianic kingdom that includes a restoration of Israel. This is the classical dispensational position,17 but it has also found support from others.18 J. Ramsey Michaels, for example, observes that Jesus surprises his listeners, who hold to traditional Jewish expectations, in some of his spiritual teaching; but he adds that the Gospels reveal that “Jesus’ expectation is well within the framework of contemporary Jewish messianic and apocalyptic expectations.” This involved a kingdom which was “both spiritual and national, both universal and ethnic.”19
The “both/and” in relation to spiritual and national aspects of the kingdom helps explain the predominant spiritual teaching of Jesus. But his spiritual teaching cannot be used to redefine the concept of the kingdom itself. This is especially true with regard to the parables concerning the “mysteries of the kingdom.” Many scholars have been led into misinterpreting the full meaning of Jesus’ “kingdom” onesidedly—first, because of the tendency to use the spiritual picture of the kingdom in this teaching in an exclusive manner that ignores other data; and second, because of a failure to reckon with the rationale for this teaching in the developing situation of Jesus’ ministry.20
Although he does not intend it, Ladd’s own comment on the significance of Jesus’ teaching on “the mysteries of the kingdom” appears to support the full Old Testament meaning of the kingdom in its initial proclamation by Jesus. Ladd explains, “In the midst of his ministry Jesus began to teach his disciples that the Old Testament prophetic ideal was not at once to be fulfilled and that the kingdom was not immediately to be manifested in the fulness of its power. This is the ‘mystery’ of the kingdom, a truth which God has not previously made known to man.”21
If, in fact, the mystery teaching represents a new development in the ministry of Jesus (which it surely does, both in the nature of the teaching and in its limitation to the disciples), then what was the prior teaching? As Ladd’s statement implies, the mysteries represent a limitation on the concept of the kingdom. The full Old Testament kingdom that had been proclaimed prior to that time was not going to be established now; the kingdom would, however, be present in the world in spiritual power during the interim. There is no expressed purging of nationalistic elements in this new teaching of the spiritual manifestation of the kingdom; these elements are only postponed until the kingdom comes in its fullness.
The entire teaching of Jesus, therefore, reveals various uses of the term kingdom, but these do not negate the full eschatological sense, especially in the early stage of his ministry.22 In addition to the foregoing recognition of a change in his teaching during the course of his ministry, Jesus’ early proclamation of the Old Testament messianic kingdom is supported by a variety of evidence from the gospel records.23 Among the most important evidences are these:
a. The announcement of the kingdom without explanation. John Bright notes that Jesus supplied no explanation of the kingdom when he announced it as “at hand,” and from this he rightly draws the conclusion that “Jesus used the term as if assured it would be understood, and indeed it was. The kingdom of God lay within the vocabulary of every Jew. It was something they understood and longed for desperately.”24 It is inconceivable that Jesus, knowing the understanding of his hearers, would not have immediately sought to correct their thinking if he in fact had another concept of the kingdom in mind. This would especially be the case with John the Baptist, whom Jesus regarded with high esteem (cf. Mt 11:11). Jesus would not have allowed his forerunner to go on proclaiming the kingdom with an erroneous concept in mind without seeking to correct him.
b. The call for repentance in relation to the kingdom by both Jesus and John. John the Baptist proclaimed the kingdom as the potential fulfillment of Malachi’s prophecy concerning Elijah.25 Some interpreters contend that the kingdom John proclaimed was essentially moral and spiritual rather than in any sense material.26 But the call for repentance and the coming of Elijah the prophet were both significant in the Old Testament prophecies related to the eschatological establishment of the messianic kingdom.27 Repentance was a prerequisite to the physical blessings and restoration of Israel (cf. Dt 30:6–8; 2Ch 7:12–22; Eze 33:7–20). So also, Elijah’s ministry would herald the advent of the “great and dreadful day of the LORD” (Mal 4:5). Jesus’ preaching of repentance and his identifying John with Elijah (cf. Mt 11:11–14; Mk 9:11–13) would clearly be understood by the people as related to the coming of the prophesied kingdom. They also account fully for the primacy of the spiritual demands in the teaching of Jesus without being an indication of a change in the basic definition of the kingdom.
c. The limitation of the proclamation of the kingdom to Israel (cf. Mt 10:5–7; 15:24). If Jesus proclaimed a kingdom consisting only of the spiritual salvation now present for all in the church, why was this message limited to the nation of Israel? Or to phrase it differently, “Why, indeed, should the reign of God have been the object of a proclamation to Israel as such unless it bore on the destiny of Israel as such?”28 Furthermore, it might be asked, what effect would it have had on their outward bondage if the nation as a whole had responded to the call for repentance? The action of Jesus in coming first to Israel is perfectly in accord with the Old Testament picture of the restoration of Israel followed by the extension of God’s kingdom blessing to the entire world. According to Ben F. Meyer,
For him [Jesus] as for the whole of Judaic tradition, God’s will and Israel’s destiny were one and the same and “the reign of God” had immediate reference to it: At Yahweh’s reign, no doubt, the ends of the earth would see salvation (Isa. 52.10) and Gentiles would sing to the Lord a new song of Praise (Isa. 42.10); but where and for whom, above all, would Yahweh reign? On the holy mountain and for Jerusalem (Isa. 24.23)! His reign would be his return to Zion (Isa. 52.3)!29
The calling of twelve also had significance for the Jews of that day, suggesting a nationalistic hope as E. P. Sanders says, “His [Jesus’] use of the conception ‘twelve’ points toward his understanding of his own mission. He was engaged in a task which would include the restoration of Israel.”30
d. Jesus’ conflict over the temple and his predictions of its destruction. Jesus’ concern with the temple in Jerusalem, evidenced in both his teaching and his action, demonstrates the connection of his ministry with the Old Testament prophecies concerning Israel. McClain cogently remarks,
Why not simply ignore this temple if…because of her sin God is done with the nation of Israel and the Old Testament theocratic idea? On the contrary, as the Messianic Priest-King of Israel, our Lord in His final word lays claim to the existing Jewish temple, citing an Old Testament prophecy in defense of His action: “My house shall be called a house of prayer for all the nations” (Mark 11:15–17, ASV; cf. Isa. 56:7–8).31
With similar thrust E. P. Sanders states that “the best explanation of Jesus’ demonstrative action in the temple and his saying against the temple…is to be found in his eschatological expectation. The kingdom was at hand, and one of the things which that meant was that the old temple would be replaced by a new.”32
The concern for the temple by Jesus therefore suggests that when he proclaimed the kingdom as “near” he was not talking simply about a kingdom of “spiritual” salvation. Rather his concept of the kingdom was that of the Old Testament prophecies which included spiritual, physical, and political dimensions, especially the restoration of the nation of Israel.
The understanding suggested by the evidence above that in his original announcement of the kingdom Jesus meant the full eschatological kingdom accords well with the generally agreed teaching that the Old Testament portrayed the coming of the messianic kingdom as one holistic movement. It is only with the New Testament that we learn that this involves two stages separated around two appearances of the Messiah.33 The fact that the kingdom was announced both by John and Jesus without any explanation with the apparent assumption that their hearers understood what they were talking about leads to the conclusion that this new development was not initially part of their proclamation. The fact noted above that it was only later in his ministry that Jesus began to teach “the mysteries of the kingdom” that the Old Testament prophetic kingdom was not going to be immediately manifest also supports this understanding. It is with the new teaching concerning the kingdom in the “mysteries” that the division of the fulfillment of the Old Testament kingdom prophecies is introduced yielding the conclusion that prior to this time the meaning of the kingdom still carried its full Old Testament concept. It should be noted also that this was after his rejection by the nation was certain and that the new teaching was now directed only toward his disciples.
This interpretation is in harmony with the fact that at the beginning of his ministry Jesus proclaims the kingdom as “near,” but at the close of his ministry he shifts the emphasis to the kingdom’s futurity. Ridderbos recognizes this change. Noting that Jesus early on stressed the “presence of the fulfillment” of the kingdom, Ridderbos states that “…at the end of the synoptic kerygma everything is again focused upon the future. The coming of the kingdom is then referred to in such an absolutely future sense as if it had not yet come.”34 Such a change would seem to suggest that the initial “kingdom” that was near did not come in its fullest sense. Aspects of it were present, as demonstrated in the mystery parables, but the full kingdom that was near now awaits the future.
3. The Place of the Cross. Some scholars contend that any view that has Jesus proclaiming the “nearness” of the Old Testament prophetic kingdom faces an insurmountable problem in placing the kingdom before the Cross. This argument is grounded in the assumption that the very act of proclamation to the Jewish people implied the possibility of the kingdom’s coming if the demands for spiritual repentance were met. On this basis, Louis Berkhof asks, “…what would have become of the atoning work of Jesus Christ, if He had succeeded in establishing the Kingdom?…Would the establishment of the Kingdom on the basis of repentance of the people have left any room for the sacrificial death of Christ?”35 Some scholars—even some avowed dispensationalists—who hold the futuristic view of the New Testament teaching on the kingdom reject the idea that Jesus was offering a restoration of the Israelite theocracy in his proclamations of the gospel.36
The primary tenet of dispensationalism—namely, the final fulfillment of the prophetic hope including the restoration of national Israel—does not stand or fall on the issue. However, the strong evidence supporting the idea that the kingdom concept proclaimed by Jesus included political restoration for Israel suggests that Jesus was initially referring to the kingdom in its full eschatological meaning and not just the spiritual aspects. The proclamations by the angels and prophets surrounding the birth of Jesus also support this position. The proclamation itself is not explicitly in the form of an offer of the kingdom. Rather, the issue revolves around acceptance of Jesus rather than the acceptance of the kingdom. But Jesus as the Messiah cannot be separated from the concept of the kingdom. Acceptance of the King was surely related to the coming of the kingdom. Thus the question of the possibility of a kingdom before the Cross remains.
In response to this question we should note first that this problem is not peculiar to dispensationalism. The problem exists for all who allow that any type of kingdom could be obtained or entered before the Cross. Let us suppose that Jesus was referring only to a “spiritual” kingdom in his announcement of “nearness” and the concomitant demand for repentance and the new birth for entrance into it. Surely this type of kingdom as well as the entire messianic kingdom is based only upon the Cross. Thus, no matter how the kingdom is interpreted, Jesus proclaimed it before the Cross.
We might therefore pose the question as it is used against dispensationalism: What would have happened to the Cross if Jesus had been received by the nation of Israel as well as the Gentiles before the crucifixion? It may be replied that surely some would not have received him and they could have instigated his death. But this would have lessened its importance as the sinful act done by all humanity represented by its leaders (cf. Ac 4:27). More important, it would have contradicted the prophecies that Jesus would in fact be rejected by Israel (cf. Isa 53:1–4; Zec 12:10). It is therefore difficult to avoid the problem posed by the facts that (1) Jesus did proclaim the nearness of the kingdom and the demand for repentance in the light of it, and (2) it was the rejection of him as the Messiah, the Son of David, the King (and thus his kingdom) that led to the Cross.
So it would seem that interpreters of all persuasions face a problem in regard to Jesus’ proclamation of the kingdom before the Cross. We suggest that the solution lies in the same realm as other problems related to the sovereign decree of God for history and the responsible actions of mankind. The idea that God could offer humankind a real choice and opportunity, knowing all the while that humankind would fail (and, in fact, having decreed a plan on the basis of that failure), is expressed in other passages of Scripture. In Eden, humankind was given a genuine opportunity to choose holiness, yet Scripture indicates that God’s plan already included the sacrifice of Christ “from the creation of the world” (Rev 13:8; cf. Ac 2:23; 4:28). Thus in this instance, a similar unanswerable question as that related to the offer of the kingdom might be posed: What would have happened to the death of Christ if Adam and Eve had not sinned?
Aside from the final mystery of how God works his perfect will through the secondary agency of the responsible wills of personal beings, the crucial element in all these situations is the fact that the humans involved did not, when faced with the decision, know what God already knew and had already included in his plan for history.37 Adam and Eve obviously had no knowledge of the future death of Christ that was in the plan. Nor did Jesus’ disciples anticipate the death of the Messiah, even though it was disclosed in some Old Testament prophecies. The early references to the Messiah’s role and work were far more concerned with his reign than with his suffering. Messiah was to come as the “king of the Jews” (Mt 2:2), the “ruler” from Bethlehem (Mt 2:6). He would receive “the throne of his father David, and…reign over the house of Jacob” (Lk 1:32—33); he would bring “salvation from our enemies” and rescue his people (Lk 1:71, 74).
There are, to be sure, biblical statements that Jesus would bring redemption from sin (cf. Mt 1:23; Lk 1:77; Jn 1:29), but for the most part there is no reference to his suffering and death in explaining how salvation comes. Only after his rejection was certain and the disciples had come to recognize his identity did Jesus begin clearly to teach about his impending death (cf. Mt 16:21). But even then this prediction was an enigma for his disciples and seems to have been intentionally hidden by God from their understanding (cf. Lk 9:45: 18:34). I. Howard Marshall’s explanation of Luke’s statements concerning the divinely purposive concealment of Christ suffering gives us some insight into the situation of the disciples’ knowledge of the prophesied sufferings of Christ:
The prediction, which is given in the briefest terms (cf. 17:25), is incomprehensible to the disciples and they make no attempt to understand it. Luke brings out more clearly than Mk. the thought of a divine purpose being fulfilled in the veiling of the prediction from the disciples (cf. 18:34). The predictions are understood only later after the resurrection when the risen Lord shows from the Scriptures the necessity of his path through suffering to glory. There is thus a “suffering secret” in Lk., corresponding to the so-called “Messianic secret” in Mk. Luke’s purpose is evidently to show that the way of Jesus was understood only in the light of the event and of the scriptural knowledge which the disciples acquired after Easter.38
If we accept Marshall’s explanation in seeing their lack of understanding as divinely ordained somehow in relation to the plan of Jesus, and not simply judgmental due to hardness of heart, as some suggest,39 then we must conclude that a clear knowledge of the place of the sufferings and death of the Messiah was not available until after the resurrection. Further support for this is that Jesus never rebuked his disciples for their unawareness until after his death and resurrection (cf. Lk 24:25). The seed which he had sown in his brief prior statments and especially the resurrection should now have alerted them to this prophetic truth and enabled them not to give up their hope in him as redeemer (cf. v. 21).40
If we are correct in our understanding of the situation, the disciples as godly Jews not only did not understand the prophecies of the suffering Messiah, but also such knowledge was not readily available to them from the Scriptures prior to the fact. Their responsibility in relation to Christ and the prophetic Scriptures was simply to believe in Christ as the promised Messiah without clearly understanding the outworking of his salvation. If that is so, then Christ could present himself to Israel as the fulfillment of their prophetic hope and give the Jews a sincere opportunity to receive him without their decision being confused by the knowledge that they would reject their Messiah. The fact that, according to the Gospels, not one godly Jew really understood that Jesus must die would seem to support the idea that the people were not held responsible for this knowledge prior to the resurrection.
This position also provides the rationale for the dividing of the one movement of the messianic work of the Old Testament into two phases in the New Testament. The change was related to the rejection of Jesus by his people, and not simply a new plan announced immediately in the teaching of Jesus. As we have shown, Jesus’ early teachings reveal nothing of a change of plans, but rather assume and affirm the Old Testament revelation of the kingdom.
Thus the place of the Cross in relation to the kingdom is bound up with the decree of God, which is not always known by humankind. It is at times hidden so that we can make free and responsible choices. Nevertheless, God’s plan is sure. The Cross came in God’s time and did provide the foundation of the kingdom—a kingdom that Jesus had announced and apparently gave people the opportunity to enter even before the crucifixion.41
B. The Time of the Kingdom
1. The Imminence of the Kingdom. Jesus began his proclamation of the kingdom by declaring that it was “near” (Mt 4:17; cf. John the Baptist’s similar statement in 3:2). Although some scholars such as C. H. Dodd see the term (i.e., “near”) as signifying that the kingdom has actually arrived,42 most see it as indicating only that the kingdom has drawn near or is imminent. To W. G. Kümmel, the term denotes “an event which is near, but has not yet taken place.”43 For Jesus to declare that “the kingdom of heaven is at hand,” therefore, meant, according to David Hill, that “the decisive establishment or manifestation of the divine sovereignty has drawn so near to men that they are now confronted with the possibility and the ineluctable necessity of repentance and conversion.”44 Thus, in Jesus’ preaching, the kingdom had drawn near, but its actual arrival had not yet occurred. The disciples could still be taught in all sincerity to pray for its coming (Mt 6:10).
2. The Futurity of the Kingdom. We will see in the next section that the kingdom was in some way present in the words and deeds of Jesus. Yet his predominant teaching on the kingdom focused on the future. He taught his disciples to pray for its coming (Mt 6:10). It will be entered at the time of judgment—that is, “on that day” (Mt 7:21–22; cf. 25:34). Only “then will the righteous shine like the sun in the kingdom of their Father” (Mt 13:43). This last statement is connected with Jesus’ parable of the “good seed” and the “weeds” sown in the world during this age. While the “good seed” is identified as “the sons of the kingdom,” the weeds, being “sons of the evil one,” are never viewed as being in the kingdom.
Some contend that the statement of the “sons” being weeded “out of his kingdom” is an indication that they exist in a present “inaugurated form of the kingdom.”45 But it is preferable to interpret the parable as teaching that the kingdom will come with Christ. As Alfred Plummer explains it, “…the Son of Man brings the Kingdom with Him, and at that consummation ‘the sons of the evil one’ may be said for the moment to be in the Kingdom; but they are immediately expelled, as having no right to be in it.”46
Not only did Jesus promise his disciples that in the future they would sit on twelve thrones in the kingdom (Mt 19:28; cf. Lk 22:30), but he also implicitly taught the future of the kingdom in responding to James and John’s petition to have places of honor in it (Mt 20:21). At the institution of the Lord’s Supper, Jesus spoke of future fellowship with the disciples in “the kingdom of God” (Mk 14:25; Lk 22:18). None of these passages contains a reference to some “future” or “consummation” form of the kingdom in distinction from a “present” form. The establishment of the kingdom was still apparently regarded as future, just as it was by the spectators at the triumphal entry who shouted, “Blessed is the coming kingdom of our father David!” (Mk 11:10).
Jesus clearly expressed the futurity of the kingdom in the parable of the nobleman (Lk 19:11–26). He told the parable late in his earthly ministry, shortly before the triumphal entry into Jerusalem and his final rejection. He gave this teaching, according to the gospel writer, “because he was near Jerusalem and the people thought that the kingdom of God was going to appear at once” (v.11). The parable itself tells of a nobleman who went to a distant country to receive a kingdom. After apparently a considerable interval of time, during which his servants are responsible for resources left in their charge, the nobleman returns for an accounting with his servants.
Though not included in many of the recent discussions of the presence of the kingdom, the import of this parable for the time of the kingdom and the reign of Christ is noted by several commentators. Ladd states, “If the parable of the nobleman who went into a far country to receive kingly authority (Luke 19:11f.) is applied to Jesus, we conclude that he will not exercise his kingly authority until his return in the second advent, and then the scene of the exercise of this regal authority is the same place as that from which the king departed, namely the earth.”47 Marshall likewise views the passage as teaching that “Jesus is departing, and will not be appointed as king until his return.”48 Focusing specifically on the time of Jesus’ kingly reign, E. Earle Ellis writes, “Only upon his return from the ‘far country’ will his ‘kingly power’ be manifest.”49
This parabolic teaching of the futurity of the kingdom harmonizes with Christ’s statements in the Olivet Discourse. After describing the course of the age leading to his return, Jesus said, “When you see these things happening, you know that the kingdom of God is near” (Lk 21:31). The parallel passage in Matthew 24:33 reads, “When you see all these things, you know that it is near, right at the door” (cf. Mk 13:29). The word it, which is parallel to Luke’s “kingdom of God” may also be translated “he,” referring to Jesus himself. In any case, the meaning is clear that the coming of the kingdom is associated with the coming of Christ. This points to the truth expressed several times in the Gospel accounts, namely, that the kingdom is equivalent to the presence of Christ.50 He has departed to heaven, from which the church awaits his return. It likewise awaits the arrival of the kingdom according to the parable of the nobleman.
It is noteworthy that the same term used in connection with Jesus’ first announcement of the kingdom is now applied to a future time. The kingdom that was “near” in the earlier teaching will now be “near” () only in the future when this age has run its course and “all these things”—the events of this time leading up to the coming of Christ—are seen. This change in the emphasis of Jesus’ teaching concerning the kingdom, which does not seem to be widely recognized, is clearly noted by Ridderbos. While validly calling attention to the fulfillment motif in Jesus’ teaching and the truth that our age prior to the coming is a “new time of the world, viz., that of the fulfillment,” Ridderbos nevertheless rightly says:
While at the beginning of his preaching all emphasis is laid upon the presence of the fulfillment, as is seen in connection with his miracles; at the end of the synoptic kerygma everything is again focused upon the future. The coming of the kingdom is then referred to in such an absolutely future sense as if it had not yet come, and the parousia of the Son of Man—the word parousia means arrival and not second coming!—is spoken of as if he were only a person of the future.51
There is no question that Jesus and the early church saw something of the presence of the kingdom in their experience of new covenant salvation. But this dominant teaching of the future of the kingdom by Jesus, which as we will see is followed by the early church, should caution us in our explanation of the presence of the kingdom. Far from portraying the disciples as reigning or “building” the kingdom during this interim age, Jesus describes their position as one of suffering and danger (cf. Mt 24:9, 13; Mk 13:9–13; Lk 12:11–12; 14:26; 21:12–17, 19). Ridderbos explains, “Nowhere are the disciples or the coming church given the role of conquerors or rulers of the world.” Their obedience would be “a conserving and beneficial power for temporal life (Matt. 5:13; Luke 14:34, 35; Mark 9:50); and with this prospect they may preach the gospel to the nations (Matt. 28:18)…[But] they are not given any promises of Christianizing the whole world nor are there any theocratic perspectives disclosed.”52
This change of emphasis in Jesus’ teaching should also make us wary in determining Jesus’ meaning of the kingdom. As noted previously, this change fits well with the traditional dispensational view that the shift from Jesus’ early teaching is related to his rejection by his people Israel. This change also entails differences in the kingdom concept. Unless we are to read into Jesus’ first proclamation of the kingdom as “near” something different from his later teaching that the kingdom would now be “near” only in the future, we must assume that this initially proclaimed kingdom did not come in its totality. Only certain dimensions of it came through the first advent of Christ and are present today.
3. The Presence of the Kingdom. There is no question that, despite a later emphasis on the futurity of the kingdom, Jesus also taught a certain presence of the kingdom initiated with his first coming.53 In his first recorded sermon, given at Nazareth, Jesus cited a messianic prophecy from Isaiah (61:1–2) and declared this prophecy “fulfilled in your hearing” (Lk 4:21; cf. vv. 16–21). The ministries of this messianic figure, according to Isaiah, would include preaching the gospel to the poor, proclaiming freedom for prisoners, giving sight to the blind, releasing the oppressed, and proclaiming the time of God’s favor. If we interpret the references to freeing the prisoners and oppressed metaphorically in the sense of the forgiveness of sins (and there is no record of prisoners’ being freed literally), all these ministries were later fulfilled in the ministry of Jesus (e.g., Lk 7:22).
This passage indicates that preaching “the gospel” belonged to the new era. It was not just another promise; instead, as Ridderbos notes, Jesus’ preaching of the “kingdom” was “at the same time its revelation.”54 As such, Jesus uses his preaching of the gospel as evidence to John’s disciples that the promised time had arrived (Mt 11:5). The preaching of “the good news of the kingdom of God” was involved in the kingdom “forcefully advancing” (cf. Lk 16:16 with Mt 11:12). To hear “the message about the kingdom” was to receive that which “many prophets and righteous men longed to see…and hear” (Mt 13:17).
Along with preaching, the miraculous power of Jesus was evidence of the presence of the kingdom (cf. Mt 11:5). Expressly in relation to overcoming Satan, Jesus declared, “…if I drive out demons by the Spirit of God, then the kingdom of God has come upon you” (Mt 12:28; cf. Lk 11:20). In this statement the presence of the kingdom is linked to the power of the Spirit of God. This same connection is already found in the sermon at Nazareth, in which Jesus speaks of being anointed with the Spirit (Lk 4:18). This supernatural power evident in miracles and especially in the overcoming of Satan’s power is a manifestation of the kingdom.
The presence of the kingdom is further indicated in that it could now be “entered.” It is not always possible to determine in every case whether Jesus’ statements applied to the present or the future,55 but some of them seem clearly to be present. When he charged the scribes and Pharisees with shutting the kingdom “in men’s faces,” Jesus said, “You yourselves do not enter, nor will you let those enter who are trying to” (Mt 23:13). Jesus’ mystery parables also describe the working of the kingdom during this age (Mt 13).
These teachings from the gospels make it clear that the kingdom was present in the words and works of Jesus and his disciples. Blessings that the prophets had foretold for eschatological times were now present. It may be questioned, however, whether the coming of aspects of kingdom salvation (primarily spiritual and individual as opposed to societal) and the manifestation of kingdom power are the same as saying that the kingdom has “come.”56 We have noted Jesus’ declaration that Isaiah’s prophecy of messianic activity was fulfilled in him. Nevertheless, later on he taught his disciples to pray for the kingdom to “come” (Lk 11:2). Perhaps it is best to understand this teaching in Luke 4 as similar to Jesus’ announcement in Mark that “the time has come” (1:15).
While this statement clearly asserts the arrival of the eschatological era prophesied in the Old Testament, Jesus goes on to say “the kingdom of God is near. Repent and believe the good news!” The good news of the kingdom was being proclaimed, the time for it had arrived, but the kingdom itself was at that moment still only “near.”
Even the miracles do not necessarily affirm the inauguration of the kingdom. In our opinion Ridderbos is correct when he says,
These miracles are…only incidental and are therefore not to be looked upon as a beginning from which the whole will gradually develop, but as signs of the coming kingdom of God. For the cures and the raisings of the dead done by Jesus only have a temporary significance.57
Ladd similarly views Jesus’ healings as “pledges of the life of the eschatological Kingdom.” Pointing out that they touched only a few, he states that “the saving power of the Kingdom was not yet universally operative.”58
Similarly, when casting out demons, Jesus taught that the strong man must first be overcome (“tied up,” NIV) before his possessions can be taken (Mt 12:29). George Wesley Buchanan, sees in Jesus’ description of the source of his power as “the finger of God” (Lk 11:20), an analogy with the miracles performed by Moses in the Exodus, where the same terminology is used (Ex 8:19). Even as the power of “the finger of God” in the plagues was for the purpose of freeing the captive people so that the kingdom of God could then be established with them, so also the miracles of Jesus were exertions of kingdom power, but not yet the kingdom.59
Even in the parables that clearly teach a presence of the kingdom in the world today, the emphasis is on its future manifestation. Most contemporary interpreters of the parables of the mustard seed and the leaven—which might be viewed as showing a gradually developing kingdom—feel that the emphasis should be on the contrast between the tiny veiled beginning and the final glorious manifestation.60 William L. Lane speaks for many when he says of the parable of the mustard seed,
This parable is concerned with the enigmatic present manifestation of the Kingdom as embodied in Jesus’ person. Its appearance may be characterized by weakness and apparent insignificance—but remember the mustard seed. The day will come when the Kingdom of God will surpass in glory the mightiest kingdoms of the earth, for it is the consequence of God’s sovereign action…When the glory of that manifestation breaks forth before men they will be as startled as the man who considers the tiny mustard seed and the mighty shrub.61
There is no doubt in these parables of some concept of an intervening process of the working of the kingdom. But the emphasis on the future is borne out by the explicit statement in the parable of the wheat and the weeds that “the righteous will shine like the sun in the kingdom” only at the end of the age (Mt 13:40–43). This does not suggest that the righteous are presently in some inaugurated kingdom on earth but not “shining.” The wheat and the weeds are both growing in the same field—that is, the world, which is never identified as the kingdom. Furthermore, as we have seen, the weeds are cast out of the kingdom, but this is only with its coming at the end of the age with the return of Christ. They could not be said to be “in the kingdom” today. It is preferable, therefore, to interpret this future “shining” in the kingdom as relating to the future establishment of the kingdom.62 We concur with Kümmel that this parable does not speak of “the present growth and existence of the Kingdom of God.”63
The statements concerning a present entrance into the kingdom also do not portray a present kingdom on earth. Rather, as Robert Recker explains, these statements teach a relationship to God through Christ. “The passages in question point not to a realm but to a relationship, and this is substantiated by many passages in their context which call for a receiving of the Christ (Mt. 7:21–22; 8:22; 10:25; 10:32–33; 38–40; 11:6), a submission to God or a stance of humility in relation to God (Mt. 5:3; 18:3–4; 20:25–28; 23:10–12), or simply of subjection to God.”64 This concept, that entering the kingdom is equivalent at present to beginning a relationship with Christ, is similar to that held in the early church, which saw its citizenship in heaven in relation to the King, whose return they awaited for the establishment of the kingdom on earth (Php 3:20).
Summary. Our survey of Jesus’ teaching concerning the kingdom reveals that it was announced as “near” at the opening of his ministry. In the proclamation of the gospel of the kingdom and the supernatural power displayed in miraculous signs, the kingdom actually invaded human history. The salvation blessings prophesied of the kingdom age were now present. But the idea of a present “reign” of Christ over his kingdom on earth, whether seen in the church or in the total world, is never taught. Nor did Jesus teach that we are to be building the kingdom during this time.65
Although the King has received his kingdom, he is yet in the “distant country,” to use the language of the parable of the nobleman (cf. Lk 19:11ff.). Jesus will commence his kingdom “reign” upon his return. The coming of the kingdom is thus still primarily future, according to Jesus. The prayer for the coming of the kingdom is still valid (Mt 6:10). The kingdom’s “nearness” will be signaled by the events leading to the coming of Christ. The disciples were to go on preaching the gospel of the kingdom (Mt 24:14), proclaiming the salvation of “repentance and forgiveness of sins” (Lk 24:47), being good stewards of that which had been entrusted to them in the King’s absence (Lk 19:11ff.), and in general living according to the principles of the coming kingdom as witnesses to the King and his coming kingdom. Jesus’ teaching concerning the kingdom is well summed up by Karl Ludwig Schmidt:
The actualisation of the rule of God is future. And this future determines man in his present. The call for conversion comes to the man who is set before God and His rule. Where man responds to this call in faith, i.e., in obedience, he is in touch with the kingdom of God which comes without his co-operation, and the Gospel is glad tidings for him.66
II. THE KINGDOM IN THE EARLY CHURCH
When we turn to the writings pertaining more directly to the history of the early church, we find that the references to the kingdom of God and Christ are sparse compared with the Gospels. Whereas Luke used the term “kingdom” some thirty-nine times in his Gospel, he used it only eight times in Acts. The same limited use is evident from Romans to Jude, wherein “kingdom” occurs only eighteen times. To these may be added four uses of the cognate verb “to reign” and two instances of “king.” This conservative usage is in stark contrast to the total usage of 127 in the Gospels. In the book of Revelation, the frequency of the terms increases, with “kingdom” being used three times, “king” three times, and “reign” six times.
This difference between the Gospels and the writings dealing with the later church is often ignored, yet it would seem to call for some explanation. The title “lord,” which appears frequently in the epistles, cannot be regarded as a substitute for “king.”67 For although both terms express authority, they also carry different meanings. “Lord,” which was used broadly for anyone occupying a superior position, when used for God signified his all-encompassing sovereignty as Creator and Master over the entire universe and the personal nature of this authority.68 In relation to Christ the term represented the divine sovereign authority that was his largely through the resurrection and exaltation. The terms “king” and “kingdom,” in distinction, were generally associated with political rulership, although that rulership could entail personal beneficence.69 Thus in the Old Testament the “Lord” was also described as “King.” But this appellation of “king” came into use largely after the inauguration of the monarchy.70
It also does not seem adequate to account for the sparseness of the use of “kingdom” terminology in the writings dealing with the later church by referring to the Old Testament where it is generally agreed that the concept is present even though the specific terminology, “the kingdom of God” is absent. The Gospels indicate that the disciples who constituted the early church were well aware of this language. The question is, why did they veer away from the use of this “kingdom” language in the writings to the later church?
It is often suggested that the early church refrained from using “king” and “kingdom” in relation to Jesus to avoid charges of sedition in the Roman Empire.71 But two facts make this improbable. First, the frequent use of “kingdom” in the Synoptics and then again in the book of Revelation, where Jesus is openly called “King of kings” (17:14; 19:16), shows that the early Christians were not apparently avoiding this terminology for political reasons. It might also be noted in light of Pilate’s recognition of Jesus’ innocence that Jesus’ frequent use of kingdom terminology did not apparently raise the issue of sedition against him. Second, the term “lord,” () was equally offensive to the Roman imperium which required worship of the emperor as “lord.” And early church history reveals that the confession of Jesus as ‘Lord’ and consequent refusal to make the same confession with regard to the emperor did, in fact, lead to persecution.72
The best answer to the question as to why kingdom terminology is frequently found in the Gospels and Revelation but is used only very limitedly in the other writings dealing with the early church is found in the perspective of the kingdom taught in the epistles.
A. The Futurity of the Kingdom
Despite the infrequency of the terminology, the concept of the kingdom of God was clearly present in the apostolic preaching and teaching. In fact, on several occasions their message could be summarized as preaching or testifying about the kingdom of God (Ac 8:12; 19:8; 20:25; 28:23, 31). The specific theology of the kingdom is not indicated in these contexts, however. All that is clear is that the kingdom had to do with Jesus Christ. Philip preached “the good news of the kingdom of God and the name of Jesus Christ” (Ac 8:12). Paul “explained and declared to them the kingdom of God and tried to convince them about Jesus from the Law of Moses and from the Prophets” (Ac 28:23; cf. v. 31). Since the kingdom was bound up with Jesus, the kingdom message in these instances no doubt included the salvation presently available through faith in him. But the message must have also proclaimed the future coming of the kingdom. Ernst Haenchen explains that “news of the kingdom of God and the name of Jesus Christ” in Philip’s message included “God’s (coming) kingdom and Jesus’ (all-powerful) name.”73
We also gain insight into the apostles’ meaning of the kingdom from two other passages in Acts. The question concerning restoration of the kingdom to Israel looks to the future for the arrival of the kingdom (Ac 1:6; cf. 3:21).74 The same futurity is seen in Paul’s statement that “we must go through many hardships to enter the kingdom of God” (14:22). For the most part, however, we are probably to look to the epistles for a fuller explanation of the meaning of the proclamation of the kingdom of God mentioned in Acts.
We find in the epistles that the dominant teaching concerns a future kingdom and not a present one. The idea most often expressed is that the kingdom is something to be inherited (1Co 6:9–10; 15:50; Gal 5:21; Eph 5:5; Col 1:12–13; Jas 2:5). As J. Eichler notes, this inheritance can already be recognized by faith, and believers possess “the guarantee of this inheritance in the Holy Spirit whom we have received.” Nevertheless, he adds, “this kingdom [the inheritance] embraces all those promises the fulfillment of which is yet future.”75 Similarly, after analyzing all the New Testament references to “inheritance,” ‘heirs,” and “inherit,” C. F. Hogg and W. E. Vine conclude that “not a present but a prospective possession is always in view in the word.”76
The idea of the kingdom as a future inheritance is in harmony with the statement that believers will “receive a rich welcome into the eternal kingdom of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ” (2Pe 1:11). Believers are urged “to live lives worthy of God, who calls you into his kingdom and glory” (1Th 2:12). The joining of “kingdom” and “glory” under one article in the original Greek text indicates that Paul’s reference is to the future kingdom.77 Calling this an “eschatological reference,” Ernest Best comments that a “worthy walk” is “the kind of conduct appropriate to God’s kingdom and glory, the kind of conduct which those who inherit the kingdom will demonstrate in the kingdom.”78 It was for this same kingdom that they were suffering (2Th 1:5) and into which Paul anticipated a safe entrance at the close of his life (2Ti 4:18).
Paul’s understanding of the believers’ reign supports this future concept of the kingdom. As Jesus had promised his disciples, Paul believed that he and all other believers would reign with Christ in his kingdom. But Paul made it clear that he was not reigning during this present age. Writing to the Corinthians, who were behaving as though they had already entered into the kingdom reign, Paul chided them for their radical, realized eschatology: “You have become kings []—and that without us! How I wish that you really had become kings so that we might be kings with you!” (1Co 4:8). Paul then described the current state of the apostles as “fools for Christ,” “weak,” “dishonored,” and “the scum of the earth, the refuse of the world” (vv. 10–13).
Although the blessings of the salvation of the kingdom are present, it is difficult to see in Paul’s words any idea of a present kingdom of Christ in which believers share in his reign. For Paul, as for all believers, being “with Christ” (Php 1:23; 1Th 4:17) and therefore reigning with him (there is no concept of reigning without him) was always in the future (2Ti 2:12).79
Not only is there no reference to the present reign of believers in a kingdom; there is also no unambiguous reference in the epistles that uses the word “reign” () in relation to the present ministry of Christ.80 Although Paul’s statement that Christ “must reign until he has put all his enemies under his feet” (1Co 15:25) is often interpreted as a present “reign,” there are good reasons to take it as a reference to his future reign following the parousia.81 Because the term “reign” is clearly used in regard to both the Gospel predictions of Christ’s reign (Lk 1:33; 19:14) and his future reign after this age (cf. 2Ti 2:12; Rev 11:15, 17), its absence in connection with the present ministry of Christ calls for explanation.82 It would seem best to say that although Christ has been exalted to receive kingly authority over the entire universe and all its contents, he is not presently exercising that kingship in the sense of “reigning,” nor are we as believers doing so.
B. The Presence of the Kingdom
Along with the primary teaching of the epistles that the kingdom is future, there are a few statements that relate it to the present experience of believers. Some passages speak of spiritual characteristics of the kingdom that are already in operation through the Spirit. Paul’s teaching that “the kingdom of God is not a matter of eating and drinking, but of righteousness, peace and joy in the Holy Spirit” (Ro 14:17) is plainly attempting to encourage these traits in the present church. But applying kingdom characteristics is not necessarily the same as declaring that the kingdom has come and is presently established. According to William Sanday and Arthur C. Headlam, the “kingdom” here, in accord with Paul’s normal use, is the messianic kingdom, which is “the reward and goal of the Christian life.” The principles of that kingdom mentioned in this passage are, however, already exhibited in this world through the indwelling Spirit.83 Viewing the kingdom Christologically, Cranfield, following Käsemann, says that “it is in the presence and activity of the Lord Jesus Christ, and only so, that the kingdom of God is experienced in the present.”84
Paul’s statement to the Corinthians that “the kingdom of God is not a matter of talk but of power” (1Co 4:20) is another application of the kingdom to the present. Instead of arrogant human “talking,” the apostle sought the power of the kingdom—a reference, according to the context, to the power of God in the gospel that was manifest by the Spirit (cf. 1Co 1:18, 24; 2:4–5). While this teaches a present relation to the kingdom and the experience of its power, it hardly demonstrates a present established kingdom in distinction to the apostle’s general teaching of a future kingdom. As C. K. Barrett says, “It is always an eschatological concept (though sometimes brought forward into the present), and the power with which it works is the power of the Holy Spirit (cf. Rom. xiv. 17), by which God’s purpose is put into effect and the future anticipated in the present.”85
The apostle has just chided the Corinthians for their boasting as if they had already attained the kingdom and were reigning as kings (cf. 4:8). He would hardly talk of a present kingdom just a few verses later.
The verse that most clearly expresses some kind of present position in the kingdom is Paul’s statement that the Father “has rescued us from the dominion of darkness and brought us into the kingdom of the Son he loves” (Col 1:13). Many scholars view this “kingdom of the Son” as a present spiritual kingdom of salvation that believers enter into at the moment of conversion.86 For example, Peter T. O’Brien, concurring with C. F. D. Moule that the kingdom is “entirely moral and spiritual…for the disciples of Christ,” declares, “It is here an existing reality, a present possession.”87 Curtis Vaughn pointedly states, “The ‘kingdom’ (rule) is not to be interpreted eschatologically. It was for the Colossians a present reality (cf. John 3:3–5).”88
The context, however, favors an eschatological meaning for the kingdom in this verse.89 Immediately preceding this statement, the apostle wrote that the Father “has qualified you to share in the inheritance of the saints in the kingdom of light” (Col 1:12). Several terms in this statement point to the future. Werner Foerster says that the term inheritance () “is used to denote the eschatological portion assigned to man.”90 In addition, according to O’Brien, to describe the inheritance as belonging to “the saints in the kingdom of light” means that it is “in the realm of the light of the age to come” and is the equivalent of the “hope laid up in heaven (v. 5; cf. 3:1–4).”91 Therefore the saints are presently qualified (the Greek aorist tense) to share in the inheritance, but the reference is to a future blessing.
That this “inheritance…in the kingdom of light” (Col 1:12) is related to being “brought into the kingdom of the Son” (v. 13) is seen in the connection of “light” and “darkness” in these two verses. T. K. Abbott notes that the apostle spoke here of an inheritance in “light” rather than “in the heavenlies” because he wanted to represent the condition of natural mankind as “darkness” in verse 13.92 To be qualified for “the kingdom of light” (v. 12) is therefore the equivalent of being “rescued…from the dominion of darkness and brought…into the kingdom of the Son” (v. 13).
If such is the case, then this reference to the kingdom, like many others in Paul’s writings, belongs to the eschatological category of an inheritance that is already assured. It is the equivalent of the saints’ having their “citizenship in heaven” (Php 3:20). This is the view of Charles A. Briggs, who acknowledges that he came to it after for many years holding the position that believers were already in a present kingdom.
Elsewhere in the Pauline epistles the kingdom has always had an eschatological reference and has been an inheritance, a kingdom of glory…My final study of it [Col. 1:13], in its connection with the Messianic conception of the Epistles of the Imprisonment, leads me to the opinion that the kingdom is eschatological here also. It is parallel with the inheritance in light. As the kingdom is elsewhere an inheritance, its parallelism with inheritance and its substitution for it in a common antithesis to authority of darkness favors that reference here. The only difficulty is in explaining how Christians may be said to be transferred into a kingdom which in its nature is eschatological. The solution of this difficulty is found in the parallelism with citizenship in heaven of the Epistle to the Philippians; and with the life hid with Christ of our Epistle [Col. 3:3].93
This relationship to the future kingdom, however, does carry with it a present blessing. Believers whose citizenship has been transferred into Christ’s kingdom are now free from “the dominion of darkness,” by which the apostle means the “satanic or demonic powers,”94 whose slaves they had formerly been and over whom Christ had triumphed. But this deliverance is not yet all-encompassing. It relates to the believer’s inner personal or spiritual freedom from the domination of the evil powers, but not yet deliverance from outward evil.95 The present effect of belonging to Christ’s kingdom is elaborated in the following verse: “…we have redemption, the forgiveness of sins” (Col 1:14). According to Thomas Sappington, Paul in this verse, which by construction is intimately related to verse 13, “reminds his readers what they possess because of redemption ‘in Christ.’”96
Being presently “brought into the kingdom of the Son,” therefore, signifies not a kingdom reign, but spiritual salvation through a relationship with the coming King (cf. “in whom,” Col 1:14), even as we saw previously concerning the present relationship to the kingdom in the teaching of Jesus. The same essential truth is expressed by Paul in relation to his commission. Christ had sent him to the Gentiles “to open their eyes and turn them from darkness to light, and from the power of Satan to God, so that they may receive forgiveness of sins and a place among those who are sanctified by faith in me” (Ac 26:18). According to the Colossians passage, that place among the sanctified means heirship in “the kingdom of light” and citizenship in “the kingdom of the Son”—which is presently in heaven but will come to earth with Christ.
The teaching of the early church, therefore, yields the same picture of the kingdom as that found in the Gospels. The establishment of the kingdom on earth is still future. The believer is related to this kingdom through faith in the King and is therefore an heir and already a citizen of the coming kingdom. The King has already bestowed some of the blessings of the kingdom on its citizens, so it is possible to speak of the presence of the kingdom now. This presence is described in terms of righteousness, peace, and joy (Rom 14:17), the forgiveness of sins (Col 1:13–14), and power (1Co 4:20), but never in terms of a present “reign.”
The kingdom promised in the Old Testament, with its central features in the Davidic covenant, thus finds its fulfillment according to the New Testament teaching both in the present church age and in the future. We will see in chapter 11 that this general picture of the kingdom as “already/not yet” that is taught in the New Testament includes evidence for a temporary messianic kingdom as part of the future fulfillment of the total kingdom promise and plan for world history.
Chapter 5
The New Covenant and the Salvation of the Gentiles
ACCORDING TO the Scriptures, the salvation of God that flows from the Cross is given to all mankind through the new covenant. In both the Old and New Testaments it is the provisions of the new covenant that ultimately provide the solution to the human problem of sin and bring those in the covenant into a final perfect fellowship with God as his sons and daughters.
Some scholars reason that because the promise of the new covenant in the Old Testament is explicitly for Israel (cf. Jer 31:31), all whom it encompasses must therefore be regarded as Israel. An example of this reasoning is seen in O. Palmer Robertson, who, without denying an ethnic meaning to “Israel” in the promise of Jeremiah 31, nevertheless sees “Israel” as “a typological representation of the elect people of God.” He concludes, “If the new covenant people of God are the actualized realization of typological form, and the new covenant now is in effect, those constituting the people of God in the present circumstances must be recognized as the ‘Israel of God.’ As a unified people, the participants of the new covenant today are ‘Israel.’”1
Similarly, on the application of the new covenant to Christians today, Vern Poythress states, “Thus one might say that Israel and Judah themselves undergo a transformation at the first coming of Christ, because Christ is the final, supremely faithful Israelite. Around him all true Israel gathers.”2
Dispensationalists deny this equating all of God’s people with “Israel” on the basis that Israel retains its ethnic meaning throughout Scripture and God’s salvation is provided for Gentiles without their being a part of that ethnic people. Some dispensationalists in the past have gone so far as to claim a distinct new covenant for the church different from the new covenant ascribed to Israel in Jeremiah 31.3 But dispensationalists today generally acknowledge only one new covenant as the basis for the salvation for all of God’s people, Gentiles as well as Jews. The New Scofield Bible affirms that “the new covenant…secures the eternal blessedness, under the Abrahamic Covenant (Gal. 3:13–29), of all who believe.”4
Unquestionably the salvation of the new covenant provides for the ultimate unity of all God’s people. But the question remains whether the Scriptures teach that this unity in salvation dissolves the distinction of Israel as a particular people among the peoples of the world and redefines “Israel” as all the people of God.
I. THE TEACHING OF THE OLD TESTAMENT
A. The New Covenant
The term “new covenant” is found only in Jeremiah 31:31 in the Old Testament and in the quotations of that passage in the New (cf. Heb 8:8–12; 10:16–17). But the concept is affirmed in other places under different terminology. Jeremiah also spoke of an “everlasting covenant” (32:40; 50:5). The prophet Ezekiel, a contemporary of Jeremiah, predicted a new covenant, which he called variously “an everlasting covenant,” “my covenant,” and “a covenant of peace” (16:60–62; 34:25; 37:26–27). Two centuries earlier, the prophet Isaiah had already spoken of “an everlasting covenant” that God was promising to his people—i.e., “an everlasting covenant” (Isa 55:3; 61:8), or simply “my covenant” (59:21). In addition, God’s promise that he would make his Servant “to be a covenant for the people” (Isa 42:6) had in view “the salvation given in the covenant.”5
The concept of the new covenant is more pervasive in the Old Testament, however, than the rather limited use of the actual term “covenant” indicated in the references above. Although Ezekiel uses the term “covenant” infrequently, “it would not…be too much to claim the whole of the prophecy of Ezekiel is new covenant orientated,” according to William J. Dumbrell.6 The same new covenant theology underlies Isaiah’s prophecies of chapters 40–66 and is central to the ushering in of the promised new creation.7 Without mentioning a “covenant,” Hosea’s prophecy of God’s final union with his people is clearly related to this concept. Hans Walter Wolff says, “…the new covenant announced in Jer 31:33f is prefigured in Hos 2:21f by Yahweh’s new gifts and by Israel’s response as well.”8 Finally, Malachi’s prophecy of the coming of “the messenger of the covenant” (3:1) speaks to the same truth.
It is apparent from the above that the concept of the new covenant held a central place in the hope of the Old Testament. Not only was the concept vitally related to the final renewal of Israel, but, as indicated especially in Isaiah, it was also the promise that would ultimately provide the salvation for making all things new.
1. The Addressees of the New Covenant. As we have noted, the locus classicus on the subject explicitly relates the new covenant to Israel. God promised to establish the covenant “with the house of Israel and with the house of Judah” (Jer 31:31). The promise is set in the context of Jeremiah’s prophecy of Israel’s future suffering and final restoration. The day would come when Israel would undergo a great distress termed “a time of trouble for Jacob” (Jer 30:7). But this day, referring to the eschatological “day of the Lord,” will also see the liberation of Israel from the enslavement of foreigners and her final restoration under the Messiah to serve her Lord (v. 8).
At the time Jeremiah was prophesying, the northern kingdom of Israel had long since been overthrown and the people carried off into captivity by the Assyrians (cf. 2Ki 17:5–6). By specifically mentioning both kingdoms in 31:31, Jeremiah no doubt intended to teach that both would exist in the future and would be united under the one covenant9 (cf. Jer 50:4–5, where their union is specifically taught in relation to the covenant).
The contexts of the other passages related to prophecies about the new covenant reveal similar settings. Hosea made his prediction of God’s future covenant relation with his people during the final tragic days of the northern kingdom. The people were experiencing God’s judgment because of their failure under the Mosaic covenant, but this was not the end. God would finally give them back their land and make them his beloved people (cf. Hos 2:14–23). According to Isaiah and Ezekiel, the recipients of the new covenant would likewise be the people of Israel. In every instance, the context of the covenant promises includes the restoration of that people to their land to live in holiness and prosperity under their God (e.g., Jer 31:7–14, 35–38; 32:37–38; Eze 37:15–28).
That these promises of the new covenant mention only Israel raises the question of the participation of the Gentiles. This will be discussed more fully later, but two points may be noted in passing. First, the fact that the prophetic statements are addressed only to Israel cannot logically be understood to exclude others from participating even though they are not a part of Israel. The texts never say that the covenant would relate only to Israel and not to others.
Second, and perhaps more important, as we have seen, each statement of the promise of the new covenant comes to Israel in the context of the failure of the old covenant. Whether the prophetic messages came from Hosea to the northern kingdom of Israel, from Jeremiah to Judah, or from Ezekiel to the exiles, they were all intended to give hope and encouragement to a people witnessing the seeming demise of the fulfillment of their covenant hope. As the prophetic messages of impending judgment were directed toward Israel, so it is natural to see the messages of hope in the new covenant addressed to them. God had given particular promises regarding this people to the patriarchs. In the message of the new covenant, he assured this same people, Israel, that despite their sin, his grace would finally triumph to bring them to reality. The historical context thus made it natural for the new covenant promises to be given expressly to Israel.
2. The Provisions of the New Covenant. As the covenant that will finally bring the realization of the eschatological hope, the new covenant includes both spiritual and material blessings. The focus of the promise, however, is on the spiritual dimension since it is a new relationship with God on which all other blessings rest.
a. The foundational provision: forgiveness of sins. God’s promise to his people that he “will forgive their wickedness and will remember their sins no more,” stated as the climactic provision of the new covenant by Jeremiah (31:34; cf. also 33:8; 50:20), forms the basis for all other provisions.10 In the words of W. Rudolph, this promise “stands at the conclusion not as a chance addition, but as the operative basis of the whole promise: under all that is prevailing hitherto, a line is drawn, a new life with God commences.”11 Gustave Oehler similarly asserts from Jeremiah’s prophecy that “the abolition of the old condemnation by Divine mercy” is “the fundamental assumption in this new dispensation.”12
The concept of forgiveness of sins can be seen also in Ezekiel’s mention of cleansing in connection with receiving new life (cf. Eze 36:25–27). Most certainly it is seen in the statement of Jesus that goes to the heart of the new covenant: “This is my blood of the new covenant which is poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins” (Mt 26:28).
Forgiveness of sins was entailed in the Mosaic covenant. At the giving of the law, God proclaimed himself “the compassionate and gracious God, slow to anger, abounding in love and faithfulness…and forgiving wickedness, rebellion and sin” (Ex 34:6–7; cf. Nu 14:18). The sacrificial system made clear provision for forgiveness (e.g., Lev 4:20, 26; cf. 1Ki 8:30), and the people under the old covenant knew the reality of this divine grace in their lives (e.g., Pss 32:1, 5; 51:7; 86:5; 103:3).
But the provision of forgiveness under the new covenant is far more than simply a continuity of the forgiveness provided under the old covenant. First, as Robertson points out, sin under the old covenant was in actuality passed over rather than removed. The sacrifice of animals could not ultimately effect forgiveness, and the need for continual sacrifice indicated that. Thus the new factor promised in the new covenant was “the once-for-all accomplishment of that forgiveness.”13
Several other indications of the new dimension of forgiveness follow from this basic fact of its true accomplishment.14 The removal of punishment is an aspect of forgiveness, yet under the old covenant punishment was often mitigated rather than completely removed. Although God is a forgiving God, he also metes out punishment for the sins of his people. After revealing himself to Moses as gracious and forgiving, God declared that “he does not leave the guilty unpunished; he punishes the children and their children for the sin of the fathers to the third and fourth generation” (Ex 34:6–7; cf. 20:5–6; Nu 14:18; Dt 5:9–10). The psalmist sums up the experience of the old covenant, declaring of God, “you were to Israel a forgiving God, though you punished their misdeeds” (Ps 99:8). U. Cassuto says, regarding Exodus 20:6, “Sin is not completely expunged by mercy; the punishment is suspended, and if a man sins again, the Lord exacts retribution from him for both the present and the former sin.”15 The psalmist’s words may also reflect the times when God forgave, but also went on to exact a certain level of punishment as at Kadesh (Nu 14:20–23).
Another indication of a different kind of forgiveness under the new covenant is seen in the fellowship with God achieved through it. As sin destroys relationships, so forgiveness restores them. While the old covenant brought a certain degree of fellowship with God, the need for mediators and the extremely limited access to his presence in the most holy place revealed that this fellowship fell far short of that promised in the new covenant. The intimacy of this new fellowship rests on this new kind of forgiveness that would finally remove the obstacle of sin completely and thus forever.
b. A new obedience by the indwelling Spirit. The removal of sin will result in a cleansed and renewed heart that will willingly obey God’s righteous law in holiness of life. Instead of the law on tablets of stone that was before them, God promised to put his law “in their minds [literally ‘their inward parts’] and write it on their hearts” (Jer 31:33). This amplifies the earlier statement in Jeremiah 24:7: “I will give them a heart to know me” (cf. 3:17; 32:39–40).
The significance of this changed heart becomes evident through contrast with Jeremiah’s many negative statements concerning the hearts of his contemporaries. They were “rebellious” (5:23) and stubbornly evil (3:17; 7:24; 11:8; 18:12; cf. 4:14; 17:9; 22:17). But the day was coming when God would do a new thing for his people. Thomas M. Raitt says that “this is the first time that God promises to transform the heart of his whole people as part of a new and unconditional scheme of salvation.”16
Ezekiel expressed this same transformation in declaring that God would give his people a “new heart” and a “new spirit” (Eze 36:26; cf.11:19). The “heart,” according to the biblical concept, is the center of the human personality, the “wellspring” from which life proceeds (cf. Pr 23:4). While the emotions are included, the biblical focus of the heart is on the mind and the will. The new heart will be “a heart of flesh”—soft and impressionable—replacing the unresponsive “heart of stone.” The “spirit” is the energizing impulse, the motivating power. By declaring that God would give “a new heart,” writing his laws on it, the new covenant therefore looks to the time when the law of God would be a part of the mind and will of the people “so that they obey God, not because they are supposed to, but because they want to,” as W. L. Holladay puts it.17 The “new spirit” would provide the dynamic for the actualization of the heart’s new direction.
This new obedience would come about because God would give himself through his Spirit to dwell within his people. God said, “I will put my Spirit in you and move you to follow my decrees and be careful to keep my laws” (Eze 36:27). This truth of the new covenant becomes central to the gospel of the New Testament, especially in the teaching of the apostle Paul that the righteousness that belongs to salvation is by the Spirit (cf. Ro 8:4; Gal 5:16). Although it is not always linked to covenant language, the enduement of the Holy Spirit is one of the chief characteristics of the prophetic hope that would signal the eschatological days of the Messiah (cf. Isa 42:1; 44:3; 59:21; Eze 39:29; Joel 2:28).
c. A new relationship to God. The transforming work of the new covenant by the indwelling Spirit would bring about a new relationship between God and his people. The heart of the new covenant promise is expressed in the simple statement, “I will be their God, and they will be my people” (Jer 31:33; cf. 24:7; 32:38; Eze 36:28; 11:20). This goal had already been part of the Abrahamic, Mosaic, and Davidic covenants (cf. Ge 17:7; Ex 6:7; 2Sa 7:24). But the sinfulness of the people had prohibited its full realization. The promises of final forgiveness, the transformation of the heart issuing in holiness, and the indwelling of the Spirit would bring the new relationship to reality in the new covenant (cf. Rev 21:3).
The relationship promised is nothing less than a direct personal fellowship of God with humankind through his Spirit—that is, spirit to spirit and heart to heart. The result is an unmediated knowledge of God among all his people: “No longer will a man teach his neighbor…because they will all know me” (Jer 31:34). This knowledge is more than information; it is personal experience. The people would not only know information about God, but also have a personal relationship with him. In contrast with Hosea’s complaint that there was no “knowledge of God in the land” (4:1 NASB), the “knowledge of God” promised under the new covenant would be universal among his people.18
The new dimension of this knowledge is that it is direct and unmediated. Under the old covenant the knowledge of God was “taught” only through the mediation of priests and prophets. But such mediation is unnecessary under the new covenant. Because the goal of the covenant is unity between God and his people, he has an immediate relationship with each person. There is no need for “teachers” in the sense of mediators. (That there are still teachers in the church under the new covenant does not controvert this promise. Every believer is a priest directly taught by the Spirit [cf. 1Jn 2:20, 27]. Teachers in the church do not mediate the knowledge of God; they assist believers in their present imperfect situation to realize “the direct oneness they now experience with God through the provisions of the new covenant.”19 The new covenant, however, looks even beyond the present to the time when human natures will be perfected and no human instruction will be necessary.20)
d. Physical blessings. The spiritual blessings that lie at the center of the new covenant are often associated with material blessings. Robertson says,
The new covenant lays a significant stress on internal transformation…Yet the context of the prophetical message concerning the new covenant resists a pure “spiritualization” of the blessings of this covenant. The language of the prophets contains far too much in terms of materially defined benedictions.21
Willem VanGemeren lists a number of these material blessings from the book of Jeremiah:
…gathering of people to the land (31:8–11; 32:15, 37, 41), rebuilding of cities (30:18; 31:38–40), cultivation and productivity of the land (31:5, 12–14), increase in herds and flocks (33:12–13), population explosion (30:20; 31:17), resulting in expressions of joy (31:4, 7, 13; 33:11) and a state of blessing, rest, and peace (31:23–25, 27–28; 32:42–44; 33:6).22
Similar examples are found in the writings of other prophets, as in Ezekiel 11:16–19; 36:8–12, 24–38.23 Ultimately the new covenant provides for the total renewal of all things in the new creation.24
In distinction to the newness of the spiritual provisions above that would bring God’s people into a final union with him, these promised material blessings were for the most part already stated in the old Mosaic covenant. But the inadequacy of the old arrangement to bring mankind to righteous perfection precluded their fulfillment. The new covenant will succeed where the old had failed. God will finally make his people perfect and bring them into the relationship with him for which they were originally created. This perfected spiritual relationship will then issue in a fullness of material blessing that befits the created spiritual-material nature of human beings and their environment.
This connection between the spiritual and material provisions of the promise makes it difficult to see any real fulfillment of these promises in the return of Israel from exile. As we shall see, Scripture clearly indicates that these spiritual elements begin with the historical work of Christ and the coming of the Spirit. To speak of a “mini-realization” after the Babylonian exile25 would run contrary to the principle that the spiritual takes precedence over the material. We concur with Ralph Alexander’s conclusions regarding the prophecy of the new covenant given in Ezekiel 36:
This context and that of similar accounts of God’s restoration of Israel to her land, along with the historical perspective, make it clear that the return mentioned in this passage does not refer to the return to Canaan under Zerubbabel but to a final and complete restoration under the Messiah in the end times. The details of Israel’s reestablishment on her land set forth above simply did not occur in the returns under Zerubbabel, Ezra, and Nehemiah.26
3. The Relationship of the New Covenant to the Abrahamic and Davidic Covenants. The Old Testament promise to Israel of a “new” covenant is set in contrast with the old covenant enacted at Sinai. According to the writer of Hebrews, there was something “wrong with that first covenant” (8:7). The fault lay not in the essence of the covenant, for it was perfectly righteous and holy (cf. Ro 7:12). But the covenant could not bring the people to perfection and so fulfill its goal.27 The real fault lay with the people, who did not “remain faithful to my covenant” (Heb 8:9) and consequently “broke” God’s covenant (Jer 31:32).28 In the Septuagint version of Jeremiah, which is quoted by the writer to the Hebrews, God declared that he had “turned away” from his people because of the broken covenant. The promise of a new covenant, therefore, rendered the old one “obsolete” (Heb 8:13).
Because many elements of the old covenant are also found in the new (e.g., the requirement of the law and especially the goal of fellowship with God), some scholars view the new covenant as essentially a renewal of the old Mosaic covenant29 or its fulfillment.30 Two factors, however, suggest that the new covenant replaced the Mosaic one and rendered it obsolete in salvation history: (1) the contrast with the old covenant stated in Jeremiah 31:31–34, and (2) the replacement theology expressed in the book of Hebrews.31
The Mosaic covenant was an administrative compact setting forth, for a limited period of history, the terms of obedience for receiving the blessings of the promise (cf. Gal 3:15–25). Its failure to secure the promised blessing because of the people’s sin brought the promise of a new covenant in which the terms of obedience and consequently the fulfillment of the promise were guaranteed by God’s sovereign grace.32
While the new covenant stands as a replacement for the Mosaic covenant, it bears an entirely different relationship to the covenants of promise, that is, the covenants made with Abraham and David. Nowhere does Scripture speak of the new covenant’s rendering either of these covenants obsolete. Rather, the new covenant is the means through which these covenants attain final fulfillment. Walter C. Kaiser states, “The ‘new’ began with the ‘old’ promise made to Abraham and David.” It is, therefore, “a continuation of the Abrahamic and Davidic covenants with the same single, promise doctrine sustained in them all.”33
Whether we link these covenants together because of their similar nature of promise or interpret the new covenant as a vehicle to administer the promises of these earlier covenants, the result is the same. Thomas E. McComiskey, who holds the latter view, agrees that “the new covenant expresses the promise.” It “differs from the preceding administrative covenants [e.g., Mosaic] in that it enables the dispensing of the promise to God’s people in the context of sovereign grace.”34 Perhaps Claus Westermann states it best when he says that in the new covenant, “the covenant is included in the promise.”35
This relationship is evident not only in the similarity of contents (a seed, land, and universal blessing through the Messiah),36 but in the specific references to Abraham and David in the prophets’ declarations of the new covenant. Jeremiah’s proclamation is framed by assurances of the final restoration of Israel under the promised Davidic king (cf. 30:1–11; 33:14–26). All this is given as proof that God has not rejected “the descendants of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob” (33:26). Ezekiel likewise ties the Davidic and new covenants together when he refers to the restoration of Israel under “one shepherd, my servant David” (Eze 34:22–24), a restoration that will occur only through the gift of a new heart and spirit (cf. Eze 36:22–38).
Moreover, Isaiah’s great message that all things will be made new through a new covenant (chaps. 40–66) is sprinkled with references and allusions to the Abrahamic and Davidic promises. God will protect and ultimately bring comfort to his people because they are the offspring of Abraham (41:8; 51:1–3). The promise of blessing to the nations will be the result (51:4–5). Spiritual renewal will come, not only to Israel, but to all nations because God continues his “faithful love to David” (55:1–5). Since the Davidic promise is actually grounded in the earlier promise to Abraham,37 it can be said that Isaiah sees the final renewal of all things associated with the new covenant as the fulfillment of the foundational covenant of promise with Abraham. We will see this connection between the new covenant and the Abrahamic and Davidic promises expressed even more explicitly in the New Testament.
B. The New Covenant and the Salvation of the Gentiles
Although, as we noted at the beginning of this chapter, there is no explicit language connecting Gentiles to the new covenant, it is clear even from the Old Testament that covenant blessings were to be universal. Gentiles were to be included without becoming a part of Israel. Two lines of thought lead to this conclusion: (1) The new covenant is the elaboration and fulfillment of the Abrahamic promise, which included Gentile salvation apart from Israel, and (2) Scripture explicitly teaches that Gentiles will participate in the same eschatological salvation promised to Israel.
1. The Abrahamic Covenant and Gentile Inclusion in the New Covenant. The fact that the new covenant is vitally related to the Abrahamic covenant as its fulfillment is all important when considering the participation of the Gentiles in the new covenant. God promised Abraham that he would not only make a “great nation,” but also bring blessing to “all the peoples on earth” (Gen 12:2–3). This “blessing” is not defined in the original promise, but it surely includes a personal, family relationship to God, which is the culminating goal of the new covenant. The new covenant is thus the elaboration of the original “blessing” promised to Abraham.
Consideration of the provisions of the Abrahamic promise makes it evident that this blessing for all peoples was in addition to that of making a great nation. The promise does not state that the families of the earth would be blessed by becoming part of the “great nation.” Rather, that nation was destined to bring blessing to Gentiles. This distinction is borne out in the creation and commission of Israel for God’s service to all nations.38 It remains throughout the Old Testament, where the nations are never identified with Israel but continue to retain their identity as Gentiles. Thus, if the new covenant is in reality the elaboration of the Abrahamic “blessing,” then clearly the Gentiles are included in that blessing, not by becoming Israel, but as Gentiles along with Israel.
2. The Promise of New Covenant Salvation to Gentiles. While the prophets do not make the promise of blessing to Gentiles a stated provision of the new covenant, such blessing is included in the contexts of the new covenant. According to Ezekiel, the vindication of the name of God through the restoration of Israel under the new covenant, would bring about Gentile recognition of Israel’s God (36:23).39 Jeremiah likewise includes the salvation of the Gentiles in the context of Israel’s restoration (cf. 16:14–20). Perhaps the closest connection of Gentile salvation to the new covenant is provided by Isaiah’s description of the Servant himself as being the covenant. The Servant would bring “light for the Gentiles” and “salvation to the ends of the earth” (42:6; 49:6).
Beyond these references, which may be said to be broadly related to new covenant contexts, the Old Testament is replete with a variety of expressions that extend salvation to all nations. “Salvation” will be known among the nations (e.g., Pss 67:2; 117). They will “fear” and “worship” the Lord and serve him (e.g., Pss 86:9; 102:15, 22; Isa 11:10; Jer 3:17; Zep 2:9; 3:9). “Justice” (Isa 42:1, 4) and “peace” will be brought to the nations (Zec 9:9; cf. Isa 2:2–4; Mic 4:1–3). Such peace is the fruit of salvation, as H. H. Rowley explains: “Enduring peace…will not be achieved…until all nations submit themselves to the will of Jehovah, and base their life on a religious acceptance of His way…The prophet held out no hope of peace save to a world whose people were united in their worship of Jehovah, and in their humble submission to the direction of this God.”40
These descriptions of the salvation promised to the Gentiles show that it is nothing less than the salvation that God also promised to Israel. The salvation is the same for both. They will worship together in God’s temple at Jerusalem (Isa 2:2–3; 56:7; Jer 3:17). Both are said to “know,” or have a relationship with, the same God. Further confirmation is the prophecy that the Gentiles will be called by special names that in the Old Testament were reserved for the chosen people of Israel. Of Egypt, and Assyria—which, according to John N. Oswalt, “stand for all the warring nations of the earth”—Isaiah prophesied, “The LORD Almighty will bless them, saying, ‘Blessed be Egypt my people, Assyria my handiwork, and Israel my inheritance’” (Isa 19:25).41 While God called Israel “the work of my hands” (cf. Isa 60:21), she was especially related to him simply as “my people” (cf. Ex 3:10: 5:1; 6:7). Gentiles will be called by that same intimate name because through the same salvation they will have become part of the people of God along with Israel.
If the Gentiles share in the same salvation that was promised to Israel under the new covenant, what is their relation to that covenant? It is reasonable to conclude that although the particular promises of the new covenant are expressed as the hope of Israel, the Gentiles’ sharing in this final salvation indicates that they are viewed as participating in its covenantal expression, i.e., the new covenant. This conclusion seems especially valid in that the final goal of the new covenant is spoken to the Gentiles (i.e., Egypt) as well as to Israel—that goal being God’s familial relationship with his people expressed in the promise, “I will be their God, and they will be my people.”
But another crucial question must be raised. Do the Gentiles have a share in the new covenant salvation by becoming part of a new Israel, as some scholars suggest, or are they still viewed as peoples distinct from historical Israel? Without question, the Old Testament teaching on this subject is illustrated in the salvation of Egypt and Assyria. These peoples retain a distinction within the people of God as Isaiah’s words clearly indicate: “In that day Israel will be the third, along with Egypt and Assyria” (19:24).
Contrary to this conclusion, some have understood Isaiah’s statement about the salvation of “all the descendants of Israel” (45:25) as indicating a new Israel composed of Jew and Gentile. Those who take this viewpoint to the proximity of this statement to Isaiah’s reference to God’s salvation as going to the “ends of the earth” (cf. 45:20–24).42 The passage, however, does not expressly include Gentiles as part of Israel. Moreover, the extensive use of “Israel” in the context to designate the historical people in distinction to the nations makes it highly unlikely that the prophet would suddenly change the meaning of “Israel” to include Gentiles (cf. 45:4, 11, 15, 17; 46:3, 13). With Westermann, it is therefore better to understand the prophet’s teaching in this passage as signifying that the Gentiles “together with Israel participate in…salvation (v. 25).”43 There is a rationale for the prophet’s attachment of a statement about Israel’s justification and glorying to his teaching about gentile salvation. Israel was called for the universal blessing of the nations and finds her own glory in the fulfillment of that purpose. John L. McKenzie explains,
The force of the last line [concerning Israel’s justification and glory] is that the universal [i.e., Gentile] confession of Yahweh is the only victory Israel can expect, and the only legitimate boast Israel can make. Their victories and their boasts are not and never will be the victories and boasts of other nations; for they are the servant of Yahweh.44
Other passages speak of Gentiles joining themselves to Israel as aliens and participating in the worship of that community at Jerusalem (cf. Isa 14:1; 65:3–7). If the center of the kingdom is a glorious Jerusalem surrounded by a blessed Israel, it is not surprising that some Gentiles would join this nation and many would come to worship there. But these pictures of some Gentiles living within Israel’s borders and others coming to worship there are never indicated by the Old Testament prophets as the way of all gentile salvation. First, there are no statements with them that gentile salvation entails becoming part of Israel. Second, these passages are far fewer in number than those that portray God’s salvation going to the nations in addition to Israel.
We therefore conclude that the Old Testament teaches the salvation of the Gentiles alongside the nation of Israel. This is congruent with the promise in the Abrahamic covenant that the Gentiles would be blessed alongside the “great nation.” So, in summary, the new covenant is the fulfillment of the promise to Abraham, and the prophets foretell a gentile salvation that is equal to and in addition to the salvation promised to Israel in the new covenant. But the Old Testament nowhere teaches that the Gentiles receive these blessings of the covenant by being incorporated into and becoming a part of Israel herself.
II. THE TEACHING OF THE NEW TESTAMENT
A. The New Covenant and the Gentiles
1. The Inauguration of the New Covenant. According to the New Testament, the new covenant promise was fulfilled with the historical work of Christ. Jesus himself made this connection in the first specific reference to the new covenant in the Gospels. When he was with his disciples in the upper room at the institution of the Lord’s Supper, Jesus took the cup and declared, “This cup is the new covenant in my blood, which is poured out for you” (Lk 20:22). By this Jesus meant that the new covenant would take effect through that which the contents of the cup signified, namely, his sacrificial death.45 Although the preferred Greek texts of the parallel accounts in Matthew and Mark do not include the word “new” with “covenant,”46 they make the same association of Jesus’ death with the inauguration of the covenant (Mt 26:28; Mk 14:24; cf. also 1Co 11:25, where “new” is included).
Jesus’ reference to a “new covenant” is clearly an allusion to the prophecy of Jeremiah 31, where the covenant is also called “new.” Moreover, Jesus identifies the “forgiveness of sins” as the purpose of the new covenant (Mt 26:28). This blessing, as we noted earlier, was the foundational provision of the new covenant promised in Old Testament prophecy. These connections between Jesus’ words and Old Testament promise of the new covenant lead to the necessary conclusion that Jesus was speaking of fulfillment of the prophesied new covenant and not some other new covenant especially for the church as some dispensationalists had previously taught. Every time the disciples observed the Lord’s Supper in the church, they celebrated the reality of the new covenant that had been inaugurated through the death of Christ.
The writer of Hebrews likewise speaks of Christ as “the mediator of a new covenant” by virtue of his death (cf. Heb 9:15–18; 12:24). The twofold citation of the prophecy of Jeremiah 31 leaves no question as to the identity of the new covenant that Jesus’ death initiated (cf. Heb 8:8–12; 10:16–17). Moreover, the change of priesthoods and covenants having taken place, the new covenant is in force since the sacrifice of Christ (cf. Heb 7:12; 8:13; 10:9–18).
The presence of the reality of the Old Testament promise of the new covenant is also seen in Paul’s identification of himself as a minister of “a new covenant” to the church of Corinth (2Co 3:6). In addition to the language of “a new covenant,” the link to the covenant prophesied in the Old Testament is seen in the description of the covenant as one “of the Spirit” (3:6) whose work is portrayed as the writing of a letter on the hearts of believers rather than tablets of stone (3:2–3). The concept of God’s writing his law directly on human hearts is derived from Jeremiah 31:33; the contrast between “tablets of stone” and “tablets of hearts of flesh” is found in Ezekiel’s prophecy of the new covenant (11:19; 32:26).
Along with these explicit references to the new covenant, the New Testament speaks often of the blessings of forgiveness of sins and the gift of the Spirit as the fulfillment of prophecy (e.g., Lk 24:46–47; Ac 2:38–39; 10:43). The New Testament therefore clearly teaches that the promised new covenant was inaugurated by Christ and now stands open to all who will receive it.
2. The Inclusion of the Gentiles in the New Covenant. As noted earlier, the fact that the new covenant, which was explicitly promised to Israel, has received fulfillment in the church has led some interpreters to conclude that the church must be conceived of as the “new Israel.” The basis of this belief seems to be that all who participate in the covenant are interpreted biblically as “Israel.” Or, to phrase it in negative terms, that Gentiles are not included in the new covenant as “Gentiles.” Besides the fact that the New Testament never expressly calls Gentiles “Israel,”47 there is considerable evidence to refute the notion that under the new covenant the Gentiles become a “new Israel.”
a. Jesus’ teaching of the universality of the new covenant. At the institution of the Lord’s Supper, Jesus declared that his blood of the covenant was “poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins” (Mt 26:28, emphasis added; cf. Mk 14:24). Although some scholars limit the meaning of “many”—which in this statement is probably to be understood in its Semitic sense of “all”48—to the historical covenant people of Israel,49 most give it a more universal application. Calvin wrote, “By the word many he [Jesus] means not a part of the world only, but the whole human race.”50 If that is the case, then Jesus was enlarging the scope of the new covenant to include Gentiles. A concept that was only implicit in the Old Testament thus became explicit in the New Testament, namely, that Gentiles are included in the new covenant.
The question remains, however, whether these Gentiles participate in the covenant as Gentiles or as part of a “new Israel.” Do these words of Jesus along with other New Testament statements that explicitly apply the new covenant to Gentiles signify a change in the meaning of “Israel”? Or to put it another way, does the New Testament teach that including the Gentiles expressly fulfills the promise of the new covenant to “the house of Israel and…the house of Judah” (Jer 31:31), thereby requiring that these terms transcend their original Old Testament meaning? In Jeremiah these terms clearly refer to ethnic “Israel” in distinction to Gentiles. To interpret the “all” of Jesus’ statement as including Gentiles as “Israel,” therefore, requires that a different meaning be ascribed to that historic name.51
Along with the fact that the New Testament never speaks of a “new” Israel,52 the Old Testament background of Jesus’ statement supports the view that the “many” include Israel and the nations as distinct groups. According to most scholars, Jesus views himself in his death as the Suffering Servant of Isaiah 53:11–12. The entire passage of Isaiah 52:13–53:12 contains a fivefold repetition of the word “many” (cf. 52:14–15; 53:11–12 [twice]; the NIV translates the first occurrence in v. 12 as “great,” but cf. marginal alternative). The identity of the “many” is undefined in all instances except 52:15; there its use as an adjective in the phrase “many nations” suggests it includes both Israel and the nations.53
Isaiah’s words in 52:15 concerning the effect of the Servant on the “many nations” have been translated in various ways. Some take the Hebrew verb to mean “sprinkle,” indicating that the Servant will cleanse many nations through his suffering. Others say the verb means “startle,” which would form a parallel phrase to the latter part of the verse, “kings will shut their mouths because of him.” The implication is that the nations will be astonished at the suffering and exaltation of the Servant, with the result that they will come to acknowledge the true God. As Westermann explains,
The people who are so astonished at the Servant’s exaltation and rendered dumb by it are called “nations” and “kings.” This finds its explanation in the Psalms, where nations and kings are called upon to praise God for his mighty acts. The meaning is that his work which consists in the exaltation of the Servant is so stupendous that people hear of it with astonishment in far-distant places (nations) and exalted circles (kings).54
Both interpretations—“sprinkle” and “startle”—thus yield the same conclusion, namely, that the ministry of the Servant has a saving benefit for the “many,” including nations. His work that brings this salvation is defined in 53:11–12 as his death for the “many.” The “many” for whom he dies must therefore include the “many nations” of 52:15. Joachim Jeremias observes that the interpretation of Isaiah “that the atoning work of the servant of the Lord was for the nations still lived on in the 1st century A.D.”55 So the “many” for whom Christ sheds his blood of the new covenant includes Gentiles. Moreover, based on the obvious meaning of the “nations” in the Isaiah passage, they are Gentiles who are to be included along with but not as Israel.
Further evidence that Jesus distinguished between the nations and Israel lies in his explicit teaching of the salvation of the nations.56 When he saw the faith of the gentile centurion—a “great faith” that he had not found in Israel—Jesus declared, “I say to you that many will come from the east and the west, and will take their places at the feast with Abraham, Isaac and Jacob in the kingdom of heaven. But the subjects of the kingdom will be thrown outside…” (Mt 8:11–12; cf. Lk 13:28–29). Because the language used here is similar to Old Testament language that refers to the regathering of Israel, some scholars see in this passage the formation of a “new Israel” that includes Gentiles.57 But it should be noted that Jesus describes the Gentiles as joining the patriarchs at the messianic feast in “the kingdom” and not in Israel. The messianic kingdom is never equated with Israel alone, but always has a universal dimension that encompasses the nations also.58 Moreover, Jesus’ language is similar to Old Testament passages that concern gentile salvation (cf. Isa 59:19; Mal 1:11).59
Our interpretation of Jesus’ message is supported elsewhere in the Gospels. In the parable of the sheep and the goats (Mt 25:31–46), the people who are admitted into the kingdom (v. 34) come from “all the nations” (which would include Israel). Without excluding Israel as a part of the “all nations,” this passage is no doubt related to the truth found earlier that the gospel must go out through the gentile mission to “all the nations” before this time comes to an end (Mt 24:14; cf. 24:9; 28:19).60 Thus the emphasis is probably on the gentile peoples.61
Jesus’ extension of his salvation to Gentiles is also seen in his claim of universal authority for the purpose of evangelizing “all nations” (Mt 28:18–20). Jesus’ frequent self-identification as the Son of Man makes it probable that this claim to authority is a conscious allusion to Daniel 7:13–14. In that passage the Son of Man is given universal dominion so that “all peoples, nations and men of every language worshiped him.” These words obviously include the Gentiles as Gentiles alongside Israel in the kingdom of the Son of Man. Nothing that Jesus said in commissioning the apostles to bring salvation to the nations would controvert this meaning.
Finally, the explicit statement of Jesus that the prophecy in Zechariah 9:9 is fulfilled in the so-called triumphal entry into Jerusalem (cf. Mt 21:4–5) indirectly affirms his application of salvation to Gentiles. That verse in Zechariah is immediately followed by the declaration that “he will proclaim peace to the nations” under a universal rule (Zec 9:10). As with other teachings of Jesus, the New Testament record gives no reason to reinterpret the meaning of the Old Testament to include these nations in some kind of “new Israel.” Thus the teachings of Jesus regarding gentile salvation support the conclusion that his application of the new covenant to the “many” includes the Gentiles as Gentiles in fulfillment of the Old Testament prophecies.
b. The new covenant as the fulfillment of the Abrahamic covenant. The New Testament makes explicit what we have already seen from the Old Testament, namely, that the new covenant is the final fulfillment of the promises to Abraham and David. In the Magnificat, Mary extolls the Lord for helping his servant Israel by “remembering to be merciful to Abraham and his descendants forever” (Lk 1:54–55).
That this “help” centers on the new covenant blessing is revealed a short time later in the prophecy of Zechariah, the father of John the Baptist. The coming Messiah would be “a horn of salvation…in the house of his servant David” (Lk 1:69). While this salvation would include rescue “from the hand of our enemies,” it would also enable God’s people “to serve him without fear in holiness and righteousness…all our days” (vv. 74–75). For it would “give his people the knowledge of salvation through the forgiveness of their sins” (v. 77). This spiritual redemption that would provide the basis for all latter blessings was the central provision of the new covenant. But Zechariah saw all this as the result of God’s remembering “his holy covenant, the oath he swore to our father Abraham” (vv. 72–73).
The apostle Paul likewise continually connects the blessings of the new covenant with the promise to Abraham. Justification that is grounded on the new covenant provision of forgiveness of sins in Christ is the fulfillment of the promise to Abraham and belongs only to his spiritual descendants of like faith (cf. Ro 4:9–25). The gift of the Spirit, which was promised in the Old Testament as a feature of the new covenant, is also a fulfilling of the Abrahamic promise. God has redeemed us, the apostle declares, “in order that the blessing given to Abraham might come to the Gentiles…so that by faith we might receive the promise of the Spirit” (Gal 3:14).62
Last, the writer to the Hebrews, who refers to the new covenant directly more than any other New Testament writer, clearly connects that covenant with the Abrahamic promise. Christ’s high priestly ministry of the new covenant is secured by God’s promise and confirming oath to Abraham (Heb 6:13–20; cf. 8:6–7). Thus the provisions of the new covenant are equated with the promised blessing as its elaboration and explanation.
As we noted earlier, seeing the new covenant as the fulfillment of the Abrahamic and Davidic covenants leads directly to its application to Gentiles along with Israel. This is evident most in the Abrahamic covenant, which expressly included blessing for “all peoples on earth” (i.e., Gentiles) in addition to the “great nation” of Israel (Ge 12:2–3). In a context applying new covenant blessings to Gentiles, the apostle Paul writes, “The Scripture foresaw that God would justify the Gentiles by faith, and announced the gospel in advance to Abraham: ‘All nations will be blessed through you’” (Gal 3:8).
Paul thus understands the new covenant blessing for the Gentiles as the fulfillment of the Abrahamic promise. In addition, he sees it as a fulfillment of the specific provision of the Abrahamic promise that refers to Gentiles and not Israel. If, as is frequently taught, the Gentiles are included only by their participation in some sort of redefined “Israel,” it would seem possible for the apostle to apply the teaching of blessing for that “great nation”—now understood in the new expanded way—to the Gentiles. But nowhere does he do this. Rather, Paul sees the inclusion of Gentiles in the new covenant only in fulfillment of the provision of blessing for “all peoples,” which in the Abrahamic covenant are manifestly not Israel. Both are included in the new covenant and as a result enjoy the same spiritual relation to God, but this does not entail the identification of Gentiles with Israel.
c. The new covenant and the kingdom. The inclusion of Gentiles in the new covenant may also be seen in the relation of the covenant to the kingdom. Many scholars have pointed out that the two concepts are actually two ways of expressing the same ultimate reality. According to Johannes Behm, the true religious sense of the term (“covenant”) in the New Testament is the “ ‘disposition’ of God, the mighty declaration of the sovereign will of God in history, by which He orders the relation between Himself and men according to His own saving purpose, and which carries with it the authoritative divine ordering.”63 Similarly, C. S. Mann declares, “There is every reason to understand the term [covenant] in the New Testament as carrying with it implicitly the expression ‘the Reign of God.’”64
Based on this understanding of “covenant,” Behm therefore concludes that “the
[new covenant] is a correlative of the
[kingdom of God].” The kingdom idea portrays God as the Lord of the age of salvation while the covenant expresses the divine will that sets the goal. Both concepts therefore indicate “the same goal of fulfilment,” namely, “that God reigns and…the new divine order is valid, i.e., the order that finally determines the relation of God to man.”65
The connection between the new covenant and the kingdom is evident in Jesus’ teaching that his work, which throughout Scripture is intimately identified with the coming of the kingdom, is also the fulfillment of the new covenant. In fact, Jesus expressly tied the fulfillment of the Passover, which he celebrated with his disciples, to the coming of the kingdom of God (Lk 22:16, 18; cf. Mt 26:29; Mk 14:25). Joachim Guhrt sees an additional connection in the similarity of language in the same context. He explains that “covenant” language is used sparsely because “the underlying thought has been taken over in the sayings about the kingdom of God,” and then he observes the linguistic connection in Luke 22:29, where “the phrase diatithemai…basileian, appoint a kingdom,…exactly expresses the formula diatithemai diatheken [make or establish a covenant].”66
The relation of the new covenant to the kingdom in the New Testament is founded on a similar thought in the Old Testament. According to VanGemeren, “For Jeremiah as for the deuteronomist, the covenant expresses God’s kingdom on earth.”67
The total biblical picture of the relationship of the new covenant and the kingdom of God is well limned by Dumbrell:
The kingship of God sought expression through a whole web of relationships which successive covenants both pointed towards and also exercised over the people of God and their world. But this kingship presupposed a return within history to the beginning of history. As we have repeatedly noted, nothing less than a new creation—and thus a new covenant—would achieve this goal. In that sense, the notion of the kingdom of God, controlling as it does the whole of biblical thinking, was always a theological assertion pointing towards a future reality—the new covenant.68
The idea that the new covenant is correlative to the kingdom of God has clear implications for including the Gentiles under the new covenant. If the kingdom, including salvation, ultimately encompasses all the nations of the earth, then the same universality must be recognized for the new covenant. While all recognize this universality, the question remains as to whether the nations are included under their own identity or somehow included in Israel. The Old Testament evidence seems clear that God’s salvation was to extend to the nations as distinct from the nation of Israel. The teaching of the New Testament on this point fulfills the Old Testament picture with nothing warranting a reinterpretation.
3. The Nature of the Present New Covenant Blessings in the Church. To determine just how the prophecy of the new covenant is fulfilled in the present, we must note the provisions of the new covenant that are expressly applied to the church. As we have seen, the heart of the new covenant is the spiritual provision for bringing sinful humankind into relationship with God. But there are material blessings that accompany the spiritual provisions.69
Significantly, nowhere in the New Testament are any of these material provisions of the new covenant applied to the church. From the express teaching of Jesus that his blood of the new covenant was shed for “the forgiveness of sins” to the remainder of the apostolic teaching, only the spiritual provisions are applied. Paul specifically identified his ministry of the new covenant as the ministry of the Spirit (2Co 3:6ff.). The direct citations of Jeremiah’s prophecy by the writer of Hebrews are limited to the verses that speak of spiritual realities (Heb 8:8–12; 10:16–17). Along with these explicit statements, the whole course of the New Testament teaching about salvation in the church is limited to the spiritual provisions. The new covenant predictions of the restoration of Israel to the land, the rebuilding of the cities, and increased productivity of the earth are never cited in relation to the present salvation of God.
This absence of references to the material provisions of the new covenant for the present age leads us to several conclusions. First, the New Testament teachers evidently did not see the complete fulfillment of the new covenant in the church as happening during the present age. This idea seems to be shared by most interpreters, who affirm that the covenant will be completed either in a millennium or in the new heavens and earth or in both. But the reality of a temporary partial fulfillment also precludes affirming that the remaining material blessings have been either excluded or radically reinterpreted. If, in fact, there is a time of future fulfillment, the manner of the present application of the new covenant to the church in no way excludes a fulfillment of the remaining blessings according to their natural Old Testament meaning.
This thought leads to the further implication of the limited application of the new covenant promises to the church. If the New Testament does view the church as a new, reconstituted Israel, as is so often claimed, why are none of the new covenant blessings regarding Israel’s restoration and exaltation ever applied by way of “reinterpretation” to the church? It would seem reasonable that if the church is a new “spiritual Israel” and Israel as an ethnic people or nation is outmoded, we might expect to find some of Israel’s material blessings reinterpreted and applied by the apostles to the church.
The absence of any application of the material blessings—many of which were directly related to the nation Israel—leads to the conclusion that the apostles did not intend to teach that the church was fulfilling the new covenant in the place of Israel. These material blessings remained unfulfilled, and there is no teaching that precludes their future fulfillment in accord with the Old Testament meaning.
4. Conclusion. According to the New Testament, the eschatological salvation prophesied in the Old Testament under the promise of a new covenant was inaugurated through the historical work of Christ. That covenant was explicitly addressed to Israel in the Old Testament although, as we have seen, the same salvation was predicted to reach to the Gentiles. Now, in the New Testament, it is expressly associated with the saving work of God for both Jew and Gentile in the church of this age.
The application of the new covenant to the church, however, does not mean that the promise to Israel has somehow been reinterpreted so that the church is an “Israel” superseding the Israel of the original promise. Rather, the fulfillment of the covenant in the church is in perfect harmony with the Old Testament promises of eschatological salvation for both Israel and the nations. Only the spiritual provisions of the new covenant are applied at present. The material blessings particularly related to the nation of Israel are not reinterpreted and applied to the present work of God. The promise of God’s future dealings with Israel (cf. Ro 9–11) indicates that the New Testament still looked forward to the time when the promises for this nation will yet be fulfilled.
B. The Fulfillment of Promises of Gentile Salvation
Our discussion of the New Testament teaching concerning the inauguration of the new covenant and its contemporary application to Jew and Gentile alike in the church has already given clear evidence that the Old Testament prophecy of eschatological salvation for the Gentiles is being fulfilled in this present age. In addition to this evidence associated directly and indirectly with the fulfillment of the new covenant, we also find specific prophecies relating to Gentile salvation applied by the New Testament teachers to the present mission of the church to the nations. It is not necessary to examine every such instance. Instead, we will use as a paradigm the apostle Paul’s use of four Old Testament texts that, according to Ferdinand Hahn, give us “as in one great summary, the basic ideas of the Pauline view of the mission.”70 These passages focus on the praise and hope of the Gentiles that have resulted from the present extension of the mercy of God (Ro 15:9–12).71
The question is, how are we to understand the application of Old Testament prophecies about gentile salvation in relation to the present age? Do they intend to teach that the current evangelization of the nations, bringing both Jewish and gentile believers into the church, is the fulfillment of these prophecies in a way that transcends their original meaning? If that is so, the present operation of God’s salvation in the church signifies the final pattern. Any future salvation for Israel will therefore be accomplished without a significance or purpose for Israel as a national entity. One proponent of this view is James D. G. Dunn, who observes that none of Paul’s citations from the Old Testament recorded in Romans 15 speak of either the judgment of Gentiles in relation to the coming of the Messiah to vindicate Israel or the coming of the Gentiles to Jerusalem. From these omissions Dunn concludes that in “both cases Israel’s typical covenant hope has been transformed.”72
Hahn similarly speaks of “the great transformation by Paul of the traditional picture of the Heilsgeschichte and of eschatology.”73
By contrast, might the application of these prophecies to the present time signify only an initial fulfillment that is not intended to finally reinterpret the Old Testament hope? The New Testament requires that biblical prophecies, which in the Old Testament appeared to relate to a single coming of the Messiah, must now be somehow divided in their fulfillment in relation to two comings of the Christ. Accordingly, the present fulfillment cannot be viewed as final and complete. What is going on today is only a partial fulfillment that all scholars agree was not clearly explained in the Old Testament. Since current events are not the final fulfillment, they need not cancel out a complete fulfillment of the Old Testament hope in connection with the future coming of Christ. To my mind, there are good reasons to hold this interpretation—that is, no reinterpretation is necessary to accommodate the New Testament teaching.
First—and with this advocates of the other position concur—the present salvific operation of God is not in strict accord with the Old Testament prophecies cited. The Old Testament passages quoted by Paul picture a gentile salvation in the context of a redeemed Israel. This is expressly indicated in Deuteronomy 32:43—“Rejoice, O nations, with his people”—and is clearly the thought in the other references in their Old Testament contexts (cf. Pss 18:49; 117:1; Isa 11:10; 52:15). If the apostle is viewing the present fulfillment as the total interpretation of God’s plan of salvation, then he obviously is giving these Old Testament prophecies a considerably new twist.
Now, we must acknowledge that the apostle does see the fulfillment of these Old Testament texts in the present salvation of both Jews and Gentiles. He even validates the Old Testament order—“first for the Jew, then for the Gentile”—in introducing these citations in support of gentile salvation: “Christ has become a servant of the Jews…so that the Gentiles may glorify God” (Ro 15:8; cf. also the express teaching of this order in Ac 13:46–47; 18:6; 28:15–28). But Paul’s teaching about gentile salvation in Romans 15 must be harmonized with what he writes in chapters 9–11. There he not only affirms the Old Testament covenants and promises to Israel without reinterpretation (cf. 9:4–5), but also asserts a future salvation for “all Israel” beyond the salvation of the present remnant (11:25–27). Moreover, in harmony with the Old Testament picture, he looks forward to a time of even greater blessing for the Gentiles as a result of Israel’s redemption (cf. 11:12, 15).74
In light of the apostle’s total teaching concerning the salvation of Israel and Gentiles, therefore, it is preferable to understand his use of these prophecies of gentile salvation not to “transform” totally the Old Testament hope, but simply to indicate that the eschatological age of salvation has dawned with Christ. In accordance with the Old Testament hope, that eschatological salvation does include Gentiles. Thus they along with believing Jews are forming a new people of God. But the present operation of salvation does not negate the future fulfillment of the prophecies as portrayed in the Old Testament.
A second reason to view the present fulfillment as only partial lies in the citation, from Isaiah 11:10, about “the Root of Jesse” ruling over the nations. According to Dunn, this prophecy in its context (vv. 6–10) held out “the eschatological prospect of universal peace.”75 Now, there is no universal peace among the nations today. Christ is not reigning in the sense of bringing worldwide peace, and in our understanding, such a peace will not occur until he returns. Therefore, unless Paul is radically reinterpreting this text, he cannot see in the present time of gentile salvation the complete fulfillment of this prophecy. A possible indication that Paul does not intend his use of the text to be understood as the complete fulfillment of Isaiah’s prophecy may be seen in the fact that his verbatim quotation from the Septuagint does not include the opening words “in that day.” This phrase, which throughout the Old Testament prophecies signifies the time of eschatological fulfillment, is always reserved for the future in the apostle’s writings (cf. Ro 2:5, 16; 13:12; 1Co 1:8; 3:13; 5:5, etc.). In other words, “the day of the Lord” is still to come in which this prophecy will receive its complete fulfillment.
These applications to the present age of prophecies about gentile salvation are best understood in harmony with the total picture of the New Testament teaching regarding the eschatological hope. What was viewed in the Old Testament as taking place in connection with the coming of the Messiah is now apportioned with two comings. The Old Testament predicted that in the messianic age the Gentiles would be included in the salvation of God. According to the New Testament writers, the messianic age has dawned. Thus Gentiles are being saved along with Jews. But the evangelization of the nations during this present age is not the complete fulfillment of the Old Testament hope. Nor is it the complete fulfillment of the hope of the New Testament. We find not only that there is no clear indication that the New Testament writers transformed the original picture, but also that they affirm an increased blessing for the world after the redemption of Israel and a messianic reign of peace over the nations under the Messiah.
III. CONCLUSION
A study of the teachings about the new covenant in the Old and New Testaments discloses a pattern of fulfillment similar to that of the promises to Abraham and David. And well it should, for, as we have seen, the new covenant is the culmination of these promises. All these promises pointed forward to the time of the Messiah for their ultimate fulfillment. The coming of Jesus into the world, therefore, inaugurated their realization. Ever since, the salvation of God has been connected with the fulfillment of these promises under the terms of the new covenant.
The Old Testament prophecies, the promise of salvation under the new covenant, and the promises to Abraham and David all contained provisions for the blessing of the nations along with Israel. This blessing of the nations was ascribed to the messianic era. This era has arrived, according to the New Testament, and thus the promises of the new covenant have begun to take effect and are available to all who will receive the Messiah. In accord with the promises, God’s salvation is extended to both Jews and Gentiles who believe.
But as with the other promises that were to be fulfilled in the Messiah, the total new covenant fulfillment must be seen as encompassing the total work of the Messiah. What seemed in the Old Testament to be one coming has by the New Testament revelation been separated into two appearances. Thus the present operation of the new covenant in saving Jews and Gentiles in the church is not the complete fulfillment of the Old Testament prophecy. The return of Christ will bring further fulfillment. Because the New Testament clearly envisions a future for historical Israel, it seems reasonable to expect the coming of Christ to bring about the fulfillment of the salvation provisions of the new covenant that related particularly to that people as well as a richer fulfillment of blessing for all of the peoples of the world (cf. Ro 11).
PART III
THE CHURCH IN SALVATION HISTORY
Chapter 6
The Church and the Revelation of the Mysteries
A CENTRAL TENET of traditional dispensationalism holds that the church is a parenthesis in the program of biblical history. According to this view, the church occupies a place distinctly separate from the history of God’s Old Testament people and from the promises prophesied for Israel and the nations in the messainic kingdom. This interpretation is supported by several arguments that are said to demonstrate the uniqueness of the character and, consequently, the time period for the church. These arguments include Paul’s use of the term “mystery” in connection with the equality of Jews and Gentiles in the church (Eph 3) and Christ’s indwelling the believer during this age (Col 1); the concept of the baptism with the Spirit, which forms the church; and specific terminology applied to the church such as the “body” and “bride” of Christ.
Non-dispensationalists, by contrast, argue from the same Scriptures that the church and true Israel are essentially identical and that no real distinction remains for national Israel subsequent to the founding of the New Testament church. To my mind, a study of Scripture discloses greater unity between the church and Israel than traditional dispensationalists allow, but does not eradicate all distinction for Israel as non-dispensationalists generally contend. The focus of this chapter is the use of mystery in connection with the church; we will reserve until the next chapter a discussion of the baptism with the Spirit and the body and bride terminology in relation to the place of the church.
I. INTRODUCTION
A. The Problem
1. Traditional Dispensationalism. While the “mystery” terminology is not applied to the church per se in Scripture, it is, according to dispensationalists, used “of the distinctive elements of the truth concerning the church as the body of Christ.”1 These elements include the composition of the body of Christ as Jews and Gentiles joined together in equality (Eph 3:4–6) and the indwelling of Christ that constitutes the church as a living organism (Col 1:27).
According to dispensationalists, the term “mystery” denotes a truth that was not previously a part of revelation. The term “revelation” in this sense means that the content of a mystery was not a part of any previous objective revelation. Lewis Sperry Chafer states this meaning clearly when he says, “The sum total of all the mysteries in the New Testament represents that entire body of added truth found in the New Testament which is unrevealed in the Old Testament.”2
From this meaning of “mystery” and its content concerning the body of Christ and his indwelling, traditional dispensationalists draw the following conclusions: (1) The church is not found in the Old Testament.3 Rather, it is a new unique work of God related to the coming of the Spirit and the indwelling presence of the resurrected Christ; (2) the church is not the fulfillment of any revelation found in the Old Testament.4
2. Non-dispensationalism. Non-dispensationalists come to quite different conclusions with respect to the mysteries related to the church. Some scholars such as Oswald T. Allis, apparently desiring to emphasize the continuity between the church and the Old Testament work of God, view the mystery revealed through Paul as only comparatively better known now than it was in the Old Testament.5 Others, as we will see, regard the revelation of the mystery as something totally new, but nevertheless conclude that it is the fulfillment of the Old Testament Scriptures. Herman Ridderbos, for example, speaks of Paul’s “new understanding of the prophecy that made mention of the future redemption of the gentiles together with Israel.”6 This new understanding brings a unification that eliminates any distinction and therefore any significance for Israel as a nation in the future. The church becomes the new Israel and heir of the promises.7 This accords with Anthony Hoekema’s words: “All thought of a separate purpose for believing Jews is here excluded.”8
B. The Concept of Mystery in the New Testament
1. The Biblical Concept of Mystery. It is helpful at the outset to consider how the concept of “mystery” is used in the New Testament.9 We are interested primarily whether “mystery” clearly signifies something that has not been a part of previous revelation in any sense.
In its earliest known occurrences the word “mystery” () was used as a Greek religious term denoting secret rites or teachings known only to the initiates. Later it came to be used more generally among the Greeks to refer to a secret of any kind. The Jewish writings likewise used the term for human secrets of various kinds, but also with a specific theological meaning.10 According to Günter Finkenrath, “Dan. uses the word in a very definite theological sense, that of ‘eschatological secret,’ the vision of what God has decreed shall take place in the future (Dan. 2:28).”11
This use includes the idea that the disclosure and interpretation of a divine “mystery” is reserved for God alone and for those inspired by his Spirit.12 This same usage is found in the later Jewish apocalyptic writings, as to which Gunther Bornkamm explains, “The mysteries are God’s counsels destined finally to be disclosed. They are the final events and states which are already truly existent in heaven and may be seen there and which will in the last days emerge from their concealment and become manifest events.”13
The concept of “mysteries” also played an important role in the Qumran literature dated around the first century B.C. In the writings of this sectarian community the term is used in the sense of divine mysteries that are closely related to the New Testament and especially the Pauline usage (e.g., 1QH 5:36; 1QpH 7:4–5; 1Q27 1:1, 2–4).14 Joseph Coppens describes the Qumran use of “mysteries” as “an ensemble of knowledge, of decrees, and of the riches of grace which are beyond human understanding. No one has access to them except through revelation and divine generosity.”15 According to Jewish theological usage, therefore, a divine mystery denoted a secret of God that he alone made known through revelation at the appointed time.
It is now generally agreed that this Semitic meaning, rather than the one attributed to the Greek mystery religions, provides the background for the New Testament usage.16 Thus the basic idea of a “secret”—something which had previously been hidden, but now is made known—has come to be the generally accepted meaning of the term “mystery” in the New Testament. As a result, , when not translated “mystery,” is frequently rendered as “secret” (NIV, NEB; cf. German Geheimnis). The language related to the central mystery of the New Testament—namely, Christ himself (cf. Col 2:2; 4:3)—provides clear support for this basic meaning. It was prepared before the world was created (1Co 2:7), hidden in God in the past (1Co 2:8; Eph. 3:9; Col 1:26; Ro 16:25), and now made known through revelation by the Spirit (1Co 2:2–10; Eph 3:5).17
2. The New Testament Use of Mystery. The term is used a comparatively rare twenty-eight times in the New Testament, of which twenty-one occurrences are in the Pauline writings.18 All the uses refer to divine secrets, but, following C. F. D. Moule, we may divide the nature of the mysteries into three broad categories:19
First, in three instances “mystery” is used for the hidden meaning found in symbols and types, such as the seven stars and seven lampstands (Rev 1:20; cf. also “mystery Babylon,” 17:5, 7) and marriage (Eph 5:31–32). In these uses “mystery” probably refers both to the symbols and to their hidden meanings.
Second, “mystery” refers to various divine secrets that are conveyed to designated persons. The references to knowing and speaking “mysteries” in 1 Corinthians 13:2 and 14:2 belong in this category. Moule would also include Paul’s reference to the mystery of the bodily transformation at the coming of Christ (1Co 15:51).20
The third use—and by far the most significant in terms of both frequency and content—entails what may be called the divine plan of salvation now revealed in Christ.
While not all the mysteries of the New Testament can be shown to be related except by the concept of mystery itself (e.g., “the mystery of lawlessness,” 2Th 2:7; and the mystery of the transformation of the body at the coming of Christ, 1Co 15:51), yet there is general agreement that many of the individual references to mystery are in fact aspects of this one central mystery centered in Christ and the gospel.21 In preaching of the crucified Christ to the Corinthians, the apostle claimed to be speaking “the mystery of God” (1Co 2:1)22 or “God’s wisdom in mystery” (2:7, NASB). The latter expression and the context make it evident that here “mystery” is equivalent to the wisdom of God, which is nothing less than “the divine will to save fulfilled in the crucifixion of Christ (1:24)”23 or “the gospel and…Christ, the content of the gospel.”24 To sum up the apostle’s teaching concerning the mystery in 1 Corinthians 2, Seyoon Kim says,
“Christ crucified” is God’s wisdom[in mystery] because he embodies “God’s wise plan of redeeming the world through a crucified Messiah,” “which God foreordained for our glory before the course of ages began” (1Cor 2.7), and salvation “which God prepared for those who love him” (1Cor 2.9).25
It is apparent that the Corinthian use is similar to the mystery related to Christ himself (Eph 3:4; Col 2:2, 4:3; 1Ti 3:16) and the gospel (Ro 16:25–26; Eph 6:19) in Paul’s other letters. The mystery of God’s plan of salvation would also include his purpose to bring all things together in Christ (Eph 1:9–10), including the salvation of the Gentiles and Israel (Ro 11:25; Eph 3:3–10; Col 1:26–27).
3. The Hiddenness and Revelation of a Mystery. The various New Testament uses of “mystery” suggest that there are several somewhat different senses in which a mystery may be said to have been hidden and subsequently revealed. First, as we have seen, a mystery may be hidden in symbol or language with an inner meaning (cf. Rev 1:20; Eph 5:32). In this instance the revelation of the mystery consists of the unveiling of the meaning of the symbol or language that has already been given. Second, a mystery may be hidden because its truth has never been the subject of objective revelation. The mystery of the instant change of believers at the coming of Christ (1Co 15:51) is an example of this type. Nothing concerning this phenomenon had been included in any prior revelation.
A third kind of hiddenness is found in relation to Christ and the divine plan of salvation in him. There is no doubt that this use of mystery involves disclosure of details concerning the person and saving work of Christ that are absent from the Old Testament prophecies; yet it is impossible to see these additional truths as constituting all that is meant in the hiddenness and revelation of this mystery.
The apostles frequently asserted that the gospel they preached and the messiahship of Jesus they taught were grounded in the Old Testament Scriptures. In Romans 1:1–2 Paul states that the “gospel of God” for which he was set apart was “promised beforehand through his prophets in the Holy Scriptures” (cf. Tit 1:1–3). This is surely the same message that later, in Ephesians 6:19, he called “the mystery of the gospel.” On his first missionary journey the apostle proclaimed to those at Pisidian Antioch, “We tell you the good news: What God promised our fathers…” (Ac 13:32). Even the inclusion of the Gentiles in the salvation of Christ was part of the Old Testament promise that was being fulfilled through the apostle’s ministry. Before Festus and Agrippa, Paul testified, “I am saying nothing beyond what the prophets and Moses said would happen—that the Christ would suffer and, as the first to rise from the dead, would proclaim light to his own people and to the Gentiles” (Ac 26:22–23).
Finally, there is the apostle’s statement that his “gospel and the proclamation of Jesus Christ [is] according to the revelation of the mystery hidden for long ages past, but now revealed and made known through the prophetic writings” (Ro 16:25–26). C. E. B. Cranfield explains just how the mystery may be said to be revealed through the prophetic writings:
…the manifestation, which has taken place in the gospel events and their subsequent proclamation, and is contrasted with the hiddenness of the mystery in the past, is a manifestation which is properly understood in its true significance only in the light of its OT foreshadowing and attestation. It is when the manifestation of the mystery is understood as the fulfilment of God’s promises made in the OT (cf. 1.2), as attested, interpreted, clarified, by the OT (cf., e.g., 3.21; 9.33; 10.4–9, 11, 13, 16, 18–21; 11.2, 26f), that it is truly understood as the gospel of God for all mankind.26
If the mystery of Christ and the divine plan of salvation has already been the subject of Old Testament prophecy, then in what sense can it be said to have been hidden and only now revealed by the New Testament apostles and prophets? This question brings us to the third and perhaps primary understanding of the hiddenness and revelation of a mystery. A mystery may be hidden in the sense that its truth has not yet been realized. The corresponding revelation consists not in making the truth known in an objective or propositional sense, but in bringing it to reality or existence. In this instance the truth of the mystery may be the subject of previous prophecy, but is it said to be hidden until in God’s appointed time it becomes a manifest event. Ridderbos explains this concept thus:
“hiddenness,” “mystery,” etc., has, therefore, in addition to a noetic a plainly historical connotation; it is that which has not yet appeared, that which still exists in the counsel of God and has not yet been realized in history as fulfillment of that counsel. Accordingly the corresponding word “reveal” not only means the divulging of a specific truth or the giving of information as to certain events or facts, but the appearance itself, the becoming historical reality of that which until now did not exist as such, but was kept by God, hidden, held back.27
Similarly, F. W. Grosheide says, “Hidden does not mean ‘totally unknown,’ but ‘not yet existing.’”28
This sense of hiddenness and revelation is seen in Jesus’ statement concerning the Father’s revelation of truth through him. To his disciples, who were recipients of his teaching of the mysteries of the kingdom, Jesus said, “Blessed are the eyes that see what you see. For I tell you that many prophets and kings wanted to see what you see but did not see it, and to hear what you hear but did not hear it” (Lk 10:23; cf. Mt 13:16–17). “Seeing” and “hearing” in this beatitude of Jesus clearly refers not to receiving new information as such, but to actualizing and experiencing prophecy given beforehand.
T. W. Manson explains, “The point of the saying is that what for all former generations lay still in the future is now a present reality. What was for the best men of the past only an object of faith and hope is now a matter of experience.”29 These eschatological blessings had been revealed to the prophets, at least to some extent, but they had not yet seen or heard them because they were “hidden” in the counsel of God until their becoming reality with the coming of Christ.
This teaching of Jesus entails a further significant dimension to this sense of hiddenness and revelation. The mystery is made known or revealed only through the enlightening power of the Spirit and is understood only by people of faith. According to Paul, the mystery of the wisdom of God, the message of Christ crucified, was not understood by the rulers of this age (1Co 2:7–8). They did not understand because the mystery was “ ‘hidden in God’ and could only be grasped by a revelation of the Spirit (v. 10).”30 This “hiddenness” continues for those whose minds are blinded by the god of this age (2Co 4:3–4). Thus, even with this proclamation the mystery “remains hidden, in so far as…its truth remains beyond human comprehension and can only be laid hold of by faith.”31
This third sense of the hiddenness and revelation of the mystery may thus be summarized as entailing two dimensions. First, it is hidden and revealed with regard to its realization in God’s historical plan of salvation. It may have been a part of previous prophecy, but it was hidden until the time came for its actualization. Second, it is hidden and revealed even then until the Spirit enlightens the human heart. And in this last instance, the full knowledge of the mystery awaits the final day of perfection for the believer, as Bornkamm explains:
For the coming glorification of believers is only intimated in the. The riches of glory are already included in it, but they are still included in it, Christ being the “hope” of glory in whom the treasures of wisdom and knowledge are still concealed, Col. 2:3. Hence the revealed mystery still conceals the final consummation. The eschatological enactment is still only in word, the fulfilment of all things is as yet only through the Church,
[glory] is only in the concealment of
,” [afflictions] Col. 1:24f.; Eph. 3:13.32
We note in passing that even in this third sense the contrast between the hiddenness and revelation of a mystery is best understood as absolute rather than relative. On the grounds that the Old Testament Scriptures were not silent on the mystery of Christ (Ro 16:25–26), John Murray states that in regard to the revelation, “the contrast is not absolute but…relative, and this relative contrast must not be discounted.”33
Cranfield, however, sees in the contrasting words “but [] now revealed” (Ro 16:26) a much sharper discontinuity. It is “the contrast between the ages before Christ’s incarnation and the period which began with it. It was in the gospel events, the life, death, resurrection and ascension of Jesus Christ, that the mystery was manifested decisively.”34 According to Cranfield, the fact that Christ was foretold and even in a sense present in the Old Testament “must not be distorted into a denial of the utterly decisive nature of the event indicated by the statement
[the Word became flesh].”35
The apostle’s language in connection with the mystery in Ephesians 3, therefore, is best interpreted as contrastive rather than comparative. The statement that the mystery “was not made known to men in other generations as it has now been revealed” (v. 5) does not mean that it is simply better known now, but that it was not known previously and is now revealed.36
It is difficult to know exactly how to apply these various uses of “mystery” and revelation to particular instances in the New Testament writings. It may be possible in some uses to see them in combination, as F. F. Bruce seems to suggest in commenting on the use of mystery in the Old Testament and among the interpreters of the Qumran community.37 The meaning of the term, he says, “need not imply that no reference at all was made to it in the OT scriptures.” Then, referring directly to the principle found in the commentaries of Qumran, he adds, “According to this principle, God made known his purpose to the prophets of old, but withheld from the prophets one vital piece of information (without which the prophetic word remained a ‘mystery’)—namely, the time when his purpose would be fulfilled (together with the identity of the persons who would be involved, on the one side or the other, in its fulfillment).”38
It is not entirely clear from Bruce’s statements whether he views the previous, incomplete revelation as part of the mystery or only the newly added details. From the application of mystery to the total program of salvation in Christ, it is difficult not to include both and thus acknowledge that a New Testament mystery can have some clear relation to previous prophetic Scripture. The question remains, therefore, as to which of these uses of mystery applies to the nature and constitution of the church in Ephesians 3 and Colossians l. Is the truth that the apostle teaches concerning the church something totally distinct from Old Testament prophecy, or is it in some sense vitally related to prophetic truth?
II. THE MYSTERY OF THE ONENESS OF JEW AND GENTILE IN EPHESIANS 3
This mystery is that through the gospel the Gentiles are heirs together with Israel, members together of one body, and sharers together in the promise in Christ Jesus (Eph 3:6).
The question about the historical position of the church according to the mystery of Ephesians 3 calls for a careful look at the specific statement of the mystery in Ephesians 3:6 and the discussion of the new relationship between Jew and Gentile in Christ in Ephesians 2:11ff. We must note exactly what the apostle says and what he does not say.
A. The Content of the Mystery
1. The Meaning of Ephesians 3:6. The focus of Paul’s teaching about the mystery in Ephesians 3 lies in verse 6, where he describes the new relationship between Jew and Gentile in Christ. It must be noted that the word “mystery” does not occur in this verse in the Greek text.39 Its inclusion in some English versions (cf. NIV) is only for clarification. The specific contents of the mystery in verse 6 are in reality explications of the “mystery” mentioned earlier in the context, where it is described simply as “the mystery” (v. 3) and “the mystery of Christ” (v. 4). These rather general descriptions of the mystery raise the question of the real content of the mystery.
Citing the specific contents of verse 6, some scholars limit the meaning of all the references to “mystery” in Ephesians 3 to the inclusion of Gentiles in salvation. Viewing the mystery as only “related to Christ” rather than Christ himself, T. K. Abbott defines it as “the doctrine of the free admission of the Gentiles.”40 John Eadie similarly sees it as the gentile “admission to church fellowship equally with the Jews.”41
By contrast, the singular reference “the mystery” along with its description simply as “of Christ” leads many to understand the mystery as God’s whole saving action in the person and work of Christ, but with special reference in chapter 3 to the participation of Gentiles in it. As Heinrich A. W. Meyer explains, “Christ Himself, His person and His whole work, especially His redeeming death, connecting also the Gentiles with the people of God (ver. 6), is the concretum of the Divine mystery.”42 This broad understanding of the mystery would connect the mystery of chapter 3 to the mystery mentioned in chapter 1. Chrys C. Caragounis says that “the mystery [Eph. 1:9–10] which deals with the universal anakepha-laiosis [‘to bring…together under one head’] in Christ stands hierarchically above the other [mystery] concepts in this Epistle and includes them as parts of a whole.” The mystery dealing with the unity of the Gentiles and Jews is thus simply “a more particular facet of the general, programmatic use of the concept in ch. 1.”43
Somewhat similarly, Bornkamm identifies the mystery in 3:4ff. as “the share of the Gentiles in the inheritance, in the body of the Church, in the promise in Christ,” but then concludes that “there takes place in it already the mystery of the comprehending of the whole created world in Christ, in whom the totality receives its head and sum (Eph. 1:9, 10)”44
Given this general terminology—“the mystery” and “the mystery of Christ”—the broader interpretation of the content of the mystery seems preferable. And on that basis the specific mystery statements of verse 6 are related to the overall concept of the mystery of Christ mentioned in other parts of the New Testament. The apostle had “insight” into the entire mystery of Christ (v. 4), but desired to emphasize to the Ephesians that aspect which in particularly distinguished his apostolic ministry, namely, the new relationship of Jew and Gentile in Christ through the gospel.45 We will return to this subject later on in our discussion.
Paul spells out the mystery of the Jew and Gentile relationship in verse 6 in three phrases: “that through the gospel the Gentiles are heirs together with Israel, members together of one body, and sharers together in the promise in Christ Jesus” (emphasis added).
a. “Heirs together.” The word (“heirs together”) is related to the word
(“to inherit”) and signifies those who will receive or inherit something along with others.46 The content of the inheritance is not specified here; however, it is no doubt related to the Ephesian letter’s other three references to an inheritance for believers. In the first two references (1:14, 18), as in this one, the content is not defined.47 But in the third (5:5), Paul speaks of an “inheritance in the kingdom of Christ and of God.” Other references in the New Testament—most of them in Paul’s writings—reveal the content of the believer’s inheritance as salvation (Heb 1:14); glory (Ro 8:17; cf. v. 23, “the redemption of our bodies”; Eph 1:18); eternal life (Lk 18:18; Tit 3:7; 1Pe 3:7); blessing (1Pe 3:9); the promises (Heb 6:12; cf. 10:36); and the kingdom of God (Mt 25:34; 1Co 6:19; 15:50; Gal 5:21; Jas 2:5).
The final scriptural reference to the inheritance (Rev 21:7) describes its content as “all this”—which the previous context describes as “the blessedness of God’s people in the new creation.”48 This, Werner Foerster notes, summarizes and explains all the other descriptions of the content of the inheritance above: “This tells us what is meant by the [kingdom of God], by
[life], by
[salvation] and
[blessing]. In short, it tells us what the inheritance includes.”49 With the absence of limitations in 1:14, 18 and with the broad content of the “kingdom” in 5:5, it seems most likely that Paul intended the most comprehensive meaning of the inheritance of 3:6 in which the Gentiles now have a part.
To bring the Gentiles to participate in the inheritance of God’s people was in a very real sense the sum of Paul’s apostolic ministry. On the Damascus road, Jesus sent him to the Gentiles “to open their eyes and turn them from darkness to light, and from the power of Satan to God, so that they may receive forgiveness of sins and a place [‘an inheritance,’ NASB, ‘a share in the inheritance,’ JB] among those who are sanctified by faith in me” (Ac 26:17–18; cf. 20:32). The first aspect of the mystery—that is, that the Gentiles share in the inheritance of the saints—is thus nothing less than saying that they participate fully in the blessings of the ultimate salvation that God has prepared for all his people “in Christ” (cf. Col 1:12).
In distinction with Romans 8:17, where Paul uses the term “heirs” to teach that believers are co-heirs with Christ, the mystery of Ephesians 3 is that Gentiles have become heirs together with Israel. While there is no mention of “Israel” (as the NIV translation might suggest), the context makes it clear that it is “believing Jews” with whom the Gentiles share.50 We must be careful here not to say more than Paul says. It is certainly biblical to say, as Markus Barth does, that according to Ephesians, “no Gentile can have communion with Christ or with God unless he also has communion with Israel.” But to add, as Barth does, that the Gentiles “are grafted onto Israel”51 goes beyond the apostle’s teaching here. The relation of Gentile and Jew will be discussed in relation to Ephesians 2:11ff. Suffice it to say at this point that although they share with Jews, nothing is said about Gentiles’ becoming Jews or part of Israel unless we redefine “Israel,” which is difficult to justify exegetically.52
The inheritance of which Paul speaks here may also be viewed as “all the blessing pledged to Abraham and his descendants.”53 The true basis of the Gentiles’ sharing in the inheritance with Jews is their relationship to Abraham. According to Paul, Jew and Gentile alike are “Abraham’s seed” and therefore “heirs according to the promise” (Gal 3:29). In writing to the Romans about this same blessing of promise to Abraham and his descendants (4:9–14), Paul pointedly identifies Abraham as the father of both Gentile (“all who believe but have not been circumcised,” v. 11) and Jewish believers (“the circumcised…who also walk in the footsteps of the faith that our father Abraham had before he was circumcised,” v. 12). The mystery status of the Gentiles as co-heirs with Israel thus signifies their participation with Israel in the final inheritance that God has prepared for all his people.
b. “Members together.” The second term, [“members together of one body”], refers to joint incorporation of the Gentiles with believing Jews “into the body of which Christ is the Head.”54 Much of the emphasis in Paul’s other teaching on the body of Christ is on the incorporation of the believer into the body and the resultant relationship with the Head and the other members (cf. Ro 12:4ff.; 1Co 12:12ff.; Eph 4:16). Here, however, the context is the reconciliation and union of Jew and Gentile in the one body (2:15–16) and the emphasis is on their joint involvement. J. Armitage Robinson explains, “In relation to the Body the members are ‘incorporate’: in relation to one another they are ‘concorporate,’ that is, sharers in the one Body.”55
This aspect of the mystery thus informs us that the gentile believers share with believing Jews all that is involved with being in the body of Christ, that is, the blessings of spiritual union with Him and all other believers.
c. “Sharers together.” The third element of the content of the mystery is that the Gentiles are “sharers together in the promise.” The apostle had previously mentioned the promise in relation to the Gentiles’ reception of “the promised Holy Spirit” (Eph 1:13–14) and their former existence as “foreigners to the covenants of the promise” in which Israel already participated (2:12). Now the mystery culminates in the fact that Gentiles are full partners with Israel in God’s promise.
The content of “the promise” is not specified. In other places, Paul identifies the Spirit (Gal 3:14; Eph 1:13), the inheritance (Ro 4:13; Gal 3:18–19), life (Gal 3:21), righteousness (Gal 3:21), and adoption or sonship (Ro 9:8; Gal 4:22ff.). Many scholars see all these as merely different dimensions of one messianic salvation that may be said to be “the promise.”56 This explains the use of both the singular “promise” (Gal 3:17; Eph 2:12) and plural “promises” (e.g., Ro 9:4; 15:8; Gal 3:16).
Among all these elements of the promise, the gift of the Spirit is predominant in the apostle’s thinking (cf. Gal 3:14). It is the presence of the Spirit that ultimately brings to reality the other dimensions of the promised salvation. If that is the case in Ephesians 3, this third statement is the culmination of all the previous statements about the mystery, as B. F. Westcott explains:
There is an expressive sequence in three elements of the full endowment of the Gentiles as coequal with the Jews. They had a right to all for which Israel looked. They belonged to the same Divine society. They enjoyed the gift by which the new society was distinguished from the old. And when regarded from the point of sight of the Apostolic age, the gift of the Holy Spirit, “the promise of the Father” (Lu. xxiv. 49; Acts i. 4; ii. 33; 38f.), is preeminently “the promise,” to which also[sharers together] perfectly corresponds.57
The mystery of verse 6 may thus be summed up as the coequal participation of the Gentiles with Israel in the full messianic salvation that is realized in the crucified and risen Christ and made effective to both through the apostolic proclamation of the gospel.
2. The New Relationship of Gentiles and Jews in Ephesians 2:11ff. The equal participation of Gentiles with Jews in the mystery of Christ rests on the change in the Gentiles’ plight brought about through the work of Christ. This is elaborated by Paul in 2:11ff. and provides the explanation of the summary statements of the mystery in 3:6.
a. The previous state of the Gentiles. Paul begins his discussion of the Gentiles’ new relationship with five statements that recount the old one. These statements are fundamentally negative in relation to the privileges of God’s people Israel (Eph 2:12).
First, the Gentiles were “separate from Christ.” Although the Messiah had not yet come, there was a sense in which he was already related to Israel. Through the promises and covenant relationship established by God, Israel had enjoyed communion with the Messiah to come. He was their hope. Through the activity of God in their midst, there was a sense in which Christ was already present. Paul says that the “spiritual rock” from which they all drank in the wilderness was Christ (1Co 10:4). Prior to their new position in Christ, the Gentiles had no such relation to this Messiah.
Second, the Gentiles were “excluded from the commonwealth of Israel” (NASB). Paul’s point seems to be that they were strangers in Israel without legal or civil rights. Even if they lived in the promised land, “they were not full citizens as long as they remained Gentiles.”58 God had established Israel as his special possession among the nations of the earth, a relationship in which the Gentiles as aliens did not share.
Third, the predicament of the Gentiles before their inclusion in Christ is that they were “strangers to the covenants of promise” (NASB). The great promise of God’s salvation, perhaps initially suggested in the protoevangelium of the triumph of the Seed of the woman (Ge 3:15), had been channeled through divine covenants made with Israel and the patriarchs. Paul no doubt had in mind at least the covenants with Abraham and David and the new covenant. No redemptive covenant such as these had been made with the Gentiles.
With no relation to the Messiah, excluded from the chosen nation Israel, and strangers to the promises, the Gentiles found themselves in a position “without hope and without God in the world.” The last of the three statements in particular brings into focus the real issue involved in all of these distinctions between the Gentiles and Israel. The issue was soteriological and theological. Although God had a witness among the Gentiles all the time (Ac 14:17), Israel had a favored relationship and fellowship with him; the Gentiles as such had no such place.
There is no doubt an attempt in this comparison with Israel to connect the new blessings of the Gentiles in Christ with the prior redemptive activity of God in Israel. However, the emphasis is not on the nation of Israel as such and the incorporation of the Gentiles into that nation. Rather, the emphasis is on Israel’s privileges compared with the place of the Gentiles: she had the covenants, the promise, hope of a coming Messiah, and knowledge of the one true God.59
b. The new situation of the Gentiles in Christ. It is with Paul’s description of the new situation of the Gentiles in Christ that dispensationalists and non-dispensationalists part ways. Put very simply, the issue is whether that new position entails the Gentiles’ being incorporated into a new, redefined Israel and the end of any distinctiveness for the Old Testament people known as Israel.
The first words that describe the Gentiles “in Christ Jesus” are that, having been “far off,” they have now been “brought near” (Eph 2:13). The terms “far” and “near” are Old Testament expressions describing the relationship of Jews to the temple at Jerusalem (cf. Isa 57:19; Da 9:7).60 But the term “far off” was ascribed to Gentiles rather than exiled Jews long before the time of Christ. Since “the sons of Israel” were a people “near” to God, as we read in Psalm 148:14, it was natural for some rabbinical scholars to associate those “far off” with Gentiles, although for them they would still have been proselytes.61 The question is, to what or to whom does the apostle say the Gentiles were now “brought near”?
The statements about being excluded from the “commonwealth” of Israel (Eph 2:12) and becoming “fellow citizens with God’s people” (v. 19) have led many interpreters to conclude that Paul was teaching a nearness to or incorporation into a redefined Israel. Charles Hodge expressed this opinion in classic terms sometime ago: “It is not, therefore, to the participation of the privileges of the old, external, visible theocracy, nor simply to the pale of the visible Christian Church, that the apostle here welcomes his Gentile brethren, but to the spiritual Israel, the communion of saints.”62 Although Markus Barth recognizes the continuing theological significance of physical Jews, he nevertheless concludes that “God’s household” (v. 19), to which both Jews and Gentiles belong, is “the community of Israel.”63
All would agree that the emphasis in the passage is on a nearness to God. We have seen that this terminology was used in the Old Testament with regard to Israel. But that nearness is transcended by the believers’ new position in Christ, for peace was proclaimed both to “those who were near” and to those “who were far away” so that all might gain a new access to the Father by the Spirit (Eph 2:17–18). It is after these statements that Paul cites the new privileges of the Gentiles in contrast to their previous, deficient state. “So then,” Paul says, “you are no longer strangers and aliens, but you are fellow citizens with the saints, and are of God’s household” (v. 19, NASB). Whereas previously they did not have citizenship in the commonwealth of Israel and were strangers to the promise, now they are “fellow citizens.”
This new citizenship, however, as we have seen, is in a new place involving a change for both Gentiles and Israel, those far and those near. Because neither this passage nor any other in the New Testament64 identifies the Christian community or the body of Christ as a “new Israel,” it seems doubtful that Paul had such an identity in mind. It makes more sense to understand this new citizenship in accordance with his teaching elsewhere. Using a Greek term that is closely related to the words that are translated “commonwealth” (Eph 2:12) and “fellow citizens” (v. 19), Paul tells the believers at Philippi that their “citizenship is in heaven” (Php 3:20). In the absence of any biblical evidence that the term “Israel” had lost reference to an earthly nation, we concur with Carl B. Hoch that “It appears better, therefore, to say that Jews and Gentiles in Christ become fellow citizens in a heavenly commonwealth that is not called Israel and yet has a close historico-redemptive relationship with Israel.”65
Because Paul speaks of believers as having been transferred “to the kingdom of the Son he loves” (Col 1:13), perhaps we do best to consider this new commonwealth the kingdom of Christ that will be established upon his return, but in which the believer may already have citizenship.
That this is not incorporation into Israel is further indicated by the statement in the passage that the Gentiles and Israel have been brought together to form a new union. Paul says that Christ has made both groups into one (Eph 2:14) and that this union is identified as “one new man” (v. 15). The nature of this union is disclosed in how it is achieved. According to Paul, this unity came about when Christ “destroyed the barrier, the dividing wall of hostility, by abolishing in his flesh the law with its commandments and regulations” (vv. 14–15). The exact grammatical relationship of the three concepts “wall,” “hostility,” and “law” is not certain, but it is generally agreed that they interpret one another.66 Thus the wall and the hostility that separated Gentiles from Jew center on the law as the divisive factor.
When Paul refers to the law as a barrier and the cause of hostility between the two groups, he is obviously not thinking of the total significance of the law.67 Surely the law as the revelation of the character and will of God was not done away with in Christ. In fact, it is the law of God that the prophets saw as the uniting principle of Israel and the Gentiles in the kingdom as the nations came to Jerusalem to learn of God (Isa 2:3; Mic 4:2). Paul’s concern in this discussion, therefore, is only for those aspects of the law that stood as a dividing wall between Gentiles and Israel—most importantly, the law as the righteous standard of God that condemns humankind and augurs death. As Paul teaches, the work of Christ not only establishes a new union between Jew and Gentile but also provides reconciliation for both to God through the proclamation of peace.68
It becomes obvious that the focus as to the means of union is on the saving work of Christ on the cross. Paul is emphasizing a newness of relationship to God for all peoples. Since this is offered equally to Jews and Gentiles, they are brought together in spiritual union. Prior to the cross, only Israel was in a covenant relationship with God, but even that was not the final salvation entailed in the new covenant. At the cross, the new covenant was inaugurated through the blood of Christ that was shed for all peoples. Now the Gentiles as well as the Jews enjoy the final, perfect covenant fellowship with God. So the union of Jew and Gentile in Christ is not described as an incorporation of Gentiles into Israel, but rather, as Meyer notes, a union that takes place by “a raising of both into a higher unity.”69 Or as Andrew T. Lincoln says: The former disadvantages of the Gentiles “have been reversed not by their being incorporated into Israel, even into a renewed Israel of Jewish Christians, but by their being made members of a new community which transcends the categories of Jew and Gentiles, an entity which is a new creation.”70
If this is the correct understanding, then the union of Jew and Gentile is one of religious significance that does not require the dissolution of all the previous meaning of Israel and its historical distinctives. In the rest of Ephesians, Paul emphasizes the unity and oneness of believers in Christ and in the church, but nowhere does he deny the continuation of their historical differences. Markus Barth observes that the community is made up of diverse people who are given a common life of peace in Christ. This concerns “not only the Jewish or Gentile provenance of the saints but also their differences in sex, age, and socioeconomic standing.”71 Since functional differences remain in these various divisions of humanity and yet all are one sharing equally in God’s salvation in Christ, it seems difficult to deny that the nation of Israel might also retain some distinction on the historical horizontal level without endangering a perfect equality and unity in Christ.
B. The Nature of the Mystery
The spiritual unity of Jew and Gentile in Christ raises the question of the nature of the mystery involved. Is this union a new truth of which there was no prior mention in Old Testament prophecy? Or does it belong—along with the mystery of Christ and the gospel—to the category of mystery that signifies the realization or actualization of prior prophecy perhaps also with new details? That is, is this union a fulfillment (at least partially) of Old Testament truth, or is it something completely new about which the Old Testament says nothing?
It is clear that the prophecies pointed forward to a time when God’s salvation would extend to the Gentiles.72 The prophet Isaiah spoke of a time when “with joy you will draw water from the wells of salvation.” That this includes the Gentiles is evident when he adds, “Make known among the nations what he has done, and proclaim that his name is exalted” (Isa 12:3–4). Moreover, this salvation comes through the Messiah, the great Servant of the Lord whom God has appointed as “a covenant for the people and a light for the Gentiles” (Isa 42:6), so that “you may bring my salvation to the ends of the earth” (Isa 49:6).
Zechariah likewise saw the coming king as speaking peace to the nations (Zec 9:9–10).
The means through which the Messiah-king will bring salvation to the nations is furthermore related to his suffering and death (Isa 52:15; 53:12).
Finally, this salvation for the nations is predicted to come about in union with Israel. The promises pointed forward to the time when Israel and the nations would be united in the worship of the Lord (Isa 2:4; Mic 4:3) and God’s house would be “called a house of prayer for all the peoples” (Isa 56:7). While the Old Testament picture of salvation for the Gentiles involves all aspects of life, including international peace, it most certainly includes the spiritual salvation that is presently enjoyed by believers in Christ. This salvation, as the New Testament reveals, is nothing less than the beginning of fulfillment of the new covenant promised in the Old Testament.73
When we set these Old Testament predictions alongside Paul’s teaching about the union of Jew and Gentile in salvation through Christ, it seems difficult to believe that he intends no reference to these prophecies and that his use of “mystery” means previously unknown truth absolutely. We suggest, rather, that he refers to mystery in two of the senses we looked at earlier.
First, there are undoubtedly additional dimensions of the messianic salvation now revealed than were specified in the Old Testament. There is also new truth concerning the nature of the fulfillment during this church period. The messianic predictions of the Old Testament pictured the salvation of God flowing to the Gentiles during the time when Christ was reigning over a restored Israel. But now salvation is coming to them when Israel as a people has been largely set aside. This aspect relates exactly to the mysteries of the messianic kingdom taught by Christ in the Gospels. The Old Testament pictured one coming of Christ to establish his kingdom, but Christ in the mysteries portrays a time when the kingdom would be operating on earth before his actual reign (cf. Mt 13). Thus the mystery of the union of Israel and the Gentiles in the salvation of Christ also comes during this age in a different way from that which the prophecies indicated.
Second, Paul’s use of “mystery” in this passage signifies that the salvation of God in Christ, which had only been predicted, but was not yet actual at the time of the prophecies, has now been brought into reality. Thus the “mystery” of the union of Jew and Gentile in Christ that constitutes the church must be viewed as both bringing new truth to light and fulfilling Old Testament predictions pertaining to the coming of the Messiah and his ministry. In addition to the fact that the equal sharing by Jew and Gentile in the present spiritual salvation found in Christ is in accord with the Old Testament prophecies, this conclusion is supported by the fact, noted above, that the teaching of the relationship of Jews and Gentiles in Ephesians 3:6 is in reality part of the broad “mystery of Christ” that is clearly related to Old Testament prophecy.74
Thus we agree with the non-dispensationalists that Paul’s teaching concerning the mystery of the church in the union of Jew and Gentile in Christ is a fulfillment of Old Testament predictions. But we hasten to add that such fulfillments do not require us to assert that all the prophecies related to the messianic salvation and kingdom are thereby fulfilled. Paul teaches the same basic truth of the union of Gentile and Jew by using the metaphor of the olive tree in Romans 11. There he writes that the Gentiles share in the “rich root of the olive tree” (v. 17, NASB) along with the natural branches representing Israel. But he also looks forward to a future salvation of the nation of Israel (vv. 25–26). Likewise, Paul teaches that the new union of Jew and Gentile constitutes a “holy temple in the Lord” (Eph 2:21), but also sees significance for the future temple at Jerusalem (2Th 2:4). R. J. McKelvey’s caveat concerning Paul’s teaching on the temple is worth taking into account whenever we study any of his teaching:
While one may say with certainty that the apostle thought of God’s dwelling in the Church in parallel fashion to his dwelling in the temple of Jerusalem, one is reluctant to deduce that (therefore) the temple of Jerusalem ceased to have religious significance for him…A straightforward reading of Paul’s own writings can hardly be said to bear this out. At the point where one expects the apostle to carry his teaching to its logical conclusion one finds instead a certain ambivalence.75
Our understanding of the term “mystery” and of Paul’s teaching about it leads us, therefore, to a mediating position concerning the place of the church in God’s plan and purpose in history. On the one hand, contrary to traditional dispensationalism, the church is involved in the fulfillment of the messianic promises of the Old Testament. Messianic days have dawned, albeit in a way not clearly seen in the Old Testament, but nevertheless in a way that Paul supports in various places by references to the Old Testament kingdom promises. On the other hand, as we have seen, this teaching of Paul related to the church is never said to be the complete fulfillment of these prophecies, nor does it in any way negate a fulfillment of the prophecies that speak of a future role for the nation of Israel among the nations.
C. The Mystery and the Plan of Salvation
As we have seen, nothing in the apostle Paul’s teaching about the mystery of the union of Jews and Gentiles explicitly suggests that what is currently taking place is the last phase of messianic salvation. Instead, when we consider the entire teaching about the divine mystery in Ephesians, we find evidence that this is only the first step toward fulfillment of God’s purpose in Christ. That goal, expressed in the revelation of “the mystery of his will,” is “to bring all things in heaven and on earth together under one head, even Christ” (Eph 1:9–10).
One great obstacle to bringing all things together was the great divide in the human race exemplified in the alienation between Jew and Gentile. The focus of Ephesians 3 is on overcoming this obstacle. The realization of the mystery through the proclamation of the apostolic gospel unites humankind into a new humanity with Christ as its head. In Christ the hostility that divided Jew and Gentile is dissolved through their reconciliation to God and consequently to each other.
But removing this obstacle is not the complete fulfillment of the mystery to sum up all things in Christ. The rebellious powers present another problem. Ephesians makes it clear that Christ has been exalted above all powers whether good or evil (1:20–22). But in God’s administration of the mystery the time has not yet arrived for their hostile activity to be silenced. They remain as powerful opponents of the believer in the church (6:11–12). Other letters of Paul shed light on the struggle. Colossians speaks of all things being reconciled in Christ (1:15–22, cf. 15), effected through the peace made at the cross. But the ultimate outworking of reconciliation will occur only with the final subjugation, or forced “peace” (i.e., pacification), that comes when the powers are compelled to acknowledge Jesus as Lord (Php 1:10–11).76
The task for the church today is not to subjugate the powers, but to be “strong in the Lord and in his mighty power” and to equip itself with divine armor so that it can “stand against the devil’s schemes” and “stand” against the onslaughts “when the day of evil comes” (Eph 6:10–13). The ultimate victory will be accomplished only through the personal intervention and reign of Christ (cf. 1Co 15:24–25).
The present outworking of the mystery in the church is, therefore, not the completion of the mystery, which is to bring all things together in Christ. Rather, as Meyer puts it, it is “a voucher of the redemption which embraces all mankind,…the highest manifestation of divine wisdom.”77 In short, the present working of mystery in Ephesians 3 in the constitution of the church is the initial stage in the realization of the divine plan of salvation in Christ, which is the comprehensive mystery of God.
D. Conclusion
Our study of Paul’s teaching about the mystery in Ephesians 3 leads to several conclusions. First, the unity of Gentile and Jew in Christ is the fulfillment of the divine salvation promised for the messianic times, during which both the nations and Israel would enjoy God’s blessing. As such this reality is permanent. Jew and Gentile will from now on stand together and equal in their spiritual relation to God, described as having access to the Father through the Son in the Spirit (cf. Eph 2:18). Nothing in this mystery, however, suggests more than this equality of spiritual position in Christ. The union of Jew and Gentile in the church does not rule out the possibility of functional distinctions between Israel and the other nations in the future—in the same way that there are functional distinctions among believers in the church today amid spiritual equality.
Second, the revelation of the mystery is a new action of God. Although it was present in the Old Testament promise, it was to this time hidden in the counsel of God and hence unknown or not yet actualized. The church that is constituted by the working of this mystery in the uniting of Gentile and Jew in Christ is, therefore, truly a new work. The church subsists in the New Testament work of Christ’s first coming and the bestowal of the Spirit.
Third, although the present manifestation of the mystery may be said to be the eschatological fulfillment of the promised salvation, it does not complete the mystery of God’s salvation program for the world and the universe. The rest of that plan is not disclosed in the present revelation of the mystery described in Ephesians 3. But nothing makes it disjunctive with Paul’s other teaching of the divine mystery as regards a future work with Israel (Ro 11:25–26) in accord with the many promises of the Old Testament that remain as yet unfulfilled.
III. THE MYSTERY OF THE INDWELLING CHRIST IN COLOSSIANS 1
To them God has chosen to make known among the Gentiles the glorious riches of this mystery, which is Christ in you, the hope of glory (Col 1:27).
Another aspect of the mysterious nature of the church that points to its distinctive nature, according to traditional dispensationalism, is the truth of the indwelling Christ. This teaching is a prominent theme throughout the epistles, but it is Paul’s reference to this as a “mystery” in Colossians 1:27 that is of special concern to dispensationalists. Regarding “mystery” as truth that has not previously been a part of any revelation, dispensationalists have traditionally taught that Christ’s indwelling the members of the church is a new reality that began at Pentecost. Therefore this indwelling is something unique to the believers of the present age who make up the church, the body of Christ. Charles C. Ryrie affirms that it is the indwelling of Christ that “makes the body a living organism, and this relationship was unknown in Old Testament times.”78
The truth of the indwelling Christ which forms the body of Christ is said to belong only to the present church age. Not only was it unknown in the experience of Old Testament saints, but it was not even predicted for the future kingdom age and therefore sets the reality of the nature of the church apart as unique in the work of God. According to John F. Walvoord, the Old Testament “never once anticipates such a situation as ‘Christ in you.’” He further notes the contrast between this thought and the predicted position of Christ in the kingdom age:
Everything in this passage [Col 1:24–27] stands in contrast to the Old Testament doctrine of the millennial kingdom. There the glory of the Lord will be manifest to all the earth and His dwelling is with men. Here His glory is veiled, but His presence is the hope of future glory. It is difficult to imagine a greater contrast between the position of Christ in the believer in this age and the position of Christ in the millennial kingdom.79
Traditional dispensationalists therefore have used the mystery of the indwelling Christ to support the concept of the church as a unique work of God during the present age and consequently a distinct entity from Israel and the nations.
Non-dispensationalists, by contrast, reject the idea that the indwelling Christ is unique to the church and the believers of this age. They recognize it as a new spiritual reality for all the people of God for all time. Moreover, since this new reality applies to both Jews and Gentiles equally, it is viewed as uniting all believers into one people of God—often called a “new Israel.” This new “Spiritual Israel” supersedes the old nationalistic form, leaving no distinctive place for that nation in the plan of God.
Before seeking to determine the proper application of the mystery of “Christ in you,” it is necessary to consider the meaning of this phrase.
A. The Content of the Mystery
Scholars disagree as to the meaning of the mystery, which is formally stated as “Christ in you [], the hope of glory.” Eduard Lohse and others take the preposition
to mean “among,” thereby making the mystery the proclamation of the gospel to the Gentiles. Lohse writes, “Doubtless this does not mean the pneumatic indwelling of the Lord in the hearts of the believers, but rather the Christ preached among the nations, the Lord proclaimed in the community’s midst; cf. 2 Cor. 1:19, ‘Christ Jesus, whom we preached among you’ (
,
).”80 Understanding the mystery in this way makes it essentially the same as that in Ephesians 3, where the Gentiles are said to be “sharers together in the promise in Christ Jesus” (v. 6).
More interpreters, however, understand the mystery as the spiritual indwelling of Christ in believers. Curtis Vaughan rejects the interpretation of the offer of redemption to the Gentiles and instead asserts that “the context requires that we understand the phrase as referring to an inner subjective experience. The mystery, therefore, long hidden but now revealed is not the diffusion of the gospel among the Gentiles but the indwelling of Christ in his people, whether Jews or Gentiles.”81 The remainder of the verse that identifies the mystery of “Christ in you” as “the hope of glory” supports this understanding of the mystery as a subjective experience and thus the personal indwelling of Christ in believers. A. S. Peake draws this conclusion: “It may refer to the indwelling of Christ in the heart, and this is rendered probable by the addition of [hope of glory]. The indwelling Christ constitutes in Himself a pledge of future glory.”82 The same thought is suggested in Colossians 3:4, where the believer’s share in the future glory of Christ is related to his present indwelling life (cf. Ro 8:10).
Although we prefer this second interpretation, it is not entirely distinct from or opposed to the first. It is the indwelling of Christ in relation to the Gentiles that is specifically noted by Paul in the context. The emphasis on the Gentiles in relation to this mystery ties it in with the mystery of Ephesians 3. According to J. B. Lightfoot, “the one special ‘mystery’ which absorbs St Paul’s thoughts in the Epistles to the Colossians and Ephesians is the free admission of the Gentiles on equal terms to the privileges of the covenant.”83
B. The Nature of the Mystery
As we have seen, the teaching in Colossians 1 that Christ indwells the believing Gentiles is an inherent part of the mystery in Ephesians 3, which concerns the promised messianic salvation for the Gentiles. There is an additional element here, however—namely, that this salvation involves the union of the Messiah with his people through spiritual indwelling.
While the prophecies do not make any explicit reference to the indwelling of the Messiah, there are concepts pointing in the direction of this truth. Russell Phillip Shedd sees these in the idea of the corporate personality found in the Old Testament (e.g., corporate involvement in blessing [Ge 18:23–32] and sin [Jos 7:16–26]) and the early Jewish conception of the solidarity of Israel with the rest of humanity, based primarily on the oneness in creation (cf. Kid 40b, 39b; M Aboth 3:18) and sin (cf. Sifra on Leviticus 27a; Secrets of Enoch 41:1f.). From this evidence Shedd concludes that “the doctrine of the Body of Christ is…an explicit application of the Hebraic conception of corporate personality.” This was not the spiritual union that is found in Christ, but it nevertheless provided the type of which “the unity of the Church is the anti-type, the real thing.”84
The solidarity becomes more explicitly related to the Messiah in the apocalyptic writings. According to W. D. Davies,
It is now generally accepted that the idea of a Messiah in apocalyptic did involve the idea of a community of the Messiah; and whether we trace this conception, as it is found in Jesus, to the Book of Enoch or to Dan. 7, or to Isa. 53, it is a fact that Jesus was aware that he was gathering around Himself a community of people pledged to loyalty to Him above all else.85
Although the apocalyptic references do not explicitly ground the community in the indwelling of the Messiah, Albert Schweitzer rightly speaks of this eschatological conception as the “union of those who are elect to the Messianic Kingdom with one another and with the Messiah.”86
Jesus himself builds a bridge between this predicted solidarity of the Messiah and his people and the fulfillment of it in the spiritual indwelling of Christ. This bridge appears in the peculiar intimacy of Jesus’ relationship with his disciples. Jesus taught that those who accept the disciples accept him (Mt 10:40). To help a brother in Christ was in fact to help Christ himself (Mt 25:40). Although, as we will see, Jesus connects his indwelling with the sending of the Holy Spirit, there is already an identification that anticipates this true spiritual union.
More directly related to the mystery of the indwelling Christ is the prophetic teaching of the indwelling Spirit. At the heart of the new covenant that God promised for the messianic age is the gift of the Spirit, who was not only to be “poured out” upon his people (e.g., Joel 2:29; Isa 44:3; Eze 39:29), but would also live “within” them. According to Ezekiel, God promised to “put my Spirit in you and move you to follow my decrees” (36:27; cf. 37:14). That the indwelling Spirit would promote obedience to the law corresponds with Jeremiah’s statement that under the new covenant, God would put his law within his people and write it on their hearts (Jer 31:33).
Upon turning to the New Testament we find that the indwelling of Christ is directly related to the fulfillment of this promised indwelling of the Spirit. Jesus not only foretold the coming of the Holy Spirit but also said he came to the disciples through the presence of the Spirit. Jesus told them he would ask the Father to send the Counselor, or Paraclete, then added, “I will not leave you as orphans; I will come to you.” Obviously connecting his statement with the coming of the Spirit, he then said, “On that day you will realize that I am in my Father, and you are in me, and I am in you” (Jn. 14:16, 18, 20). Thus he affirmed his indwelling through the presence of the Spirit.87
This connection between the indwelling of Christ as a result of the indwelling of the Spirit is made elsewhere in the New Testament. The new covenant is the “ministry of the Spirit,” but it is realized by receiving Christ (2Co 3:8, 14). The Spirit comes as the “Spirit of Christ” (cf. Ro 8:9; Ac 16:7) so that Paul is able to say, “Now the Lord is the Spirit,” referring to their functional identity (2Co 3:17). In other words, the Lord carries on his ministry in his people through the indwelling Spirit.88
Nowhere is this relationship clearer than in Paul’s prayer for the Ephesian believers: “that…he may strengthen you with power through his Spirit in your inner being, so that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith…that you may be filled to the measure of all the fullness of God” (Eph 3:16–19). The link is likewise evident when Paul ties together the concepts of the “Spirit of God” who “dwells in you,” “having the Spirit of Christ,” and “Christ…in you” (Ro 8:9–10).
Still more evidence of this connection lies in Paul’s explaining the mystery of the indwelling Christ as “the hope of glory” (Col 1:27). The terms “hope” and “glory” are both related not only to Christ but also to the presence of the Spirit. The new covenant “ministry of the Spirit” produces “hope” (2Co 3:8, 11–12; cf. Ro 8:23–24). Therefore Paul prays that believers “may overflow with hope by the power of the Holy Spirit” (Ro 15:13).89 Similarly, while our participation in glory, whether in the present “hope of glory” or ultimately in the consummation (e.g., Ro 8:17; Col 3:4), rests on participation in Christ, it is also realized through the Spirit. The believer is presently changed into the image of Christ “with ever-increasing glory, which comes from the Lord, who is the Spirit” (2Co 3:18). The Spirit now “rests” on believers as “the Spirit of glory” (1Pe 4:14).
This functional identity of Christ and the Spirit in relation to “the hope of glory,” along with the other divine ministries in the lives of believers, affirms the truth that the indwelling of Christ is inherently related to the indwelling of the Spirit promised in the new covenant.90
Because the indwelling of Christ is vitally related to Old Testament predictions of the Spirit’s presence through the new covenant, we cannot view the mystery described in Colossians 1:27 as involving only something totally new, unrelated to prophecy, and unique to the church. The explicit concept of the indwelling Messiah had not been revealed, and therefore some aspect of the mystery must be viewed as the revelation of previously unknown truth. But the New Testament’s connecting this truth to the Old Testament concepts of human solidarity, and especially the predictions of the inwardness of the final divine work in the human heart and the indwelling of God himself through the Spirit in the new covenant, also shows that this mystery is not totally unrelated to previous prophecy. As in the case of the mystery of the one body in Ephesians 3, the nature of the mystery in Colossians 1 has to do with revelation in the sense of making real or actual something that was previously foretold, but not yet fulfilled.
Not only is the nature of the mystery of the indwelling Christ similar to that of the union of Jew and Gentile in the body of Christ, but also, fundamentally, is the content. Both deal with the manifestation of the new messianic salvation that has come through the Christ. C. F. D. Moule captures the essence of both mysteries when he says,
It is urged by some (e.g., Mitton, Eph, p. 89) that in Ephesians, though not in Colossians, a further step is taken, and the m., instead of being equated with Christ himself, is the inclusion of the Gentiles with the Jews in the Church, Eph. iii. 3–6. This is regarded as one of the points of difference between Ephesians and Colossians. But is not Col. i. 26–9 intended in this sense? The m. is “that Christ is among you (Gentiles)”—or (better still) the m. is both Christ himself and the fact that he is among them.91
IV. CONCLUSION
Our study of the Pauline mysteries related to the church leads to a mediating conclusion between traditional dispensationalism and non-dispensationalism. Contrary to the former, the contents of both mysteries—i.e., the equal participation of Jew and Gentile in the body of Christ (Eph 3) and his indwelling in his people (Col 1)—are best understood as fulfillments of Old Testament prophecies. Although a greater understanding of these mysteries is revealed in the New Testament, their basic substance was already contained in the Old Testament promises. The former hiddenness thus relates as much to their not being realized or actualized in history as to any new disclosure of information.
This understanding of the mysteries, however, does not lead to the non-dispensational view that any future distinction or special role for the nation of Israel is thereby eliminated. Paul’s discussions of both the mystery of the composition of the body and the indwelling of Christ are concerned with spiritual salvation, i.e., a saving relationship with God. The particular truth of Ephesians 3—that Jews and Gentiles have equal standing with God—is only the fulfillment of the promise that Gentiles would one day share God’s eschatological salvation along with Israel. To say that this equal standing means Israel has no future place as a nation in the service of God is to draw a conclusion that is not found in Paul’s teaching about the mystery.
Chapter 7
The Baptism with the Spirit and the Metaphors of the Church
ALONG WITH the concept of mystery, traditional dispensationalists have viewed Paul’s teaching about the baptism with the Spirit and the body of Christ in 1 Corinthians 12:13 as evidence for the uniqueness of the church. The question of how to apply the metaphor of the body to the church raises the same question in regard to other metaphors that are cited to affirm that uniqueness. These concepts are central to a proper understanding of the church and therefore impinge directly on the place of the church in God’s program of historical redemption.
I. THE BAPTISM OF THE SPIRIT
Like many other scholars, dispensationalists view the coming of the Holy Spirit on the day of Pentecost as the inauguration of the church.1 To the dispensationalist, this connection is particularly related to the biblical concept of “the baptism of the Holy Spirit.” Earl D. Radmacher states, “The chief argument for the beginning of the church on the day of Pentecost relates to the baptism of the Holy Spirit.”2 This reasoning grows out of Paul’s explanation that the body of Christ, which is directly identified with the church (e.g., Eph 1:22–23; Col 1:18), is formed through the baptism with the Spirit (1Co 12:13).
Since the church is a distinct work of God belonging only to the present age, traditional dispensationalists, contrary to others, contend that the Spirit baptism is applicable only to this present church era. Merrill F. Unger expresses this position clearly:
The baptizing work of the Holy Spirit is the only ministry of the Spirit confined to this age. It is distinctive to the formation of the church, the body of Christ. When this particular group of God’s elect is completed and called out of the world, there will be no longer any need for the baptizing work of the Spirit, and it will terminate.3
As an inherent corollary, the concept of Spirit baptism is declared to be absent from any Old Testament prophecy. It belongs to the mystery of the church, which dispensationalists have understood as involving only the revelation of totally new truth. According to Unger, its “essential nature” and “unique place in the divine program are such as to forbid it occurring, or even being predicted there (i.e., in the Old Testament).”4
This dispensational understanding provokes some difficult questions about the real meaning of this concept and its relation to the messianic salvation predicted in the Old Testament prophecies. It is especially problematic that the New Testament writers frequently associate the coming of the Spirit with the fulfillment of God’s promise.
A. The Meaning of the Baptism with the Spirit
The terminology “baptism with the Spirit” occurs seven times in the New Testament: once in each Gospel (Mt 3:11; Mk 1:8; Lk 3:16; Jn 1:33), twice in the book of Acts (1:5; 11:16), and once in Paul’s writings (1Co 12:13). In each instance the construction of the Greek phrase is identical. It is a baptism (“ ‘in,’ ‘with,’ or ‘by,’ the Holy Spirit”).5 The context is the final determiner of the meaning in each usage, but the prior uses of the same terminology must be considered, especially since most of the uses seem parallel. To understand Paul’s meaning, therefore, it is necessary to trace the meaning of this concept in the Gospels and Acts.
1. Baptism with the Spirit in the Gospels. The first use of the terminology “baptism with the Spirit” comes in the preaching of John the Baptist, who contrasts that baptism with his own water baptism (Mt 3:11; Mk 1:8; Lk 3:16; Jn 1:33). John baptized “with [] water,” and the Messiah will baptize “with [
] the Holy Spirit.” The use of the same preposition in the parallel expressions shows that “water” and “the Spirit” indicates that the Spirit is the element of the baptism performed by the Coming One even as water was the element of John’s baptism. Thus in “the baptism with the Spirit” in the Gospel accounts, Christ and not the Spirit is the agent of the baptism. The Spirit is the “element” that Christ uses. To be sure, the Spirit, unlike water, is a living dynamic person who brings the effects of the life of God with his presence. But this truth does not change the basic truth of the Gospel statements, namely, that Christ is the Baptizer who baptizes people with (or “in” or “by”) the Holy Spirit.
We find in the historical context of John’s ministry what he meant by this expectation of the baptism of the Spirit. He made his prediction in connection with his call for repentance and his proclamation to prepare for the coming of the kingdom, which was “near” (Mt 3:2). Without any explanation to the contrary, we are probably to understand his concept of the coming kingdom as involving the establishment of the messianic kingdom predicted in Old Testament prophecy, including the reestablishment of the political theocracy of the nation Israel. George E. Ladd states, “John the Baptist had announced the coming of the Kingdom of God (Matt. 3:2) by which he understood the coming of the Kingdom foretold in the Old Testament.”6 More explicitly, A. B. Bruce wrote that John “meant the people of Israel converted to righteousness, and in consequence blessed with national prosperity.”7
The context of John the Baptist’s statement suggests, therefore, that we must look to the Old Testament prophecies for the meaning of Spirit baptism. There we find promises of the Spirit’s coming upon the Messiah (Isa 11:2; cf. 42:1; 61:1) and an eschatological outpouring of the Spirit (Isa 32:15; 44:3; Eze 36:27; 37:14; 39:29; Joel 2:28; Zec 12:10). While the Old Testament prophecies depict the Spirit as coming from God and never expressly from the Messiah, there are intimations that Jewish thinking within the Qumran community was already pointing in this direction.8 Whether John was influenced by these or was simply led by the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, it is not difficult to see how John could look upon the Messiah as the means of the coming of the Spirit.
John’s speaking of “fire” along with the Spirit in the accounts of Matthew (3:11) and Luke (3:16) adds to our understanding of his statements. The “fire” has been variously interpreted as “a purifying agent along with the Holy Spirit” that is applicable to the people of God9 or the judgment fire appointed for the wicked.10 It is probably best to see it, as James Dunn does, as “one purgative act of messianic judgment which both repentant and unrepentant would experience, the former as a blessing, the latter as destruction.”11 The concept of cleansing and judgment related to both the Spirit and fire is also prominent in the Old Testament prophecies (cf. Isa 4:4; 11:4; Zec 13:9; Mal 3:2–3).
What is significant is that John joins fire and the Spirit into one baptism.12 It is a Spirit-fire baptism. Both its judgment and its blessing of salvation, according to John’s expectations, would “take place in a single eschatological event.”13 Thus John did not foresee the coming of the kingdom in two stages, involving both present and future aspects, as that was revealed later on. Rather, his portrait is rather that of the Old Testament prophecies that do not separate the first and second comings of the Messiah, but simply associate the salvation and judgment related to the kingdom with the coming of the Messiah.14
John’s statement of the baptism with the Spirit and fire thus anticipates the outpouring of the Spirit foretold by the prophets in connection with the messianic age. His reference to the coming of the Spirit as a “baptism,” while not found in the Old Testament promises, does not indicate something different. The Old Testament frequently used verbs associated with inundation in connection with the Spirit, as in “pour out” (e.g., Isa 32:15; Joel 2:28–29; Zec 12:10). This description of the bestowal of the Spirit, as Dunn notes, no doubt made it “very easy for John to speak of the messianic gift of the Spirit in a metaphor drawn from the rite which was his own hall-mark.”15
We conclude, therefore, that the concept of “the baptism with the Spirit” in the Gospels refers not to something particular for the church, but rather to the coming of the Spirit promised for the messianic age. His coming not only marked the inauguration of the new age, but it brought his permanent presence as the Life-Giver of the new creation.
2. The Baptism with the Spirit in Acts. The “baptism with the Spirit” terminology is used twice in the book of Acts. The similarity of the first reference to the Gospel accounts makes it clear that Luke intends the same meaning when he records Jesus as saying, “For John baptized with water, but in a few days you will be baptized with the Holy Spirit” (1:5).16 That imminent baptism was the same as that proclaimed by John the Baptist, namely the fulfillment of the Old Testament promise of the messianic bestowal of the Spirit. Although Pentecost clearly fit the Lord’s prediction, the baptism terminology does not appear in Acts 2.
However, Peter did use that language later in connection with the coming of the Spirit on the Gentiles at Caesarea (Ac 10), so it is clear that Pentecost was the fulfillment of the Lord’s prediction. Recounting the astounding happenings in the house of Cornelius, Peter declared that “the Holy Spirit came on them as he had come on us at the beginning. Then I remembered what the Lord had said: ‘John baptized with water, but you will be baptized with the Holy Spirit’” (11:15–16). The “beginning” could only be a reference to the Pentecost event. Peter’s explanation not only identifies the time of the promised fulfillment, but indicates the meaning of this event for the early church. The Spirit’s coming at Pentecost was nothing less than the fulfillment of the Old Testament promise of the messianic outpouring of the Spirit.
That this is the meaning of Pentecost is confirmed in Peter’s appeal to the prophecy of Joel 2:28–32 to explain the event. As the confused onlookers wondered what was going on (Ac 2:5–13)—especially with regard to the tongues-speaking—Peter asserted, “This is what was spoken by the prophet Joel: ‘In the last days, God says, I will pour out my Spirit on all people. Your sons and daughters will prophesy’” (vv. 16–17). Apparently linking the tongues-speaking with the concept of prophecy, both being Spirit-inspired speech,17 Peter affirmed that the eschatological time (i.e., “the last days”) had arrived and the beginning of the fulfillment of the promised outpouring of the Spirit for all people had been inaugurated.18
Peter was clearly focusing on the fulfillment of Joel’s prophecy, but this does not mean he was teaching that all of Joel’s words, including the wonders in heaven and signs on earth (cf. vv. 19–20), were fulfilled at Pentecost. The coming of the Spirit, evidenced especially in the bestowal of the gift of inspired speech, signaled the onset of the fulfillment of the eschatological days. Like the bestowal of the Spirit, these other events belonged to those same days, but need not occur simultaneously. Peter, of course, did not know at that time that Christ’s return would be delayed for many centuries, and he may have expected the other phenomena to occur soon. At any rate, he probably quoted the entire prophecy of Joel 2:28–32, according to Richard Longenecker, “because of its traditional messianic significance and because its final sentence (‘And everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved’) leads logically to the kerygma section of his sermon.”19
That the “baptism with the Spirit” and similar experiences of the bestowal of the Spirit are connected to the Old Testament promise of the coming Spirit is seen also in the similarity of terminology. Like other prophetic passages already cited, Joel’s prophecy uses water imagery of the “pouring out” of the Spirit (cf. Ac 2:17–18). Peter used the same terminology in his Pentecost sermon in declaring that the exalted Christ had “poured out” the promised Holy Spirit (v. 33). The coming of the Spirit on Cornelius and his household is also described as a “pouring out” (10:45).20 The use of this Old Testament terminology in Acts to describe “the baptism with the Spirit” clearly demonstrates that the baptism is understood to be the fulfillment of the Old Testament prophecy.
Further evidence that the “baptism with the Spirit” in Acts fulfilled Old Testament prophecy is found in the terms “promise” and “gift.” According to Peter, what was received from the Father on the day of Pentecost was “the promise of the Holy Spirit” (Ac 2:33). This marked the fulfillment, not only of the words of Jesus that he would send the Spirit from the Father (e.g., Jn 15:26), but ultimately of the promise of God to Abraham to bring blessing to all people (Gal 3:14; cf. Lk 24:49). Thus the words of Peter in his Pentecostal proclamation link the “gift of the Holy Spirit” with “the promise…for you and your children,” words reminiscent of the Abrahamic covenant promise (Ge 17:7–10).21 The Spirit baptism also brought the “gift” of the Spirit (Ac 2:38; 8:20; 10:45; 11:17). It is not so much a specific ministry of the Spirit that is involved in the “baptism,” but the coming of the Spirit himself in fulfillment of God’s promise to give the gift of his Spirit to his people in the last days.
The interrelatedness of all this terminology is well summed up by John Stott: “these penitent believers received the gift of the Spirit which God had promised before the Day of Pentecost, and were thus baptized with the Spirit whom God poured out on the Day of Pentecost.”22
So we see that the two references in Acts to the “baptism with the Spirit” as well as terminology used to describe the same reality reveal the same basic meaning as the accounts in the Gospels. The “baptism with the Spirit” is the bestowing of the Spirit that was prophesied in the Old Testament to take place in the eschatological days of the Messiah. Although the terminology in Acts is expressed in the passive (i.e., “you will be baptized,” 1:5; 11:15), it is still clear that Christ is conceived as the agent of the baptism. As Peter explained at Pentecost, it was the exalted Christ who “has received from the Father the promised Holy Spirit and poured out what you now see and hear” (2:33).
3. The Baptism with the Spirit in 1 Corinthians 12:13. The final New Testament use of the specific phrase “the baptism with [] the Spirit” occurs as Paul is teaching about the unity of believers in the body of Christ. According to Paul, that unity rests on the fact that “we were all baptized by one Spirit into one body…and we were all given the one Spirit to drink” (1Co 12:13). Does the phrase here mean the same thing that it does elsewhere—namely, the bestowal of the Spirit promised in the Old Testament? Or does it signify a work of the Spirit that is unique to the believers of this age, as traditional dispensationalists have taught?
Except for the addition of the word “one,” the phraseology concerning the Spirit baptism in this verse is identical to the other six prior uses in the New Testament. The baptism is , “by [‘with,’ or ‘in’] the Spirit.” Unless the context strongly indicates otherwise, this similarity of language argues for the same meaning. In the instances where the act of baptism is seen more fully, the phrase clearly indicates that the baptism is enacted by Christ, with the Spirit as the element paralleling the water in John’s baptism (e.g., Mt 3:11). This is also seen in the express teaching of Acts that the Spirit is “poured out” by the exalted Christ (2:33).
While acknowledging the Pauline use of the Spirit baptism as parallel to the earlier uses, traditional dispensationalists have understood the Pauline reference as teaching the Spirit as the agent of baptism. Christ is still in the remote sense the Baptizer, but the Spirit is the agent by whom Christ accomplishes the work of baptizing. Thus one frequently hears reference to the “baptizing work of the Spirit.”23 Even though the preposition can be used in the sense of agency, it never has this meaning when it is used with the word “baptism” in the New Testament. According to Dunn, when
is used with “baptism,” it “never designates the one who performs the baptism;…[rather] it always indicates the element in which the baptisand is immersed (or with which he is deluged).”24 This holds true not only for all references to baptism with water,25 but also for the instances where baptism with the Spirit is contrasted with water baptism (Mt 3:11; Mk 1:8; Lk 3:16; Jn 1:33; Ac 1:5; 11:16).
The use of the preposition with baptism generally—and the identity of Paul’s phrase with the other six occurrences specifically—strongly argues for keeping “Spirit” parallel with the way “water” is used in ritual baptism. The agent of the baptism, although not expressed, would be understood as Christ in conformity with the express teaching of the Gospel accounts and the implied teaching of Acts. As indicated earlier, this does not mean that the Spirit must be seen as inert or without effect; it only states that Paul’s statement of the baptism with or by the Spirit is the same Spirit baptism as that promised in the Gospels and Acts and inaugurated at Pentecost. It is the bestowal of the Spirit by the Messiah promised by the Old Testament prophets.
It may be argued that Paul’s statement “we were all baptized by one Spirit into one body” yields a strange picture of Christ baptizing his people into himself. The idea of Christ’s acting to incorporate individuals into his body is, of course, not preposterous. He surely acts in the process of salvation, which entails believers’ union with him. But Paul’s statement need not be seen as painting exactly this picture. The Greek preposition (“into,” NIV) used in the phrase “into one body” also has the sense of movement toward or into a goal. When it is used after verbs of motion like “baptize,”
has “the sense of movement towards so as to be in.”26 Thus the picture is not simply that Christ immerses his people into his body, but rather that he pours out or deluges his people with the Spirit with the goal of forming one body, which is finally Christ’s own body, to which as the head he provides life, leadership, and sustenance.
Gordon Fee considers the idea of “goal” most prominent here. He sums up Paul’s meaning in these words: “the purpose of our common experience of the Spirit is that we be formed into one body. Hence, ‘we all were immersed in the one Spirit, so as to become one body.’” Fee then shows how this statement fits Paul’s emphasis on the unity of the members of the church: “How did the many of them all become one body? By their common, lavish experience of the Spirit.”27
4. Conclusion. A study of the six occurrences of Spirit-baptism terminology leads to the conclusion that they all bear essentially the same meaning. There may be in some instances a particular reason for using the phrase, such as Paul’s emphasis on the unity produced by the shared experience of baptism. But the meaning of the act that is termed “baptism with the Spirit” remains the same. As we have seen, it is sometimes equated with the “pouring out” of the Spirit. It is the “gift” of the Spirit and the fulfillment of the “promise.” As such, the “baptism with the Spirit” is nothing less than the fulfillment of the Old Testament eschatological promises related to the new presence and ministry of the Spirit with the people of God.
B. The Application of the Baptism with the Spirit
If the phenomenon of the baptism with the Spirit is in reality the outpouring of the Spirit promised for messianic times, then its application is ultimately for all people. Joel’s prophecy that the Spirit would be poured out on “all people” (2:28) signifies in its original context the coming of the Spirit upon all within the covenant nation of Israel (cf. v. 27).28 This is in harmony with the other promises that the Spirit would come upon Israel, as already noted (cf. Eze 39:29). In light of Peter’s later amazement at the coming of the Spirit on the Gentiles (Ac 10:45), this was apparently also his understanding when he used Joel’s prophecy on the day of Pentecost.
Nevertheless, Peter also spoke of the promise for “all who are far off” (Ac 2:39). By this he was no doubt thinking of the Jews of the Dispersion, but perhaps also of Gentiles who became proselytes.29 The work of God that began with Cornelius—giving the Spirit directly to the Gentiles—along with Paul’s identification of “those far off” with Gentiles (Eph 2:13, 17) shows clearly that the Spirit was not intended for Israel alone, but for all people anywhere who received Christ in faith. Although the Old Testament did not explicitly predict the coming of the Spirit on the Gentiles, it did predict the sharing of the messianic salvation with them. Inherent in this new covenant salvation, as taught in both Testaments, is the gift of the Spirit. Thus the baptism with the Spirit, as Stott says, is “a universal blessing for members of the covenant. It is part and parcel of belonging to the new age.”30
The baptism with the Spirit is therefore not some unique ministry only for the people of the present church age, from Pentecost to the rapture, but rather is the sharing by members of the church in the Spirit’s ministry of the new covenant. The baptism is at the heart of the messianic salvation that has already begun in the revelation of the mysteries that pertain to present-day believers. The fact that both Israel and the Gentiles participate in Spirit baptism points to their common identity in their spiritual relationship to God and his salvation. This common identity, however, does not remove all differences in their roles in the historical purposes of God any more than spiritual equality in the church removes all differences of function among church members.
II. THE METAPHORS OF THE CHURCH
The recognition that Spirit baptism belongs to all of the participants of the new covenant, including the nation of Israel when it turns to the Messiah, raises the question how to apply the images or metaphors associated with the present work of God in the church. This question is especially important in relation to the metaphor of the body. According to the apostle Paul, baptism with the Spirit forms the body of Christ (1Co 12:13). The body, in turn, is frequently identified with the church (e.g., Eph 1:22–23; Col 1:18). From this we could conclude that all participants in the new covenant, including the nation of Israel, are included in the church as the body of Christ and therefore any distinction between Israel and the church—which is at the heart of the dispensationalism interpretation—is prohibited. And what can be said of the body would seem to apply to the other images of the church also.
Dispensationalists have traditionally tended to interpret the various images as descriptions of the church as a distinct entity rather than as simply figurative language used to describe spiritual truth that may apply to others besides the church. In this view, the body of Christ refers to the church as a special group of people in distinction from other peoples of God, that is, Israel or gentile saints of other ages. This thought is illustrated in the note about the “Bride of Christ” found in The New Scofield Reference Bible: “‘The marriage of the Lamb’…is the consummation of the marriage of Christ and the Church as His bride…The Lamb’s wife is…to be distinguished from Israel, the unfaithful wife of the LORD…, who is to be restored in the millennium.”31
This view of the metaphors does not seem appropriate in light of their usage in Scripture. Nonliteral language is used by the biblical writers to teach spiritual concepts in a way beyond the capacity of merely literal statements. Proper interpretation of the metaphors thus involves seeking to determine the meaning of the spiritual truth that the author seeks to convey and its contextual application. The fact that a certain metaphor is used in a particular context simply teaches a particular truth in that context. It does not necessarily indicate anything with regard to the application of that truth in another context, unless (1) it teaches an explicit exclusivity, or (2) the truth conveyed is determined through an investigation of the rest of Scripture to have a limited applicability—that is, the truth involved cannot apply to any others. By contrast, if the truth conveyed through a metaphor is in fact applicable to others, then it would seem that the metaphor would also be applicable to these. At least it would be difficult to argue for a unique application if in fact the truth conveyed is not unique to a specific group.
The meaning and application of the marriage-and-bride metaphor in Scripture provides an interesting case in point. The metaphor is first employed in the Old Testament to depict the covenant relation between God and his people Israel both past and future (Isa 54:5–6; 62:5; Jer 2:2; 3:20; Eze 16:8; 23:4; Hos 2:2, 16, 19–20). The contexts of these Old Testament uses indicate that the metaphor teaches the deep personal union between God and his people involving both God’s elective love and the responsive obligation of faithful purity on the part of the people.
The apostle Paul’s use of the marriage metaphor for the relation of Christ and the church provides the second scriptural application. As might be expected, the figure is used with the same meaning. Christ’s giving of his life for the church is the epitome of his loving care for her (Eph 5:25–26). Likewise, the responsibility of the church as the bride is to be subject to her betrothed (Eph 5:24) and to keep herself pure in anticipation of the final consummation of the marriage union at the return of Christ (2Co 11:2). Although the church is not explicitly named in Revelation 19:7–9, it is certainly involved there also in the “wedding supper of the Lamb.”
Finally, this same metaphor is applied to the great eschatological city, the “new Jerusalem,” which the apostle John sees “coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride beautifully dressed for her husband” (Rev 21:2; cf. v. 9). Here again the emphasis is on the perfect union (v. 3; 22:3–4), the inestimable beauty bestowed on the bride by “her husband” (21:11), and purity (21:27; 22:14–15).
This threefold biblical application of one metaphor rules out any intention toward a unique identity unless one is willing to maintain that there are, in truth, three separate brides or wives in relation to God. While some may want to argue the feasibility of this in the case of two—namely, Israel and the church—what is to be done with the new Jerusalem, which by its very description involves both the twelve tribes of Israel (Rev 21:12) and the twelve apostles (Rev 21:14), the latter no doubt related to the New Testament church?
A study of the biblical use of the bride metaphor leads to the conclusion that it is used in all three instances to convey similar truth that is applicable in each case. The Bible is not teaching that God has three different brides. Rather, the covenant people of Israel, the believers in the church, and the people related to the new Jerusalem are all in a relation to God that is beautifully symbolized by the picture of marriage.
We suggest that the metaphor of the body be understood in similar fashion. The apostle Paul finds the human body in some respects a useful analogy for explaining the nature of the church. Among the concepts that are taught through this metaphor are the living, organic relationship between Christ and his people (Eph 4:15–16; Col 1:18), the direction of the church and the supply of all its needs by its Head (Eph 5:24; Col 2:18–19), and the diversity and interrelatedness of its spiritually gifted members (Ro 12:3ff.; 1Co 12:12ff.).
The appropriateness of the body metaphor to represent the church does not itself answer the question of its total application. Does the apostle intend that the metaphor uniquely mark off the church from other peoples, or does he simply find it useful to describe the nature of the church without intending to exclude its possible application to other people? This question is answered only by analyzing the truths that are taught through this analogy and asking whether or not they are or will be true in relation to any other people.
When we consider the primary truths of the body figure, it is evident that they are vitally related to the spiritual truths of the new covenant. The vital union of Christ and his people comes through the indwelling Spirit. The indwelling Spirit likewise forms the members of the body into a union with one another and equips them for making this a living reality through loving service with spiritual gifts. If this view of what the body metaphor is teaching is correct—namely, that it is fundamentally an elaboration of new covenant realities—then it is difficult to conclude that these same realities belong only to believers living during this church age. Surely the continuation of the new covenant salvation means that other believers will be indwelt by the Spirit. Since, as we saw earlier, the indwelling Spirit involves also the indwelling Christ, it must be concluded that all new covenant believers will be “in Christ” and vitally sharing his life.
The question of spiritual gifts may not be as explicit. But given the need for ministry throughout the kingdom age and the fact there will be those serving in various capacities, it seems best to conclude that they will fulfill these roles by being spiritually enabled by the indwelling Spirit—that is, through spiritual gifts. Paul’s suggestion that the spiritual gifts will cease only with the final perfection (1Co 13:10) also points to some continuation of the gifts until that time.
A study of the body metaphor therefore leads us to conclude that this image is applicable to others besides believers who are in the church. The image is not intended to be a metaphorical description of the church as an entity distinct from all others. There is, in fact, nothing in Paul’s use of this image that restricts it to the church. Rather, like the metaphor of the bride, it is a useful picture applicable to the church, but also to other believers who in the course of historical redemption are similarly related to Christ and the Spirit. That the church is called the “body of Christ” at present does not preclude such a wider application, even as the use of the bride metaphor for Israel in the Old Testament did not preclude its use in reference to the church in the New Testament.
This interpretation of the metaphors of the bride and body provides a model for the other images of the church. None are explicitly limited to the church in New Testament teaching. Therefore their possible application must be found in relation to the rest of Scripture.
The teaching of the metaphors thus indicates that the members of the church share the same salvation in relation to Christ and the Spirit as other believers. This accords fully with the earlier discussion of the “mysteries” related to the church. The salvation of the messianic age has already dawned through the person and work of Christ in his first coming. The members of the church are the first to enjoy it, and the metaphors convey something of its marvelous nature. As we noted earlier, however, sharing the same spiritual realities does not preclude distinctive functions within the people in the historical outworking of God’s plan of salvation.
Chapter 8
The People of God, Israel, and the Church
THE CRUCIAL distinction between dispensational and non-dispensational interpretations of Scripture centers on the meaning of Israel and the church. As indicated in chapter 1, dispensationalism has undergone considerable modification recently, moving toward greater harmony with non-dispensationalism in some areas. Even on the crucial issue, many dispensationalists see much greater unity than that taught by their forerunners. Instead of asserting a radical dichotomy of purpose and destiny, they see both Israel and the church as belonging to the one people of God and serving one historical purpose. Nevertheless, a clear distinction between dispensationalists and non-dispensationalists remains.
Non-dispensationalists have generally viewed the church as a “new Israel” or a “spiritual Israel.” Herman Ridderbos expresses this in a typical way in defining the church as “the continuation of Israel”: “On the one hand, in a positive sense it presupposes that the church springs from, is born out of Israel; on the other hand, the church takes the place of Israel as the historical people of God.”1 Many non-dispensationalists today still see a future salvation for ethnic Israel, but only as a part of the new Israel, the church. The Israel of the Old Testament in the aspect of a nation distinct from the gentile nations has no special place or role to play in the future. The Old Testament prophecies that spoke of Israel’s serving the nations have now been assumed by the new Israel.
By contrast, dispensationalists affirm that Israel retains its Old Testament meaning as an ethnic people throughout the New Testament. Even though the believers in the church have come to share in the present messianic salvation along with Jews and the church is now serving God’s kingdom purpose, Israel in its historic meaning will yet fulfill its promised destiny.
An examination of the biblical teaching on the people of God and the identities of Israel and the church reveals both a unity and a distinction, or, as it is often stated, a continuity and a discontinuity.
I. THE CONCEPT OF “THE PEOPLE OF GOD”
The biblical idea of “the people of God” originates in reference to Israel in the Old Testament. In this use it signifies a people with whom God, through his elective love, has established a special relationship. The people become his “treasured possession” (e.g., Ex 19:5; Dt 7:6; 14:2; “own possession,” NASB). This relationship is expressed and formally ratified in a covenant between God and his people (i.e., the Mosaic or Sinai covenant). The distinctive element in the concept of “the people of God” is therefore religious. H. Strathmann concludes that the term applied to the nation of Israel “expresses a sense of distinction from all other peoples on the basis of religion, an awareness that Israel stands in a special relation to Yahweh.”2
Although the term “people of God” begins with the nation of Israel and has this predominant meaning throughout the Old Testament, there is already in the prophets the anticipation that some outside of Israel will come under its purview. Of the messianic days, Zechariah declares, “Many nations will be joined with the LORD in that day and will become my people” (2:11). Isaiah also looks forward to the day when Egypt and Assyria, traditional historical foes of Israel, will become “the third party” with her, and God will say, “Blessed be Egypt my people, Assyria my handiwork, and Israel my inheritance” (19:24–25; cf. Zec 9:7: the Philistines will be “like a clan in Judah,” NASB).
Many other statements about the salvation of the nations and the worship of the true God relate to this same truth even though they do not explicitly use the expression “the people of God.” Solomon’s prayer that “all the peoples of the earth may know your name and fear you, as do your own people Israel” is prophesied as a coming reality (e.g., Isa 25:6–7; 45:18–25; 55:4–7; Jer 16:19; Zep 3:9; Ps 148:11–13). Significantly for our purposes, the concept of “God’s people” is extended to the gentile nations in the Old Testament without their becoming a part of Israel. Thus, even before the New Testament was written, the concept of “the people of God” embraced both Israel and those outside of that nation.3
We find a similar, dual application of the “people of God” in the New Testament. One would naturally expect this terminology to carry over to the historical people of Israel before the call of the Gentiles into the church. This is, in fact, what happens frequently in the Gospels. But this usage does not cease with the inauguration of the church and the calling of the Gentiles. We will not look at all the New Testament references, but the writings of Luke, which contain more than half of the occurrences of “people” () in the New Testament, amply prove the point. Of the thirty-six uses in the Gospels and forty-four in Acts, Helmut Flender notes that “with few exceptions it is used exclusively of the Jewish people.”4 The continued use of this designation for the natural people of Israel during the church age is seen in Paul’s description of Israelites as “his [God’s] people” (Ro 11:1–2).
But the term also applies to those from other nations who now are included in the church. The messianic times that were anticipated in the Old Testament, when God’s salvation would extend to the Gentiles, have dawned, according to apostolic teaching. God is taking from among the “Gentiles” those who can be called “a people for himself" (“for His name,” NASB), even as Israel was prior to this time (Ac 15:14; cf. 18:10). Especially significant in this regard are the instances where Old Testament references to Israel as the people of God are now applied to the church that includes both Jews and Gentiles. The redeemed of the church, like Israel, are “a people that are his very own” (Tit 2:13; cf. Ex 19:5; see also Ro 9:25f.; 2Co 6:16; and esp. 1Pe 2:9–10).
As we will see, applying to the church these terms that formerly applied exclusively to Israel does not mean that the church now assumes that position exclusively for herself. However, this new usage does clearly indicate that the “people of God” has been enlarged to include those from nations other than Israel. While acknowledging that the church through faith in Jesus Christ has become the “people of God,” H. Bietenhard warns against applying this title exclusively to the church:
That is not, of course, to say that in the NT the church has simply taken the place of Israel as the people of God, as if Israel had lost the priority given to her by God. This is perhaps the major problem that Paul wrestles with in Rom. His conclusion is that Israel is and remains God’s people, and has not been rejected by God (cf. Rom. 9–11, especially, Rom. 9:4f.; 11:1f.).5
Similarly, Strathmann states in relation to Acts 15:14 that
Thus far(people) and
(Gentiles or nations) had been mutually exclusive terms. Now there rises up to God’s name from the
a
independent of all national preconditions…The title is not herewith taken from Israel. But another
now takes its place along with Israel on a different basis.6
This summary of the biblical teaching on “the people of God” provides the fundamental outline of the relationship of Israel and the church. In the final sense it is perhaps best to say that “the people of God” are one people because all will be related to him through the same covenant salvation. But this fundamental unity in a relation to God through Christ does not remove Israel’s distinction as a special nation called of God for a unique ministry in the world as a nation among nations. Nor does it define the totality of the people of God as “Israel,” requiring that the church is somehow a “new Israel.”
II. THE IDENTITY OF ISRAEL
To determine the relationship of the church and Israel, it is important to focus on the meaning and usage of these terms by the writers of Scripture. This is not to deny the validity of theological reasoning and even the so-called semantic field, where different terminology may be used for the same concept. Nevertheless, the express meaning of the terms as used by the biblical authors must have priority over these other considerations. Moreover, in light of the frequency of use by the biblical writers of the specific terms “Israel” and “church,” it is difficult to accept that these other considerations should give these terms a different meaning from that found in their explicit use.
A. The Meaning of Israel in the Old Testament
The term “Israel” (i.e., “he who strives with God,” or “God strives”) first appears in Scripture as a name of honor divinely bestowed on Jacob following his struggle with God at Peniel (Ge 32:28). It continued to be used as an alternate name for Jacob throughout his life and after his death (e.g., Ge 35:21; Ex 32:13). From the literal designation of Jacob’s twelve sons as “the sons of Israel” (Ge 42:5), the term “Israel” came to be applied to his descendants in general (Ex 1:7) and then to the nation that was formed from them (cf. Ex 19:5).
With the division of the kingdom after Solomon’s reign, “Israel” became the designation for the northern kingdom of the ten tribes centered in Ephraim in distinction to the kingdom of “Judah” (including the tribe of Benjamin) in the south (e.g., 1Sa 11:8; 1Ki 12:16). However, “Israel” was still used on occasion to refer to all the covenant people, including the southern kingdom (Isa 5:7) and to that kingdom alone after the dissolution of the northern kingdom. For Judah alone came to represent the people Israel (Mic 3:1). Thus the Old Testament usage manifests a consistent application of the term “Israel” to Jacob and his descendants that evolved into the nation of Israel.
One apparent exception to this usage is Isaiah’s application of “Israel” to the Lord’s servant in Isaiah 49:1–6. Although the prophet frequently applied the concept of “servant” to the people of Israel, in this passage the servant is ministering to Israel; so Israel can hardly be the servant. Scholars have rightly understood this reference to the servant “Israel” as pointing to the Messiah himself, who embodies “the ideal of what Yahweh’s servant should be.”7
Identifying “Israel” with the coming Messiah, however, cannot be made the basis of teaching that all who finally are “in Christ” are therefore equivalent to Israel. Isaiah is applying the honorific title “Israel” to the Messiah as the true Servant who will finally accomplish the task of Israel. But this does not indicate a change in the meaning of “Israel” or the rejection of the nation as the servant. Rather, the picture is that of Israel as a corporate personality in which the head first ministers to the body in order that the body may then accomplish its mission through the head. Israel was given a mission to the nations, and it is only through her Messiah, the perfect Servant of the Lord, that she can accomplish this task.
That this use of “Israel” for Christ as the head of the corporate people of Israel does not include Gentiles is seen in the fact that Christ never applied this name to himself, nor did the early church ever call Jesus “Israel.”
In the Old Testament teaching, therefore, “Israel” signifies a community of people with a special relationship to God. This community is marked off from other peoples, first by its religious relationship with the true God, but also by its physical descendants. While it was possible for those who were not biological descendants from Abraham through Jacob to become part of the commonwealth of Israel as proselytes, the physical element is never discarded in favor of a purely religious definition of Israel. The “Jewish view” stated by Jakob Jocz accurately expresses the Old Testament evidence: “What divides Israel from the rest of humanity is not entirely physical, and is not entirely spiritual, but a combination of both. The physical and the spiritual are never separate entities.”8
Of crucial significance in defining Israel according to the Old Testament is the recognition that the community of Israel constituted a “nation.” God had promised Abraham that his descendants would become “a great nation” (Ge 12:2; cf. 17:5; 18:18). Deuteronomy 26:5 refers to the people as becoming “a great nation, powerful and numerous” during the Egyptian bondage. But it was through the freedom from political domination at the Exodus and the subsequent covenant at Sinai that their “nation” status was formally ratified.9 The covenant relationship with God established them as “a kingdom of priests and a holy nation” (Ex 19:6). The terms “kingdom” and “nation” both have clear national and political significance. Although it is not nearly as common as the term “people,” the term “nation” is subsequently applied to the community of Israel (cf. Ex 33:13: “this nation is your people”; Dt 4:34).
The difference in use points not only to the distinction in meanings between “people” and “nation,” but also to that dimension of the term “Israel” that, at least according to its foundational Old Testament meaning, distinguishes it from the concept of “church.” The lofty word “people,” being a more “archaically poetical and solemn word”10 and carrying “a strong emphasis on the element of consanguinity as the basis of union,”11 was used to express Israel’s special relation to God in distinction from all other peoples who are ordinarily called “nations.”12 In addition, the term “people” was less political and could be used for Israel following the end of the Davidic kingship in Jerusalem, when “Israel” no longer constituted an actual political entity.13
Despite the less frequent use of “nation,” Israel as “the people of God” was a national entity. Acknowledging that the Old Testament does not provide a precise definition of a nation, Ronald E. Clements identifies three major elements that are relevant, namely, race, government, and territory.14
All three elements are evident in the Old Testament picture of Israel. Even though, as previously noted, the common racial origin was expressed more in the concept of “people,” Israel traced its origin as a “nation” back to Abraham (cf. Ge 12:2; 17:6; 18:18). Likewise, beginning at Sinai, Israel had a government. In the Mosaic covenant, according to Martin Buber, “YHVH unites with Israel into a political, theo-political unity.”15 The request for a king “such as all the nations have” (1Sa 8:5) demonstrates not only the normal form of government for that time, but the inherent connection of government with the concept of a nation.16 The third main aspect of a nation involves the possession of its own territory (cf. Isa 36:18–20; Ps 105:44). The many promises about a land for the descendants of Abraham who would constitute the promised nation (cf. Ge 12:7; 17:5) and the later possession of that land under Joshua demonstrate that Israel also bore this mark of a nation.17
Thus, in addition to its spiritual significance as “the people of God,” Israel in the Old Testament was literally a nation among the nations of the world. She was “a people who live apart” and would not “consider themselves one of the nations” (Nu 23:9). In assigning the territorial possessions of the nations of the world, God “set up boundaries for the peoples according to the number of the sons of Israel” (Dt 32:8–9). Meredith Kline confirms the reality of Israel as a national entity like other nations in saying of this action that “Yahweh took special interest in the geographical needs of Abraham’s numerous seed in his providential government of all nations…, for Israel was his elect people.”18
This status of a nation belongs to the very concept of Israel in terms of the Old Testament and cannot be separated from its religious meaning as “the people of God.” Clements points out the force of this concept in the book of Deuteronomy: “A pervasive assumption throughout the book is that Israel is a nation, and it can scarcely be said to countenance the possibility that Israel might continue to live as Yahweh’s people in some form other than that of a nation.”19 This unique blending of the religious and national dimensions continue to the present time in Jewish thought. In Judaism, according to Jocz, “…religion and nationhood are inseparably welded together.”20 Buber states, “It is being a nation, but because of its own peculiar connection with the quality of being a community of faith, it is more than that.”21
While we do not want to understate the central religious element in the identity of Israel, we believe it is essential to recognize this national element in defining the relationship between Israel and the church. Quite clearly the national element is lacking in the concept of the church in the New Testament. It remains for us to see whether the New Testament writers strip this dimension from their understanding of “Israel” in the light of the new work of the church.
B. The Meaning of Israel in the New Testament
1. Overview. The term “Israel” occurs sixty-eight times in the New Testament, predominantly in the writing of Matthew, Luke, and Paul.22 Apart from a few disputed references, which we will discuss later, all the instances refer to the “national” covenant people of the Old Testament.23 According to Reinhold Mayer, in the Synoptics “Israel stands for the people and also the land…The use of the word Israel in general clearly maintains the connection with the reality and hope of Israel.” John’s gospel also conforms to this basic Old Testament meaning.24 Similarly, Mark A. Elliott adds that in spite of a certain negative element in connection with Israel’s rejection of Christ,
the one consistent feature of the usage of the word [Israel] in the Gospels—in conformity with its use in the Jewish world generally—is that it retains its dignity. It continues to imply privilege associated with covenant, election and theocratic ideals…Nor do the Gospels deviate from the traditional significance of the term as referring to the descendants of Abraham (through Jacob). Never, for example, is the term used either of the church or of Gentiles.25
Because the new work of God in the church is not the primary subject of the Gospels either historically or theologically, it is in the writings that have direct reference to the church that we expect to find any new meaning and application of the concept of Israel. These writings, however, reveal no change. In regard to Luke’s writings, which include the fifteen uses of “Israel” in Acts, Jacob Jervell declares that the term “always refers to the Jewish people. At no time does it serve to characterize the church, i.e., it is never used as a technical term for the Christian gathering of Jews and Gentiles.”26 Similarly, aside from a few disputed passages, Paul’s many uses of “Israel” all refer to that historic people, as do the three references in Hebrews.
Peter and John never refer to “Israel” in their epistles, which are addressed to church believers. Of the three uses of “Israel” by John in the book of Revelation, the first is clearly of Old Testament Israel (2:14). The other two refer to the twelve tribes of Israel (7:4; 21:12), but their meaning is dependent on the proper understanding of the disputed passages concerning Israel and the church in the epistles.
2. The Disputed Passages About the Meaning of “Israel.” Despite this general picture that the New Testament uses of the term “Israel” refer to the ethnic nation of the Old Testament, Christian scholars for centuries have understood the New Testament to teach that the church is, in fact, the “new Israel.” They have tended to base this view more on a broad reading of Scripture rather than on specific texts that use the terms “Israel” or “Jew.” The primary biblical concepts underlying this view—namely, the meaning of the “seed of Abraham,” the application of the new covenant, and the development of the kingdom—have already been discussed, with the conclusion that they do not compel any change of the meaning of “Israel” to include Gentiles.27
The general usage of the term “Israel” in the New Testament, as we have viewed it, would appear to support that conclusion. At least it must be acknowledged by all that the theological concept of the church as a “new Israel” is never clearly, let alone prominently, taught by Paul with that terminology. A few disputed texts (two using the term “Israel”; one, “Jew”), however, are often cited as evidence for giving the terms this new meaning. In addition, the concept is said to be taught by the fact that language which had previously been used for Israel is now applied to all believers in the church.
a. Texts using “Israel” or “Jew” (Ro 9:6; 2:28–29; Gal 6:16). One passage frequently cited in teaching of a “new Israel” is the apostle Paul’s statement in Romans 9:6: “For not all who are descended from Israel are Israel.” Proponents of the “new Israel” view combine this statement of an “Israel” that is not the equivalent of the physical descendants of Israel with the subsequent reference to Abraham’s “natural children” as distinguished from his “children of the promise” (vv. 8–9) and see here an explicit reference to a new “spiritual Israel” composed of believing Jews and Gentiles. Of the entire section of Romans 9:6–29, C. H. Dodd says, “If He [God] chooses to reject the Jews and to elect Gentiles, then the true ‘Israel’ is composed of those whom He elects…Even if the entire Israelite nation is rejected, the promise has not been broken.”28
Similarly, Rudolf Bultmann cites this passage as evidence that “the election of the People of God…is now being realized in the Christian Congregation…,” which he then designates the “Israel of God.”29
Some acknowledge that the second “Israel” of verse 6 refers to an elect remnant within natural Israel, but still view the statement as somehow giving “Israel” a new definition that now includes Gentiles. Thus James D. G. Dunn, while denying a simple transfer of the blessings of historical Israel to the church, nevertheless concludes, “‘The Israel of God’ is still God’s covenant people, the character of whose covenant some Israelites…have misunderstood and into whom believing Gentiles are being incorporated.”30
While most interpreters today acknowledge that Paul is not going beyond natural Israel in the distinction made in Romans 9:6, it is important to recognize that the entire context of this passage deals with the problem of Israel and not Gentiles. Paul introduces this major section by declaring his concern for “my brothers, those of my own race, the people of Israel” (9:3–4); he goes on to elaborate God’s elective purpose among the physical descendants of Abraham (cf. 9:7–13). Johannes Munck explains, “It is not until 9:22 ff. that Paul includes the Gentile Christians in his reflection. Here in 9:6–13 the only point he makes is that claims cannot be made on the basis of physical descent, since descendants of the patriarchs with exactly the same claims were allotted different destinies.” It appears, then, that in verse 6 Paul does not “visualize ‘Israelites’ who do not belong to the physical Israel as being within the new Israel of the church.”31
The point of this entire passage is that while the promises of God to Israel may appear to have failed in that Israel is predominantly unbelieving, there is a remnant within Israel—what John Murray aptly calls “an ‘Israel’ within ethnic Israel.”32 The promises to Israel, therefore, retain their validity, as William Sanday and Arthur C. Headlam assert in their explanation of the verse: “St. Paul does not mean here to distinguish a spiritual Israel (i.e., the Christian Church) from fleshly Israel, but to state that the promises made to Israel might be fulfilled even if some of his descendants were shut out from them.”33
The following distinction between Abraham’s “natural children” and those of “the promise” must be understood from the context. The terminology of “Abraham’s children” and those of “promise” are applied to Gentile believers in other passages (e.g., Ro 4:9–17; Gal 3:23). But as we saw in chapter 2, the Abrahamic promise encompasses more than the great nation of Israel; it ultimately includes Gentiles as well.34 But in this context, which deals with “Israel,” the distinction with regard to Abraham’s descendants is limited to ethnic Israel and is therefore not redefining “Israel” to include Gentiles. Again, Sanday and Headlam, citing the context, declare, “All of these expressions ( [children of God],
[children of the promise] are used elsewhere of Christians, but that is not their meaning in this passage.”35
Consideration of the context also leads to the correct understanding of the identity of the real “Jew” in Romans 2:28–29. The Jews are described as those who are “circumcised in heart” by the Holy Spirit, and this description has led many scholars to conclude that all believers in Christ are “Jews” and therefore “Israel.”36 So, for example, Dunn sees the apostle’s statement as a description of “the eschatological Jew [who] is Gentile as well as Jew!”37
Although in verse 26 Paul does speak of the obedience of Gentiles as counting for a certain “circumcision” and speaks also of the spiritual circumcision of all believers in Christ (cf. Col 2:11–12), the context of this statement—like that of 9:6—is concerned with ethnic Jews and not believers in general. Clearly, by verse 17 Paul is addressing those who call themselves “Jews.”38 The term “Jew,” like “Israel,” carried not only ethnic but also religious meaning, and the apostle was concerned to define its true meaning, which always involved faith and obedience and not simply an external covenant claim. The presence of the Spirit brought a new depth to the inward reality in accord with the promise, but neither in the Old Testament promise nor in the New Testament teaching is there any indication that this changes the meaning of “Jew.” Although depth of inwardness was new under the new covenant, one could argue that Paul’s notion of inwardness was not essentially different in kind from that under the old covenant, which likewise called for spiritual reality (cf. Dt 10:16; Jer 4:4).
This passage on the inner nature of a true “Jew,” therefore, falls in the same category as the “Israel” of promise (9:6). In both contexts the discussion deals with the division between those who bear the name merely by ethnicity and those who also bear it with the more significant religious meaning—the latter not canceling out the former. Linking these passages together, Walter Gutbrod concludes,
We are not told here [Ro 9:6] that Gentile Christians are the true Israel. The distinction at R. 9:6 does not go beyond what is presupposed at Jn. 1:47, and it corresponds to the distinction between ’[a Jew inwardly] and ’
![]()
[a Jew outwardly] at R. 2:28f., which does not imply that Paul is calling Gentiles the true Jews.39
These two texts in Romans, therefore, provide no exegetical support for applying the term “Israel” to the church. All the many uses of “Israel” by Paul in Romans retain their historical meaning for the ethnic people of the Old Testament. To understand Paul as eliminating any national or ethnic meaning from the terms “real Jew” or the “Israel” through which the promise will be effected appears to be a reductionism that goes beyond any explicit teaching of his.
b. The “Israel of God” (Gal 6:16). The text most frequently cited in identifying the church as a “new Israel” is Galatians 6:16. After declaring that circumcision is of no value in the new creation in Christ, Paul says, “And those who will walk by this rule, peace and mercy be upon them, and upon the Israel of God” (NASB). The Greek word translated “and” can have an explicative sense of “even” (so NIV), which in this instance could render the interpretation that “those who will walk by this rule” are the equivalent of “the Israel of God.” Several factors, however, make this unlikely.
First, this explicative sense is not common in the writings of Paul.40 Unless there are strong contextual grounds, the usual copulative (i.e., “and”) should be retained.41
Second and perhaps most important, if “the Israel of God” is a reference to the church, it would be the only instance where the apostle gives “Israel” this meaning. Ernest DeWitt Burton rightly argues that because “there is…no instance of his [Paul’s] using ‘ (Israel) except of the Jewish nation or a part thereof,” we should view “the interpretation of the expression as applying not to the Christian community, but to Jews.”42 W. D. Davies likewise recognizes that Paul does not refer anywhere in Galatians to a “new Israel,” nor does he elsewhere use “Israel” to represent the church. Davies states that if this were the meaning in Galatians 6:16, “one would have expected to find support for it in Rom. ix-xi where Paul extensively deals with ‘Israel.’”43 This is especially pertinent in that the Galatian letter was probably the first of Paul’s extant writings.44 If he did in fact believe that the church was the “Israel of God” at the time he wrote to the Galatians, why do we not find evidence of this meaning in his many subsequent uses of the term “Israel”?
Third, the purpose and message of the epistle as a whole best support the conclusion that the phrase is a reference to the Jewish people. It is generally agreed that in contrast to his other letters, Paul wrote Galatians with singleness of purpose, namely, to defend the purity of the gospel of salvation by grace through faith apart from any legal works.45 While this is the theological theme of the epistle, in the historical situation it serves specifically as the defense of Paul’s ministry. The entire book is bracketed by the beginning pronouncement of a curse on any who would preach a message contrary to what Paul preached (1:8–9) and a closing blessing on those who remained loyal to his gospel (6:16). Between those brackets Paul explains that he has a particular apostolic commission, namely, to take the gospel to the Gentiles. Just as others had been given grace to go to the “circumcised,” so he and his colleagues were equipped by God to “go to the Gentiles” (2:7–9; cf. 1:16). His gospel was therefore “the gospel to [lit. of] the uncircumcised” (2:7). It was effective whether or not one was circumcised (cf. 5:6; 6:15).
Paul’s doctrine of justification by faith apart from circumcision or other Jewish practices (cf. 4:10) related not only to personal soteriology, but also to the progress of salvation history. With the coming of Christ, the way had been opened for salvation to go to the Gentiles without their becoming Jews or a part of Israel. As argued later in Romans, the doctrine of justification by faith apart from the works of the law indicates that God is not the God of the Jews only, but also the God of the Gentiles (Ro 3:29–30).
Far from seeking to merge the Gentiles into some sort of “new Israel” by calling them “the Israel of God,” Paul was asserting their equal participation with Jews in the new messianic salvation that came through Christ. The apostle’s ministry to the Gentiles was in his mind the fulfillment of God’s promise to Abraham that “all the nations shall be blessed in you” (Gal 3:8, citing Ge 12:3). That same promise included statements about Israel (cf. Ge 12:2), but Paul did not refer to these. The salvation of the Gentiles was not the fulfillment of the promises to the nation of Israel, according to the letter to the Galatians.
Paul’s concept of unity involved a spiritual oneness in Christ in which there was no difference in relation to God (cf. Gal 3:29), but it was not a unity that dissolved all historical differences. Paul had no problem with Jewish believers’ continuing the practice of circumcision. He had Timothy circumcised for the sake of having an effective witness to the Jews. But to require this practice of Gentiles implied that something in addition to faith was needed for salvation. This something also suggested that salvation involved living like Jews (Gal 2:14). Paul adamantly rejected both implications and affirmed that salvation comes by faith alone to both Jews and Gentiles.
George Howard asserts that Paul was concerned to establish a universal gospel, not a gospel confined to Israel. Howard also argues that Paul’s concept of unity required the continued identity of both Gentile and Jew.
Belief in Yahweh as the one universal God thus demanded mutual recognition between Jews and Gentiles that they both belonged to the same God. We may even go further and say that any attempt on either side to erase the ethnic and cultural nature of the other would be to destroy Paul’s particular concept of unity between Jews and Gentiles.46
Paul’s gospel and his ministry to the Gentiles that he defends in Galatians is in accord with what he wrote to the Romans later on. There he outlines God’s future plans, which involve both the Gentiles and Israel in the service of God, for the salvation of each other so as eventually to include both within his kingdom (Ro 11:11–36). On these grounds Howard asserts that “the ultimate goal, in Paul’s mind, was the mutual recognition of each under the divine rule of Jahweh, the God of Abraham.”47
If we see the message of Galatians as a defense not only of justification by faith alone, but also of Paul’s ministry of salvation to Gentiles as Gentiles, it becomes extremely unlikely that Paul would conclude his argument by calling Gentiles “the Israel of God.” It is much more probable, in view of his strong condemnation of the Judaizers who sought to enslave the Gentile converts, that Paul sought to recognize also the validity of a true Israel. As Peter Richardson says, “…to prevent the Galatians from moving…to a new Christian exclusiveness and sectarianism, he adds his prayer for mercy on God’s faithful people.”48
Thus, whether the reference is to Jews in the church who were presently walking according to Paul’s rule or to the “all Israel” destined for eschatological salvation (Ro 11:26), it is more in line with the apostle’s language, his overall theology, and the message of Galatians to view “the Israel of God” as a reference to Jewish people. Indeed, this view appears to be gaining adherents among present-day scholars, no doubt because of increasing theological interest regarding Israel’s place in God’s plan.49
Paul’s use of the term “Israel,” therefore, lends no support to the idea of a continuity of Old Testament Israel with the church in the sense that the church assumes the place of a “new Israel” in God’s historical plan of salvation. D. W. B Robinson writes,
For Paul there is only one Israel. He does not speak—as do some modern theologians—of an “old Israel” and a “new Israel.” He nowhere suggests that Israel has lost or changed its original character. He does not, in short, propose any new definition. Israel is the people or nation Israel, of whose identity no one had any doubt.50
For Paul, the historic Israel, although partially and temporarily hardened, yet had a future and therefore could not be superseded by a new people of God (cf. Ro 11:25–26). J. Christiaan Beker asserts on the basis of Romans 9–11 that Paul’s present mission as “an apostle of the Gentiles” (11:13; cf. Gal 1:15–16) and leader in the church “does not negate Israel’s historical mission to the world…Israel’s strategic position in salvation-history is not confined to its past, as if Israel is now absorbed by the church. Israel remains a distinct entity in the future of God’s purpose. Thus…Paul simply refuses to equate the Gentile church with the new/true Israel.”51
c. The application of “the circumcision” to the church. Despite the absence of explicit statements calling the church “Israel,” some scholars maintain that this equation is formed in the way that the New Testament writers frequently apply to the church various terminology previously ascribed to Israel. One key example is Paul’s assertion against his legalistic Jewish opponents that all believers in Christ constitute “the circumcision” (Php 3:3).52 From this statement these interpreters conclude that “the church of Jesus Christ…is the true Israel (Gal 6:16), heir of all the rights and privileges belonging to it (Rom 9:24–26; 1 Pet 1:9–10, including the right to the title, (‘circumcision’).”53
In response we note first of all that the apostle himself does not identify the church with Israel in this passage and context. On the contrary, he uses the term “Israel” only two verses later in the historical sense of the ethnic people; he identifies himself as being “of the people of Israel” (Php 3:5). There is no indication that this “Israel” is now an “old Israel” whose promises have somehow been transferred to a “new Israel.” Beyond this, however, the strong metaphorical meaning of circumcision in both the Old and New Testaments coupled with the point of controversy between Paul and his foes in Philippi suggests that such a change in the meaning of “Israel” is in no way a necessary conclusion to this teaching on circumcision.
Paul’s purpose in Philippians 3 is clearly to rebuke those who were relying on physical circumcision in their relationship to God. Their confidence for righteousness was “in the flesh” (v. 3) as opposed to the true righteousness, “which is through faith in Christ” (v. 9). In opposing a confidence in bodily circumcision, Paul was building on the teaching of the Old Testament that called for a “spiritual circumcision” in the face of a similar reliance on the physical rite. Such a spiritual circumcision is usually said to be “of the heart” (cf. Lev 26:41; Dt 10:16; 30:6; Jer 9:25–26; Eze 44:7), but it could also be applied to the ears (Jer 6:10; cf. Ac 7:51) and lips (Ex 6:12, 30). Paul’s antagonists at Philippi were much like the people addressed by the prophets. The issue was one of obtaining righteousness before God—in other words, salvation.
Even under the Mosaic covenant, wherein physical circumcision was prescribed for Israel, it was not the physical rite, but the spiritual reality of humble submission to God in faith that effected justification—i.e., spiritual circumcision of the heart.
The inauguration of the new covenant and the ending of the old Mosaic covenant in Christ put circumcision in a newer light. For Paul’s Jewish opponents, physical circumcision was emblematic of righteousness related to law-keeping under the old covenant (cf. Ac 15:1, 5). So Paul could argue that breaking the law was the equivalent to not being circumcised (cf. Ro 2:25). But with the coming of Christ, the righteousness of God (which could not finally be obtained under the law) was shown to come through faith in Christ. Physical circumcision, which had validity as a sign of the old covenant between God and his people, could now have no real meaning under the new covenant. Circumcision as part of the dividing wall between Jew and Gentile had been obliterated (cf. Eph 2:14–18). Now “in Christ Jesus neither circumcision nor uncircumcision has any value” (Gal 5:6; cf. 6:15; 1Co 7:19).
Paul’s giving preeminence to a spiritual circumcision over a physical rite was thus linked clearly to the ultimate question of salvation by faith alone through Christ and freedom from the old covenant. This matter of “spiritual salvation,” not broader questions of the meaning of “Israel” or the future of that people, is the real issue in all the contexts relating to the question of a true circumcision (see also Col 3:10).
That the apostle should use the metaphor of “spiritual circumcision” to picture the true saving faith and apply it to Gentiles as well as Israel is perfectly reasonable. First, as a concept already taught by the prophets and still present within Palestinian Judaism during the New Testament era, it could not help but be meaningful in his debate with the Jewish legalists, who tended to emphasize the outward rite.54 But beyond its pertinence to the debate with Judaism, the Scriptures clearly affirm that “spiritual circumcision” was applicable to the saving faith of Gentiles as well as Jews.
The initial use of circumcision in Scripture—and certainly the most significant for its understanding in Paul’s writings—is that of Abraham. Citing Abraham as a model of justification by faith, Paul explains that the patriarch’s circumcision was “a seal of the righteousness that he had by faith while he was still uncircumcised” (Ro 4:11). Thus the first record of circumcision did not signify membership in Israel, but a righteousness with God through faith that Abraham had before the institution of the physical rite that was later prescribed for Old Testament covenant people. In terms that are used later in Scripture, one could say that Abraham was “circumcised in heart” apart from and prior to any physical rite.
Moreover, Paul regarded Abraham at this point as standing in the same position as the Gentiles. Thus Abraham was both the father of the “uncircumcised”—that is, the Gentiles—who share the same faith that he had apart from circumcision and the father of the “circumcised”—that is, Israel of faith. The rite of physical circumcision that came to identify Israel thus stands secondary to a prior “spiritual circumcision” of faith that belonged to Abraham when he represented the Gentiles. So the meaning of circumcision as revealed in this initial example of Abraham is applicable to Gentiles as well as Israel, for Abraham as “circumcised in heart” is the father of both.
Paul wrote that because “there is only one God,” there is finally only one method of justification for both Jew and Gentile (cf. Ro 3:28–30), namely the faith of Abraham. As a seal of the righteousness of this faith, circumcision in its deepest spiritual meaning can be applied to both. A hint that this terminology would apply to Gentiles in the future can be seen in Jeremiah’s suggestion that all who will finally be saved, even among the Gentiles, must be circumcised “in heart” (Jer 9:25–26).
The applicability to Gentiles is also evident in Paul’s designation of Abraham’s circumcision as a “sign,” or “distinguishing mark,” no doubt of the covenant that God had given to him (Ro 4:11; Ge 17:10–11). Therefore, the initial use of circumcision did not pertain to the covenant with which God established his relationship with Israel at Sinai (cf. Ex 19:5). Instead, it was a sign of the Abrahamic covenant, which included the “great nation,” Israel, but also “all peoples on earth” (Ge 12:2–3).
To be sure, the promise of Abraham was first administered through the Sinaitic covenant and the people of Israel, but it was never limited only to Israel. It always looked to the universal blessing of all nations. Both the Old and New Testaments looked forward to the time of a new covenant, when the salvation of God based on the promise to Abraham would go out to the Gentiles as well as Israel. Abraham’s circumcision, therefore, stood for more than a sign of Israel’s relationship to God. Only by somehow identifying all the participants in the Abrahamic covenant as “Israel” and making him the father of “Israel” alone, can all those related to the “sign” of the covenant—circumcision—be labeled “Israel.” Many interpreters do just that, but this identification has no explicit basis in Scripture.
In summary, Paul’s teaching about spiritual circumcision is always limited to the question of a spiritual relationship to God. For all in Christ there can be no distinction in this regard. But the absence of a spiritual distinction does not mean there are no distinctions at all. Nowhere in discussions of “spiritual circumcision” does Scripture explicitly specify Gentiles as “Jews” or the church as a “new Israel.” Beyond this, the meaning of circumcision in its historical application to Abraham provides a basis for its spiritual application for all his descendants, Gentiles as well as Israel.
d. Similar language applied to Israel and the church. In addition to “circumcision,” the New Testament applies to the church other terminology that previously referred to Israel. Peter offers a clear example in addressing the recipients of his first epistle in language that expressly applied to Israel at her inauguration as a nation. Peter’s audience was “a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people for God’s own possession” (1Pe 2:9 NASB; cf. Ex 19:6). Obviously including Gentiles, Peter further said, in language originally spoken of Israel, “Once you were not a people, but now you are the people of God” (v. 10; cf. Hos 1:9–10; 2:23).
For many scholars, this application of Israel’s terminology to the church means that the New Testament writers were identifying the church as a new Israel, hence redefining the concept of Israel. J. Ramsey Michaels, for example, says correctly that Hosea’s statements that those who were not a people will become God’s people mean that “these gentile Christians of Asian Minor are reenacting a chapter of Israel’s own history.” But does it necessarily follow from this “that the very language that identifies them as Gentiles at the same time confirms their identity (established by the metaphors of v. 9 as ‘Israel’)”? Is Peter really identifying the church as “simply ‘Israel’ as God intended her from the time of the Exodus, a holy people called to worship and praise God in the world”?55
That many aspects of Israel are applicable to the “people of God” in the church cannot be denied. The salvation purpose of God is presently being carried out through the church. In its witness to “the excellencies of him,” it can be rightly seen as performing a priestly service to the world that belonged originally to the nation of Israel (cf. Isa 43:20–21). Because of the basic continuity in the nature of God’s salvation and the consequent nature of “the people of God,” many aspects of the earlier covenant people are applicable to the covenant people of the New Testament church.
Several factors, however, militate against using this transfer of terminology as evidence to prove that the church is, in fact, a new Israel. First, the Scriptures frequently reveal different applications of similar language without implying a change in identity. The fact that the same phrase about God’s son being called out of Egypt applies to both Israel and Christ does not make these objects identical (cf. Hos 11:1 and Mt 2:15). God’s similar working throughout salvation history makes the use of analogous language common in the biblical revelation.
Second, while the language of Israel and its function is generally applicable to the church during this age, it is difficult to see all of the function of Israel in relation to world as taking place through the church as “new Israel,” unless one holds to a generally postmillennial view of history. The Old Testament concept of the messianic kingdom with Israel at its center clearly pictures a salvation for the world including peace and prosperity among the nations that transcends the present spiritual salvation witnessed by the church.56
Finally, although much language about Israel is applied to the church, the name “Israel” is not used. Many aspects of Israel’s old covenant experience were typical in the sense of looking forward to a final fulfillment, but Israel itself is never portrayed as a type in the strict sense of being superseded by an antitype. These facts make it preferable to conclude with Peter Richardson,
In spite of the many attributes, characteristics, privileges and prerogatives of the latter [Israel] which are applied to the former [church], the Church is not called Israel in the NT. The continuity between Israel and the Church is partial; and the discontinuity between Israel B.C. and its continuation A.D. is partial.57
The New Testament writers thus give no support for a change from the Old Testament usage that defines Israel as a national people. Nor does the use of similar terminology for Israel and the church argue for a continuity of the people of God that in essence views the church as a “new Israel” taking the place of historical Israel in God’s salvation plan for the world. Not only that, but the New Testament clearly affirms a future for Israel in the historic sense.58
4. Conclusion. Our study of the New Testament evidence for the identity of Israel has revealed that this term retains its basic Old Testament meaning as the national ethnic people. The rejection of Christ by the majority of the Jews led the apostles to express a division within ethnic Israel. So only a remnant “Israel” within the historic people of Israel is truly the Israel of promise. But this division was already expressed, though not as explicitly, in the prophetic writings of the Old Testament. No clear teaching of the New Testament ever goes beyond this understanding to include Gentiles in the true “Israel” by name.
The church in Christ, as we have seen, shares in the promises of God with Israel as the people of God. Moreover, with Israel’s salvation still in the future (cf. Ro 11:25–26), the church performs in a partial way the function originally given to Israel as God’s witness to the world. Thus many similarities can be and are expressed about the church and historic Israel. Yet, similarities do not require equating one with the other; and because the term “Israel” is not applied to the church, it seems that the New Testament writers did not draw this conclusion.
Significantly, some who regard the church as “Israel” essentially acknowledge that the New Testament never uses that name for the church. Horst Kuhli writes, “Despite the early demonstrable Christian self-understanding as the legal successor of Israel, the NT exercises extraordinary reserve in using the designation’ with respect to the Church or Christians.” Kuhli observes that there is not one instance that may be conclusively interpreted as evidence for applying the term “Israel” to the church.59 More amazingly, R. T. Stamm declares, “Although he [Paul] did believe that Christians constituted the true Israel, he never called the church the Israel of God, but used the word ‘Israel’ to designate the Jewish nation.”60 If, as is so commonly asserted, the New Testament writers did teach that the church is a “new Israel,” it would seem incumbent for the proponents of that view to explain why, with the many references to “Israel,” it is not once applied unambiguously to the church.
II. THE IDENTITY OF THE CHURCH
To assert that the church is not equivalent to Israel raises the question of what distinguishes the two concepts. The discussion in the earlier part of the chapter showing that both are “the people of God” immediately teaches that the church is not totally distinct Israel. For both to bear this appellation, they must have much in common. But if they are distinct, there must also be something that distinguished them. Our consideration of the identity of the church in relationship to Israel, therefore, will focus both on that which is common and that which is distinct.
A. The Similarity Between the Church and Israel
Dispensationalists traditionally have distinguished the church from Israel by many spiritual realities that were claimed to belong exclusively to the believers of the present church age. These centered on the body nature of the church and the related doctrines of the baptism with the Spirit and the indwelling Christ. We have argued in previous chapters that these spiritual realities are essentially the fulfillment of the promised new covenant salvation.61 Since this salvation was promised to both Israel and the nations, these realities that are new with the coming of Christ and the Spirit are not unique to the church. They belong to all God’s people and are, in fact, that which finally binds them together as the people of God.
The New Testament, in identifying the church, clearly puts the emphasis on its spiritual nature. The church is a spiritual organism alive with the resurrection life of Christ through the presence of the Spirit. It is the new humanity, the firstfruits after Christ of the new creation. Therefore it is possible to describe the church as the eschatological community of God’s people.
If the church and Israel—indeed, all the people of God of all ages—have these definitive spiritual realities in common, then we must ask whether Israel is included in the church. As we have seen, the “body of Christ” metaphor applies to all who share in Christ’s life, including future Israel. Does the fact that the body of Christ is expressly identified as “the church” (e.g., Col 1:18; Eph 5:23) mean that the salvation of Israel involves incorporation into the church as the body of Christ?
In response we note, first, that the idea of incorporating Israel into the church does not logically require that the church become a “new Israel.” To say that something is a part of something else does not make the two entities identical. Israel may share that which is common to the church, but have a distinct characteristic which is not shared by all in the church. An understanding that the New Testament teaches the final inclusion of Israel in the church would, therefore, in no way necessitate the denial of the continued distinct identity of that nation and its particular place in the outworking of salvation history. The question is thus not crucial to the ultimate understanding of Israel’s prophecies.
Without laboring the point, in our opinion the answer to the question rests on one’s understanding of the use of the word “church.” If it is the name of the body of Christ, or the final eschatological people of God throughout eternity, then it would be correct to include Israel in the church. Interestingly, however, one never finds the term “church” applied to those beyond the present age. Nowhere is the term as such, i.e., “the church” applied either to saints during the kingdom reign or in heaven either presently or in the future.
The only possible exception is the reference to the believer’s coming “to the heavenly Jerusalem…to the church of the firstborn, whose names are written in heaven” (Heb 12:22–23). Although many interpreters view this as a reference to members of the church in heaven,62 not all do, by any means. I. Howard Marshall, for example, holds that “the allusion is to men who are still on earth but who have been enrolled by God as his people…and who are seen as forming one company with the heavenly host and the righteous of the O.T. era.”63 Similarly, Barnabas Lindars considers this a reference to “the company of the converts on earth, ‘who are enrolled in heaven’ by having their names inscribed in the book of life (Rev. 21:27).”64 Along the same lines, James Moffatt notes that the reference to their names’ being written “in heaven” would be meaningless if the people were themselves already in heaven.65
With the single exception of this questionable reference in Hebrews, the word “church” is found only in reference to believers on earth during the present time between the first and second comings of Christ. Perhaps this usage means that the term signifies God’s people during the time when they exist as a distinct “assembly” sojourning in a world that is still marked primarily by rebellion. Different terminology may be more appropriate for God’s people when his rule characterizes the entire earth during the millennium and throughout eternity. Karl Ludwig Schmidt suggests such a distinction: “The Church is never triumphant. It is always militant, i.e., under pressure. Triumphant, it would be the
[kingdom of God], and no longer the
[church].”66
In summary, the question of whether or not Israel should be considered as ultimately a part of the church rests on the biblical application of the term “church.” If the church ultimately signifies all of God’s people who are in Christ, then surely the saved Israel will become a part of this body. By contrast, if “church” applies only to the present age, then it would seem not to encompass that future Israel that will turn to God in faith. In either case, the church is not thereby identified with “Israel.” They share a similar identity as the people of God enjoying equally the blessings of the promised eschatological salvation. But this commonality does not eliminate all distinctions between them.
B. The Distinction Between the Church and Israel
Rather than spiritual realities, it is the lack of national characteristics that distinguishes the church from Israel. As we have seen, Israel was not only the people of God but was also formed and chosen as a nation among nations. Although she did not exist as a nation for extensive periods of history and was displaced from the land, the concept of Israel never essentially changed. Ultimately, according to the prophets, she would be returned to the land and restored as a nation.
Contrariwise, the church is a spiritual entity that, despite its very real collective existence in time as the “assembly” (i.e., church), does not exist as a nation. At the Jerusalem council that confronted the issue of salvation among the Gentiles, the apostle James declared that God was “taking from the Gentiles a people for himself” (Ac 15:14). This entity was totally “independent of all national preconditions.”67 It is clear from the New Testament that this people, the church, is a community composed of both Jews and Gentiles in which neither race nor nationality nor ethnic identity has any bearing of any kind on status or function. The lack of a “national” character for the church in contrast to Israel is recongized by J. W. Flight: “…there is in the NT no hint of the organization of a Christian state, or any evidence of a sense of nationality on the part of the Christians as there was in Judaism.”68
The present work of God in the church is, therefore, distinct from the previous economy of salvation history in which Israel enjoyed a special relation to God as a nation among the nations (cf. Ps 147:20). It is also different from the Old Testament prophetic picture of the messianic kingdom in which Israel has a preeminent position among the nations.69 All will come to know God and share equally in his salvation, but Israel and the nations retain their identity. John Bright notes with regard to Isaiah’s prophecy, “…the worship of foreigners will be equally acceptable (56:6–8),” but “the Jews do not lose their place of preeminence.”70
The present nature of the church in which there is no such distinction between members of different nations is obviously distinct from these prophecies. The important question is whether the later revelation of the New Testament changes this prophetic picture. If the prophecies have been radically reinterpreted so that Israel loses its identity as a “nation,” then the conclusion that the church and Israel are essentially identical is inevitable. But as we have seen, such an identity between the church and Israel is never made in the New Testament. This in itself should give some hestiation to any reinterpretation which leads to such an identity.
In addition to retaining the meaning of Israel, the New Testament does not indicate any radical reinterpretation of the Old Testament prophecies. The apostles taught the inauguration of the messianic promises of the Old Testament during the present age. But they never went to the extent of saying that the experience of the church is the complete fulfillment of the prophecies. Thus, for example, the Spirit has come in fulfillment of Joel’s prophecy, but it is not necessary to see Peter as teaching that Joel 2:28ff. is completely fulfilled with Pentecost (cf. Ac 2:16–21).71 Likewise, James viewed the salvation of Gentiles as the fulfillment of Amos 9:11–12. But we go beyond his teaching if we claim that the prophecy of Amos is receiving its complete fulfillment in what is taking place in the church today (cf. Ac 15:13–18).72 Instead of teaching a complete fulfillment of the prophecies in the present, the New Testament often looks to the future for even greater blessing for the world, which includes a future for Israel (cf. Ro 11:11–36).73
The identity of the church as a “people” taken “from among [lit. ‘out of’] the Gentiles” makes it distinct from Israel, which is a “nation among nations.” Not only does the New Testament fail to identify the church as a “new Israel,” but such an identity runs counter to the Old Testament promises concerning Israel. The nations are not now coming to the church to learn the ways of God (cf. Isa 2:2–3). And how are we to understand the prophecies that Israel and the nations will both worship the same God if, in fact, all believers are “Israel” and the total “people of God” equals “Israel”? It is easier to harmonize the biblical teaching about the church and the nation of Israel if we maintain some distinctions in their identities.
III. THE POSTBIBLICAL DEVELOPMENT OF THE RELATIONSHIP OF THE CHURCH AND ISRAEL
A. The Identification of the Church as “New Israel”
What the New Testament writers did not do—namely, identify the church as “Israel”—the post-apostolic church did not long afterward. The first explicit statement to this effect is made by Justin Martyr in his Dialogue with Trypho around A.D. 160. But his statement was only the capstone of a developing tendency in the church to appropriate to itself the attributes and prerogatives that formerly belonged to historical Israel.74 With Justin’s statement, the developing theology of replacement was complete. There was no longer any place for historical Israel in salvation history. The prophecies addressed to this people henceforth belonged to the church.
Many scholars suggest that the trend toward seeing the church as a “new Israel” began with certain writers of the New Testament. The teaching of John especially is cited for excluding the Jews from the promises of God75 and equating Jesus with Israel—and thus the church is part of Israel.76 However, the negative statements of John and others about unbelieving Jews need not preclude a harmony between their teachings and those of Paul, who foretold an eventual turning of Israel to God in true faith. John, for example, recognized a true Israel (cf. Jo 1:47) while at the same time excluding unbelieving Jews from a relationship with Abraham and the promises (e.g., Jo 8:39–47) and insisting on belief in Jesus.
The post-apostolic writers, therefore, went beyond the New Testament in developing a theology about Israel and the church. At first they were cautious about applying the name “Israel” to the church. But the church increasingly assumed the prerogatives and privileges that Israel had formerly held, culminating in Justin’s appropriation of the name.
Justin’s statement, besides climaxing a theology of transfer, also marks a turning point in the attitudes of the church and Israel toward each other. Richardson notes that until that time “they are able to talk together, in some places to worship together, to expect and receive converts from one to the other; but after the mid-second century these possibilities seem to disappear.”77
B. Factors Contributing to the Theology of Replacement
The gradual development of a theology concerning the relationship of Israel and the church in the post-apostolic church did not take place in a vacuum. As the study of church history reveals, the theological enterprise is generally imposed upon the church by circumstances arising either from within the church or from outside. The church is forced to clarify its thought in relation to these new factors. The early post-apostolic Christians were not immune to this theological process. Numerous factors imposed themselves on the infant church as she attempted to come to an understanding of herself and Israel. That these were influential in her thought is evident in the literature of the period.78
1. The Developing Antagonism Between Judaism and Early Christianity.79 Beginning with the Gospels, the New Testament reveals an antagonism between the early church and the Jewish establishment. Numerous references report that followers of Jesus were being put out of the synagogues (cf. Jo 9:22; 12:42; 16:2) and facing more serious persecution including execution (cf. Ac 4:1ff.; 5:17ff.; 6:12ff.; 9:1; 1Th 2:14–16; Rev 2:9). This early strife between the authorities in Jerusalem and Jewish believers was acerbated by the failure of Christians to support the Jewish revolt against the Roman authorities in A.D. 66–70, the Christians choosing instead to flee Jerusalem for the safety of Pella, across the Jordan in Decapolis.
After the war, the schism deepened with the consolidation of Judaism in a council at Yavneh (Jamnia), near the Mediterranean, around A.D. 90. One result of this council was a ban on “heretical” books that included the Septuagint, the Greek version of the Old Testament that was used largely by Christians. Although it probably had a pre-Christian origin, a revised version of the Birkat ha-Minim—the Heretic Benediction, which pronounced a curse on all who departed from the standard Jewish faith—was also promulgated at Yavneh.80 Although the edict was not directed specifically at Christians, it was used against them, in effect excommunicating them from the synagogue.81 The result of this new self-definition of Judaism that took place in part as a reaction against the new Christianity caused the Christians, especially the gentile believers, increasingly to identify themselves over against Judaism.82
The second Jewish revolt (A.D. 132–135) led by Bar Kockhba brought the break between Judaism and the Palestinian Christians to its climax. Not only did the Christians again refuse to fight for Israel, but the Jewish support of Bar Kockhba as a messianic figure signaled its final rejection of Jesus as the Messiah. Richardson summarizes the negative effect of this second revolt: “…to all intents and purposes it severed the two groups, freeing later Christians from the need to assert close contact with Judaism and providing for them evidence of the full ‘judgment’ of God upon Israel. From this point, Christians polemize more consistently.”83
The antagonism between Israel and the church already extended beyond Palestine, as Paul’s epistles reveal. In the Roman world it was advantageous early on for the Jews to distinguish themselves from the Christians. This was probably accelerated by the indignation of the Jews at being expelled from Rome because of Christians in A.D. 49. By A.D. 64, the distinction was complete, and it is probable that Nero’s persecution of the Christians at that time was due in part to denunciations by Jews.84 After A.D. 70, some of that advantage would have been lost in the Jewish revolt. Nevertheless, the legal status of Judaism under Roman law in contrast to the illegality of Christianity until the time of Constantine in the fourth century gave it some advantage over Christianity. No doubt both Christianity and Judaism suffered from Roman persecution, but as time went on, the persecution was directed more exclusively against the church. Some evidence of the situation may be seen at the martyrdom of Polycarp sometime later (c. 165–168), when the Jews sided with the pagans.
In summary, the persecution of the early believers directly by Jews, and indirectly at times through the instigation of Roman persecution, played an important role in the break between Judaism and the church.85 The division itself would have caused the church to consider its identity more clearly in relation to Israel. The antagonism between the two groups, however, surely influenced the thinking of the early believers in terms of how they viewed Israel.
2. The Destruction of Jerusalem. Along with the growing antagonism, the destructive results of the Jewish wars also had an impact on the relationship between the early church and Judaism. With the crushing defeat in the later Bar Kockhba war, which as we have see brought the break between the church and Judaism in Palestine to its climax, the early church began to speak of the hand of God’s judgment on Judaism. Little reference to this idea is found in Christian writings following the first revolt in A.D. 66–70.86 But with the beginning of a more fully developed apology against Judaism the early church now sees in both of these defeats evidence not only of God’s displeasure on Judaism, but of the vindication of Chrisianity.87 In particular the exclusion of the Jews from Jerusalem on pain of death following the second revolt made a strong impression on the early church.
The destruction of Jerusalem and the expulsion of the Jews both strengthened the Christians’ position over Judaism and led them to abandon any hope for the restoration of Israel. W. H. C. Frend observes that with the second fall of Jerusalem in A.D. 135, “All hope of a restored Temple and Holy City now faded, and the Jews were thrown on to the defensive. The reference of the prophecies to an earthly restoration of the Jewish kingdom and Messiah in the form of a deliverer from Roman rule clearly had to be abandoned.”88 This position figured prominently in Justin’s argument with Trypho that the land of Palestine was now to be inherited by the Patriarchs and Gentiles, not Jews.
Justin sees the dispossession of the Jews as God’s just punishment for their disobedience and disbelief (Dialogue 16.2). God foreknew that Jerusalem would be taken from the Jews (Dialogue 40.2)…When Trypho asks whether Justin means to say that the Jews will not inherit anything “on the holy mountain of god” (Dialogue 25.6), Justin answers that “the Gentiles, who believe in Christ and are sorry for their sins, shall receive the inheritance along with the Patriarchs.”89
Justin’s line of reasoning persisted in the writings of the early church fathers, including Tertullian and Cyprian. G. W. H. Lampe sees in Tertullian the epitome of this view: “The Jews are scattered wanderers, excluded from their own land of Judaea; this shows how they erred and forsook their calling, and how Judaism has been, therefore, superseded by Christianity.”90
The reasoning of these early theologians is surely understandable in light of the rivalry going on between Judaism and Christianity in their day, and especially the events of Israel’s destruction before their eyes. But their exclusion of any future for Israel on the basis of Israel’s sin clearly exceeds the theology expressed by the apostle Paul who held out hope for the future salvation of Israel despite their present judgment by God.
3. The Refusal of Jews to Accept Christ. The Pauline illustration of the olive tree in Romans 11 indicates that the early church of the New Testament era viewed itself as a participant with Israel in the promises of God. Israel’s rejection of Christ had brought a temporary judgment of hardened hearts, but Israel would again turn to Christ and receive salvation (11:25–26). The incorporation of the Gentiles into the church would even help to hasten that day (11:12, 15). The anticipation of Christ’s return may have raised the hope for many that the salvation of the Jews was not far off.
But as time passed, there was a growing awareness that the Jewish establishment was not going to change its mind. The formulation of Jewish tradition at Yavneh in between the two Jewish revolts—virtually the emergence of Rabbinic Judaism—was clear evidence that Judaism was insistent on having its own identity. The capstone of this developing break, however, came with the Bar Kockhba revolt, which the Jews had viewed as a messianic movement. The loyalty of Jewish Christians to Jesus as the Messiah made it impossible for them to recognize another Messiah. By contrast, as Marvin R. Wilson, observes, Judaism’s “allegiance to its own messianic movement, spawned by its own charismatic leader, signaled clearly its final rejection of Jesus as Messiah.”91
This hardened opposition of the Jews to any evangelistic efforts made itself felt in the early church. Jeffrey S. Siker explains that
early Christians increasingly…[were led] to see non-Christian Jews not as potential converts but as opponents to the gospel. As a result, whereas Paul could affirm that “as regards the gospel they are enemies of God, for your sake; but as regards election they are beloved for the sake of their forefathers” (Rom. 11:28), later generations of Christians came increasingly to affirm only the first half of Paul’s statement.92
It is not difficult to see how this changing perspective toward unbelieving Jews contributed to the early church’s appropriating the term “Israel” with its concomitant promises. Richardson explains that “as long as there was any expectation of Israel’s acceptance, Christianity could not preempt the title ‘Israel’ without shutting the door to Judaism.”93 The loss of hope for Israel, however, together with the belief that she now stood under the irrevocable judgment of God, as evidenced by the destruction of Jerusalem and the expulsion of the Jews from that city, made this preemption not only possible, but seemingly logical. The Bible contained promises for the people of God known as “Israel.” But these would now be fulfilled, not by the historical Israel, but by the “new Israel,” the true believing people of God—the church.
4. The Increasingly Gentile Composition of the Church. The transition from a church whose first members were Jews to one dominated by people without Jewish roots led, in Siker’s words, “to theological questions regarding the status of the Jews before God.”94
The polemical tone toward the Jewish religious establishment expressed in the New Testament changed radically. As Wilson notes, quoting Longenecker, while “In the New Testament the adversus Judaeos polemical was ‘an intra-family device used to win Jews to the Christian faith, in the second century it became anti-Semitic and was used to win Gentiles.’ In the first case it was directly mainly by Jews against Jews, and in the second mainly by Gentiles against Jews.”95 Even though that polemic was expressed in strong terms in the New Testament, its origin among Jewish Christians and the abiding hope they had for the salvation of Israel kept the church from denying a place for historical Israel in the future. But the hardening of the Jews’ hearts and the waning hope of Israel’s conversion made it easier for the increasingly gentile church to polemicize against Judaism and to assert a replacement theology.
5. Conclusion. The historical circumstances impinging upon the early church, as we have recounted them, made theological thought in relation to Israel and the church inevitable. Ideally, such new theology is only a reconfiguration of canonical and biblical teaching applicable to the new situation. But history reveals that the church has at times allowed pressures to force it to unbalanced thought that no longer reflects the teaching of the Scriptures. Under assaults from both Judaism and paganism, the early church was not immune to this danger.96 We see this, for example, in the rise of a new legalism or moralism that manifested “a lack of comprehensive understanding and profound appreciation of the gospel itself.”97 The beginnings of an excessive exaltation of the church and the doctrine of baptismal regeneration can also be traced to this period.98 In our opinion, the theological development that denied a place for historical Israel in the prophesied kingdom salvation and gave it over to the church was also a deviation from the true meaning of Scripture.
IV. CONCLUSION
The biblical teaching about the roles of Israel and the church in history reveals that although they have much in common, they remain distinctively different. Believing Israel and the members of the church are one in their participation in the eschatological salvation of the new covenant. Because of the relationship to God that this entails, they are equally and together “the people of God.”
Their difference lies not on the spiritual plane in their relationship to God, but in their specific identity and corresponding function in God’s historical kingdom program. In both Testaments, the identity of “Israel” is always that historical people descended from Abraham through Jacob that became a nation. Israel was called to witness God’s salvation to the other nations as a nation among nations. The church, by contrast, is identified in the New Testament as a people called out of all nations. In distinction to Israel in her being and witness as a “nation,” the church is called to proclaim the kingdom salvation as individuals and as a community living in the midst of the nations, but not yet in the totality of a “nation.”
Even in this distinction it should be noted that both the church and Israel are serving one, unified historical kingdom salvation. The emphasis in Scripture is thus on that which unifies rather than separates Israel and the church. They share in the one salvation of God and participate in the one historical plan of the kingdom to bring it to fruition. But each does so in her own way.
Chapter 9
The Old Testament Prophecies About Israel
THE KEY DISTINCTIVE of dispensational theology, as we have seen throughout this book, is the recognition of Israel as a nation set apart from the other nations by God for the service of universal salvation for all peoples. We have already looked at some of the major promises about Israel stated in the foundational, promissory covenants with Abraham and David and in the new covenant. Now we turn our attention to the overall portrait of Israel and the nations found in the later prophetic hope that developed from those earlier promises. In chapter 10 we will examine the New Testament to see whether this picture has been radically altered by the events surrounding the first coming of Christ, or whether it remains fundamentally intact.
As in the covenants of promise, the eschatological hope of the later prophets portrays the destiny of all peoples as bound up with that of the nation of Israel. In its totality that hope was nothing less than the righting of all things by God. According to Donald E. Gowan, Old Testament eschatology expressed this hope in a basic, threefold pattern: “God must transform the human person; give a new heart and a new spirit…God must transform human society; restore Israel to the promised land, rebuild cities, and make Israel’s new status a witness to the nations…And God must transform nature itself.”1
The sequence of God’s plan of renewal in Gowan’s statement is significant. Renewal begins with the spiritual transformation of human beings. Spiritual renewal, however, is only the beginning of a total transformation. Our focus in this chapter will be primarily on the remaining dimensions of the prophetic picture, especially those dealing with Israel and her relations to the nations.
I. THE BASIC PROPHETIC THEMES2
A. A Final Restoration from Exile
Early indications of a future exile and restoration for Israel are already found in the writings of Moses.3 A Pentateuchal collection of blessings and curses related to law keeping concludes with a curse involving the devastation of Israel by its enemies, with the result that the land would be laid waste and the people scattered among the nations (Lev 26:27–39). This divine judgment, along with the other judgments threatened for disobedience, were not God’s last word to his people. Gordon Wenham observes that these judgments are described as “discipline” (vv. 18, 28): “Judgment does not prove that God has rejected his people. Rather he punishes them because they are his own (Amos 3:2).”4
The disciplinary purpose of God’s judgment on Israel entails the promise of restoration. This restoration is conditioned on the confession and humbling of the hearts of the people, but the final outcome is assured. Israel “will pay for their sins because they rejected my laws and abhorred my decrees. Yet in spite of this,…I will not reject them or abhor them so as to destroy them completely, breaking my covenant with them. I am the LORD their God” (Lev 26:43–44).
A similar promise of restoration follows a list of blessings and cursings after the reiteration of the law in Deuteronomy. Because of the people’s turning to God, Moses declares, “the LORD your God will restore your fortunes and have compassion on you and gather you again from all the nations where he scattered you” (Dt 30:3). The promise is here secured by the anticipation of the new covenant blessing of a new heart that loves God (v. 6).
The later prophets viewed the Exile as the expression of the curses laid upon Israel for her covenant disobedience. But they did not believe that the return from Babylon exhausted the blessings or the promise of restoration. Instead they looked ahead to the time of the Messiah for the final consummation of all of the blessings (cf. Eze 34–37).5
Numerous predictions of a final restoration of Israel are found among the later prophets, both before and after the Exile.6 It is worth looking at several of these to grasp the importance of this theme in Israel’s hope. In connection with the prophecy of a messianic “Branch” from “the stump of Jesse” (Isa 11:1–9), Isaiah declares, “In that day the Lord will reach out his hand a second time [the first being the Exodus, cf. v. 16] to reclaim the remnant that is left of his people…He will…gather the exiles of Israel; he will assemble the scattered people of Judah from the four quarters of the earth” (Isa 11:11–12).
The messianic context of this passage makes it apparent that the reference is not to the historical return of Israel from Babylon. The rule of the “Branch,” the time as “in that day” (used twice in vv. 10–11), which is an “eschatological phrase,”7 and the declaration that the “Root of Jesse” would at that time “stand as a banner” for the nations (v. 10) all point to the eschatological times of the Messiah. The universal scope of the regathering “from the four quarters of the earth” (v. 12) also points to something more than the Babylonian return.8 Isaiah’s prophecy of a final regathering of Israel—which includes the unification of the northern and southern kingdoms and, in the context, the subjection of their enemies (cf. vv. 13–16)—plainly refers to a future restoration of Israel under the Messiah.
In the midst of his prophecy against Babylon, Isaiah includes another statement of the restoration of Israel. Isaiah’s taunting reference to Babylon in the judgments includes but goes beyond the historical empire as a symbol of the epitome of collectivized human glory and pride in opposition to the purposes of God.9 The apostle John plays the same theme in the book of Revelation (chaps. 17–18), giving more detail of the final judgment.
To encourage and stimulate the people’s faith amid the threats of foreign powers both contemporary and future, Isaiah affirmed the election and restoration of the nation of Israel. God will again “choose Israel and will settle them in their own land” (Isa 14:1). Instead of being oppressed by the nations, Israel will occupy a place of prominence among them (cf. vv. 1–2). Isaiah issued another statement of eschatological hope for Israel in a similar passage dealing with God’s triumph over the nations: “In that day…you, O Israelites, will be gathered up one by one…Those who were perishing in Assyria and those who were exiled in Egypt will come and worship the LORD on the holy mountain in Jerusalem” (27:12–13).
Several references to restoration are included among the blessings promised to Israel in the great comfort section of Isaiah’s prophecy (chaps. 40–66). Along with the assurance of his love and presence, God tells his people whom he created for his glory, “I will bring your children from the east and gather you from the west. I will say to the north, ‘Give them up!’ and to the south, ‘Do not hold them back.’ Bring my sons from afar and my daughters from the ends of the earth” (43:5–6). As part of his being made a “covenant for the people,” the coming messianic Servant of the LORD will restore the land, bring back the exiles, and sustain them with the fullness of divine provision (49:8–12).
Jeremiah also sounds the theme of restoration. The prophet projects a ray of hope into a message foretelling a disaster in which God would “throw” the people “out of this land.” Jeremiah declares that “the days are coming” when the exodus from Egypt will no longer be viewed as the consummate expression of Israel’s restoration (cf. Ex 20:2). Instead of saying “As surely as the LORD lives, who brought the Israelites up out of Egypt,” the people will say, “As surely as the LORD lives, who brought the Israelites up out of the land of the north and out of the countries where he had banished them,” because “I will restore them to the land I gave their forefathers” (Jer 16:14–15).
A similar analogy to the Exodus is found in Jeremiah 23:3–8, where God declares, using the metaphor of a shepherd, “I myself will gather the remnant of my flock out of all the countries where I have driven them and will bring them back to their pasture, where they will be fruitful and increase in number” (v. 3). These prophecies were not fulfilled in the return from Babylon, for Jews still celebrate the exodus from Egypt and not the return from Babylon as their defining moment.10
Other restoration promises are found in Jeremiah 30:3, 10–11 and 31:8. The regathering mentioned in 30:10 includes a proviso of permanence in the land: “Jacob will again have peace and security, and no one will make him afraid.” Such a condition can only refer to the final eschatological regathering of Israel, not the historical return from Babylon, as the consummate restoration.
The so-called minor prophets of the pre-exilic time likewise offered hope of restoration. Joel declared that Judah and Jerusalem would be inhabited forever in the eschatological “that day.” They would never again suffer the invasion of foreigners (3:17–21). Amos spoke of “that day” when David’s fallen tent would be repaired and Israel would be planted “in their own land, never again to be uprooted” (9:11–15). “That day,” according to Micah, would bring the assembling of the exiles and the rule of the Lord in Mount Zion “from that day and forever” (4:6–7). Zephaniah saw the regathering and restoration as a sign of God’s blessing so that the people will have “honor and praise among all the peoples of the earth” (3:14–20).
During the exile in Babylon, Ezekiel continued to set before the people the hope of a final restoration to the land. He wrote, “the Sovereign LORD says: I will gather you from the nations and bring you back from the countries where you have been scattered, and I will give you back the land of Israel again” (11:17; cf. vv. 17–21). The addition of the new covenant promise of putting “a new spirit in them” and exchanging their stony hearts for hearts of flesh again points to a final eschatological fulfillment.
Israel must yet come into judgment, an experience the prophet likens to God’s historical judgment of the people in the wilderness of the Exodus. But the outcome would be their restoration to the land of Israel, in which the nation would serve God (Eze 20:33–44). Again with the imagery of shepherding, God declared, “I myself will search for my sheep and look after them…I will rescue them from all the places where they were scattered…I will bring them out from the nations and gather them from the countries, and I will bring them into their own land” (34:11–13). There the Lord will pasture and tend them (vv. 14–16).
Ezekiel’s well-known prophecy of the vision of dry bones speaks of the restoration of a united Israel and a final regathering to the land (chap. 37). Israel will be taken “out of the nations where they have gone” and will be made “one nation in the land, on the mountains of Israel” (vv. 21–22). The promise of the indwelling Spirit (v. 14), the presence of the messianic king (vv. 22–24), and the permanence of the restoration (vv. 25–27) again indicate the final regathering (cf. also 36:16–37). Add to this the promise of final restoration in connection with the destruction of Gog and Magog (39:25–29).
The message of a future eschatological restoration for Israel came from the post-exilic prophets also even as the nation was experiencing a restoration from Babylon. Zechariah still declared a future salvation for his people: “I will save my people from the countries of the east and the west. I will bring them back to live in Jerusalem” (8:7–8). The contextual evidence of a sanctified city with the very presence of God points to more than had taken place in the recent return. In chapter 10, the compassion of the Lord for his people is seen as the basis for restoration: “I will restore them because I have compassion on them…I will signal for them and gather them in” (vv. 6, 8).11
All these messages of restoration looked beyond the historical return from Babylonian exile. Those spoken before the Babylonian return, no doubt, had significance for this nearer event. But their complete fulfillment, indicated by the extent of the promise and the presence of the new covenant and the messianic king, demanded an eschatological understanding. There are other predictions having more specific reference to the return from Babylon (e.g., Jer 24:4–7; 29:10–14; Eze 36:8–15), but even these are not totally devoid of reference to the final restoration. Ronald E. Clements observes, “The plight of those departed to Babylon has become a kind of model or symbol of the plight of all the scattered and dispossessed Jews who formed the Diaspora…So the return to Jerusalem and to Mount Zion became the classic image of how Israel’s restoration would take place.”12
The Israel of the prophecied restoration is described as a faithful remnant (e.g., Isa 10:20–22; 11:11, 16) in harmony with the entire biblical concept of the salvation of a remnant (cf. Ge 7:23; Mt 7:14; Rev 12:17). While the term “remnant” suggests some reduction in number from the original group, its primary meaning in relation to the people of God signifies those who escape divine judgment. The word carries both the negative idea of the judgment passed and the positive idea of merciful restraint and gracious salvation.13 It underlines the preservation and “inherent potentiality of renewal of the remnant, no matter what its size.”14
The prophecies do not indicate the size of the eschatological remnant, although Zechariah’s statement that “there will not be room enough for them” (10:10) appears to suggest a large number. Other references to a great number are unclear as to whether they refer to the people returning or to growth subsequent to the return (cf. Isa 49:19; Eze 36:10–11).
One more significant feature of the final restoration of Israel is the help of the gentile nations. Isaiah prophesied that “nations will take them [the dispersed of Israel] and bring them to their own place” (14:2). According to Otto Kaiser, this text gives “an extravagant answer…to the question of how the return of the scattered Israelites is to take place: the peoples in whose midst they are forced to live will bring them back themselves into their ancestral home.”15 The dominant position of Israel over the nations, indicated in that same verse, rules out any possibility that full restoration lay in the return from Babylon under King Cyrus. Moreover, the previous context of the judgment on the whole world (13:9–13) provides the background and explanation for this reversal of relationships between Israel and the nations.16
Again, Isaiah prophesies that God “will beckon to the Gentiles” and “they will bring your sons in their arms and carry your daughters on their shoulders” (49:22). similar statements may be found in Isaiah 43:6; 60:4–9; and 66:19–20. The latter two references especially appear to teach that the restoration is not confined to a brief time associated with the coming of the Messiah, but extends into his reign when the salvation of God flows to the nations. Jerusalem and Israel are the focal point of salvation glory during this time, and this truth moves many peoples not only to come to Jerusalem to worship and learn the ways of God (Isa 2:1–4), but also to bring back the Israelites who still dwell in distant places.
B. Israel Restored as a Nation Under a Davidic King
According to the prophets, the saved remnant of Israel was not only to be restored to the land, but also reconstituted as a nation under a king from the line of David. Prophecies of the coming Davidic king and his glorious reign in righteousness and peace are prominent. Isaiah describes a son who “will reign on David’s throne and over his kingdom, establishing and upholding it with justice and righteousness from that time on and forever” (9:7). The reign of this king, called “a Branch” from “the stump of Jesse,” is further described in 11:1–9.
Jeremiah records a similar promise from God: “The Days are coming…when I will raise up to David a righteous Branch, a King who will reign wisely and do what is just and right in the land.” Although this king has dominion over all the nations of the earth, his particular relation to Israel is made clear: “In his days Judah will be saved and Israel will live in safety” (Jer 23:5–6; cf. vv. 7–8). Later on, Jeremiah unites the coming king “from David’s line” with the salvation and safety of Israel (33:14–17).
Ezekiel’s picture of the dry bones coming together and receiving life from the Spirit culminates in “one nation” over which “my servant David will be king” (Eze 37:21–27). The mention of “one nation” recalls that restored Israel is continually portrayed as a “nation” among the other “nations” of the world. Of this eschatological assembling of the exiles, God declared through the prophet Micah, “I will make the lame a remnant, those driven away a strong nation” and “the LORD will rule over them in Mount Zion from that day and forever” (4:7). On this promise of “a strong nation,” Leslie Allen says, “Israel will enjoy the status and stability of nationhood, taking bold place among the nations as a power to be reckoned with instead of a victim of powerful aggression.”17 Israel had been called and instituted as a nation (cf. Ex 9:6), had existed as a nation in history, and had “preserved the hope and expectation that it would again do so.”18
This future nation would again consist of all Israel. The historical division of the two kingdoms of Israel and Judah would be healed to form the one nation. Ezekiel, symbolically joining two sticks representing Judah and Ephraim, declared, “This is what the Sovereign LORD says: I will take the Israelites out of the nations where they have gone. I will gather them from all around and bring them back into their own land. I will make them one nation in the land” (37:21–22; cf. also Jer 3:18; 23:5–6; Eze 20:42; Hos 1:11; Zec 10:6–12).
A central theme in the prophecies of restoration is the possession of the promised land. We have already noted the inherent connection between the land and the promises of descendants and nationhood given to Abraham.19 The “land” also appeared as a place of rest for Israel undergirding the kingdom promise to David.20 This promised possession of the land was never completely fulfilled in the history of Israel and therefore remained part of the prophetic hope.
As part of the messianic servant’s task “to restore the tribes of Jacob and bring back those of Israel” (Isa 49:6), he is to “restore the land and…reassign its desolate inheritances” (v. 8). In this restoration, the servant, as a new “Joshua,” will bring prosperity and repopulate the land with the freed captives (cf. vv. 9–12). Like shoots planted by God, the restored people of Zion “will possess the land forever” (Isa 60:21).
Undoubtedly, Israel’s repossession of the land is a recurring theme for Jeremiah and Ezekiel because of the proximity of the Exile. Amid the rebellion that led to their exile under judgment, Jeremiah told the people of Israel how God longed “to give you a desireable land, the most beautiful inheritance of any nation” (Jer 3:19). The prophet foresaw the day when the people would give up their stubbornness and “the house of Judah will join the house of Israel, and together they will come…to the land I gave your forefathers as an inheritance” (v. 18). God promised to “bring them back to this land” (Jer 24:6; cf. also 27:22; 29:10; 30:3).
Ezekiel, probably seeking to encourage the exiles, emphasized that Israel would one day be established in the land permanently in fulfillment of the promises of God. They would go and serve idols, but afterward “on my holy mountain…in the land the entire house of Israel will serve me…Then you will know that I am the LORD, when I bring you into the land of Israel, the land I had sworn…to give to your fathers” (Eze 20:39–42). Ezekiel also declared,
But you, O mountains of Israel, will produce branches and fruit for my people Israel, for they will soon come home…I will multiply the number of people upon you, even the whole house of Israel…I will settle people on you as in the past…I will cause people, my people Israel, to walk upon you. They will possess you, and you will be their inheritance; you will never again deprive them of their children (36:8–12; cf. also v. 28).
Israel’s restoration pictured by Ezekiel in the vision of the dry bones entails their reestablishment in the land: “I am going to open your graves and bring you up from them; I will bring you back to the land of Israel…I will put my Spirit in you and you will live, and I will settle you in your own land” (37:12, 14; cf. also vv. 21, 22, 25). Donald E. Gowan affirms, “For Israel to live…is to return to the land of Canaan.”21
The whole concluding section of Ezekiel’s prophecies (chaps. 40–48) pictures Israel’s resettlement and the redistribution of land among the tribes (cf. 45:1; 47:13–48:35; cf. Isa 49:8). Granted that this final portrayal merges into the eternal state, as we see from the many allusions to this passage in Revelation 21–22 (e.g., 21:12; 22:1–2); nevertheless, the references to sin and death (e.g., Eze 44:25, 27) make it obvious that this restoration cannot be applied solely to the perfect, glorified state. The combination argues for an interim period during which the promises of Israel’s restoration to the land find their fulfillment before the final age of perfection. These times are not yet sharply distinguished by the prophets (cf. also Isa 65–66), for they all belong to and are part of the divine work predicted for the messianic eschatological period when all will be made new.
The promise of the land in its earthly material reality remained significantly central to all the promises of Israel’s restoration. Clements observes that, according to Deuteronomy, the land was “not only a gift of God’s election, but to some extent…an expression and confirmation of it,” and so it became “the central object of hope and eschatological expectation” during the time of the exile. “It became impossible to think of a restored Israel, and a cleansed and purified community, except in relation to this land. Even more than the hope of a messiah it appeared as an indispensable part of the life that was anticipated as the fulfilment of Yahweh’s choosing of Israel.”22
C. Jerusalem (and Israel) as the Glorified Center of a Universal Kingdom
The restoration of Israel to the land in prosperity is not pictured in the Old Testament eschatological hope as a divine work involving that nation only. Rather, it is always related to the much larger, universal purpose of God for all peoples as expressed in the foundational promise to Abraham (cf. Ge 12:3). Without question, the prophets’ hope entails a certain prominence for Israel among the nations. But far from being egotistically self-serving for the nation of Israel, this divine activity was designed for the blessing of all mankind. In chapter 12 we will look more closely at God’s intended purpose in the call and establishment of Israel. Here we will simply survey the overall prophetic picture of Jerusalem and Israel in the Old Testament eschatological hope.
The city of Jerusalem stands at the center of the messianic kingdom that encompasses the entire world. It merits this position because the presence of God and his glory are manifest there.23 Jeremiah declares, “At that time they will call Jerusalem The Throne of the LORD, and all nations will gather in Jerusalem to honor the name of the LORD” (3:17). According to J. A. Thompson, the city will fulfill the “function formerly played by the Ark, that is, Yahweh’s throne, the symbol of Yahweh’s presence…” (cf. Eze 48:35).24 The nations will call her “the City of the LORD, Zion of the Holy One of Israel” and “Sought After, the City No Longer Deserted” (Isa 60:14; 62:12). She will bear the name, “THE LORD IS THERE” (Eze 48:35).
The immediate cause of this adulation of Jerusalem is the presence of the Messiah himself (Mal 3:1) as the manifestation of the glory of God. In the eternal state, God himself is said to come there directly and manifest his heavenly glory among humankind on earth (Rev 21–22). For this reason, Jerusalem will be the center of life and worship. Its beauty is “the joy of the whole earth” (Ps 48:2). The city is pictured with a river flowing from it as a source of God’s continual, refreshing blessings of life (cf. Ps 46:4; Eze 47:1ff.; Joel 3:18; Zec 14:8). Because the glory of the Lord has come to Zion, the nations that live in darkness will be drawn to its light (Isa 60:1-3). Because it is established as “the chief among the mountains,” the nations will “stream to it” to learn the ways of the God of Israel, who dwells there (Isa 2:1–4; Mic 4:1–3).
This prophetic picture, according to Allen, affirms Jerusalem as “the focal point of humanity, and its supremacy was to be acknowledged by all…Men are to look up to Jerusalem as superior to all other mountains, the sole place on earth where God reveals himself, the center of the world.”25
As the focal point of the revelation of God, Jerusalem is the center of worship. The eagerness of the nations to learn the ways of God is reminiscent of the earlier godly saints who sought instructions at the temple. Foreigners who “bind themselves to the LORD” will be brought to God’s holy mountain and receive joy in the “house of prayer,” which will be such “for all nations” (Isa 56:6–7). The place of the sanctuary will be adorned and glorified so that the “sons of your [Zion’s] oppressors will come bowing before you…and will call you the City of the LORD, Zion of the Holy One of Israel” (Isa 60:13–14). Because God’s glory and salvation radiate from Jerusalem to all peoples, the city will be “the praise of the earth” (Isa 62:7; cf. Jer 33:9). So also God will give the people of Israel “honor and praise among all the peoples of the earth when I restore your fortunes before your very eyes” (Zep 3:20).
Israel’s being praised by the peoples of the earth reaffirms the truth taught in other Scriptures that she will have a certain prominence among the nations. Israel’s restoration will result in her being “the foremost of the nations” (Jer 31:7; cf. Dt 26:19). This dominance exists because God is “Israel’s father” and it is his “firstborn son” (v. 9; cf. Ex 4:22).26
Several prophecies of Isaiah depict the nations as being subject to Israel. The neighbors who had plundered Israel would themselves be plundered and made subject to it (Isa 11:14). So not only will the Gentiles aid in the return to the land, but Israel will “possess the nations as menservants and maidservants in the LORD’s land. They will make captives of their captors and rule over their [former] oppressors” (14:2). The nations will “bow down before you…; they will lick the dust at your feet” (49:23; cf. vv. 22–26). “The nation or kingdom that will not serve you will perish” (60:12).
The language in these passages does not suggest an eye-for-an-eye retribution for the earlier mistreatment of Israel by the nations. Rather, it points simply to a reversal of Israel’s position in relation to them. Instead of domination and oppression, the presence of God in Israel would elevate Israel to leadership. Franz Delitzsch echoes this thought: “…to be ruled by the people of God is the true happiness of the nations, and to allow themselves to be so ruled is their true liberty.”27 As part of that service, the nations would enrich Israel: “the wealth on the seas will be brought to you, to you the riches of the nations will come” (Isa 60:5; cf. vv. 6–7). Restored Israel will “feed on the wealth of the nations, and in their riches…will boast” (Isa 61:6; cf. 45:14; 66:12; Hag 2:7–9).
The concept of the supremacy of Israel in the Old Testament eschatological hope, perhaps more than any other dimension, has provoked questions of interpretation among Christians. Many scholars consider any literal understanding anachronistic in light of the melding of the nations brought about in the church of the New Testament. Otto Kaiser notes that “anyone whose starting point is the Christian universalism of salvation as found in Paul, and for whom there can be no distinctions of nation or race in the church (cf. Gal. 3.28), may regard 14.1–4a as a ‘revoltingly arrogant expectation’ (Duhm) or the testimony of ‘the unseemly piety of a late period’ (Fohrer).”28
The general tendency of interpreters is summarized by John N. Oswalt: “…older commentators (but also Young) have tended to spiritualize the passage [Isa. 14:2], saying that it referred to the Church and its dominion over all the earth. More recent scholars generally dismiss it as an unfortunate expression of late Jewish nationalism.”29
Nevertheless, the fact that the same prophet portrays the final participation of the nations along with Israel in the blessings of God’s gracious salvation refutes the appeal to a narrow, outmoded nationalism.30 In the same way, viewing these prophetic statements as a “figurative expression…that the present relationship between Israel and the nations would not always obtain,”31 or as “metaphors for the careful protection, and the deference and attention, to be accorded to those who return home,”32 seems to fall short of their apparent meaning. Granted that some of the language is figurative, e.g., “making captives” of the nations or their “licking dust.” Yet there seems to be no ground for denying the prophets’ understanding of a distinct position for Israel above the other nations of the world.
Objections appear to be based on either of two assumptions: (1) that nations have no more significance in the historical program of God, or (2) that universal salvation rules out the possibility of any distinction among peoples. The former seems to have no basis in Scripture. On the contrary, as will be seen in the next chapter, the New Testament confirms a future for Israel.33 This in itself would appear to distinguish this nation at least to some extent. The latter assumption seems invalid because it is clearly evident that distinctions among people exist in the various functional offices of leadership in the Old Testament theocracy as well as in the church.34 The grounds for rejecting the apparent meanings of these texts and for denying a distinction between Israel and other nations seem biblically unwarranted.
We must recognize that the purpose for Israel’s prominence is not self-aggrandizement but rather the universal blessing of all peoples. On that basis the prophetic picture is not inharmonious with God’s promise to “bless all the families of the earth” through Abraham and his seed (Ge 12:3).35 The prophetic hope expressed in God’s purpose to glorify himself through Israel for the salvation of all peoples is well summed up by Sigmund Mowinckel.
The restoration of Israel and the realization of all the people’s ideals were taken to be the essential factors in the kingly rule of Yahweh. It is to restore His people Israel and give it a place in the sun that Yahweh comes as king and establishes His kingdom. It is through the glorification of Israel that the glorification of Yahweh is achieved. The sight of the great miracle, which He works for His people in spite of all human probability, makes the other nations submit to Him, and come as pilgrims to His sanctuary to worship Him as the only true God, as alone worthy of the name of God…The submission of the other nations to Yahweh means, in concrete terms, that when He comes and frees His people, the nations’ power is crushed, and that the survivors submit to Israel…Thus the kingly glory of Yahweh appears in visible and tangible form. It goes without saying that this also means that the other nations share in Israel’s happiness and blessing (i.e., salvation).36
Far from a narrow particularism, the restoration and exaltation of Israel is destined to be the center of God’s reign of peace and righteousness over all the earth. The messianic king will rule over all nations; they will all serve him (Ps 72:8–11; Zec 14:9). As a result the nations will not engage in war, and the world will live in peace (Ps 46:9; Isa 2:4; 9:5; Mic 4:3; Hos 2:18; Zec 9:10). This messianic reign of peace does not immediately involve the exclusion of all sin; that will take place only with the making of all things new. That sin is present during the Messiah’s reign is evident in his settling disputes among the nations (cf. Isa 2:4) and in the possibility of punishing the disobedient (Zec 14:16–19). But that sin will never be able to thwart the righteous, powerful reign of the Messiah.
D. The Spiritual Renewal of Israel
The outward transformation of Israel into a preeminent nation that provides light for the nations is based on an inward spiritual renewal. Along with a return to the land, Ezekiel prophesies a changed heart. He speaks of the inherent relationship of the outward and the inward in 11:19–20: “They will return…I will give them an undivided heart and put a new spirit in them…Then they will follow my decrees and be careful to keep my laws. They will be my people, and I will be their God.”
Ezekiel 36:25–29 draws a similar connection: “For I will take you out of the nations…I will sprinkle clean water on you, and you will be clean…I will give you a new heart and put a new spirit in you” (cf. also 37:12–14, 20–27). This transformation would result from God’s making with Israel “a covenant of peace…an everlasting covenant” (37:26). This is the same covenant prophesied earlier by Jeremiah as “a new covenant,” which is associated with the physical restoration of the nation eschatologically (Jer 31:31–33; cf. vv. 27–28; 32:36–44; Zec 14:20–21; Isa 46:13). Undoubtedly, this spiritual transformation, more than material prosperity, will enable Israel to provide leadership for other nations in the service of God—even as spirituality has always been the real enablement for leadership among God’s people.
E. Salvation for the Nations of the World
We spoke in chapter 5 of the salvation of the Gentiles in connection with the new covenant. Since the subject will come up again in chapter 12 in relation to the future mission of Israel, we need only highlight it here as a significant feature of the total Old Testament eschatological hope. The prophecies of God’s eschatological dealings with Israel are not concerned with Israel alone. Scattered through these prophecies are references to God’s concern for the nations. Through Israel, God intends to show himself “holy…in the sight of the nations” (Eze 20:41; 28:25) so that the nations will come to know him (36:22–23, 36; 37:28; 39:21, 23; Isa 45:14; 49:26).37 This knowledge of God among the nations is more than a simple recognition that God exists, because the same prophetic concern relates to Israel and her spiritual restoration. Rather, it indicates “above all else the adoration that kneels because of divinely inspired recognition, an orientation toward the one who himself says ‘I am Yahweh.’”38
Other prophetic statements testify to the effectiveness of God’s revelation to the nations. Nations will “acknowledge” and “worship” him (cf. Isa 19:21–25; Ps 87:4). They will voluntarily come to Zion to be taught “his ways” in order to “walk in his paths” (Isa 2:3). They will “put their hope” in God’s law (Isa 42:4). They will declare that they belong to the Lord and desire to associate themselves with God’s people Israel (Isa 44:5; cf. Zec 8:20–22).39 Salvation will be offered to “all you ends of the earth” and “every knee will bow,”40 acknowledging that “in the LORD alone are righteousness and strength” (Isa 45:22–23). “All the nations will gather in Jerusalem to honor the name of the LORD,” no longer following “the stubbornness of their evil hearts” (Jer 3:17).
These Scriptures indicate that the final goal of the Old Testament prophetic hope is nothing less than the establishment of the kingdom of God in which both the nations and Israel will live in peace and righteousness under God’s rulership mediated through the messianic, Davidic king (cf. Zec 14:9).
F. The Return to Paradise
The prophetic picture includes not only a personal and societal restoration of humankind, but also a transformation of nature.41 In God’s original “good” creation, nature was in harmony with and was promotive of only the good of human life (cf. Ge 1:28–31). This harmony was ruined by sin (cf. Ge 3:17–19). The prophets portray a return to the pristine conditions under which the earth, including the present waste places, will be bountiful in her produce (e.g., Isa 32:15, 20; Eze 34:26–27, 29; Am 9:13–14).42 While the focus of these statements is on the restored land of Israel, which will be “renowned for its crops” (Eze 34:29), they will undoubtedly also come to apply to other nations, at least to some extent, as they receive and practice the righteousness of God.
Along with the bountiful productivity, the disruption of harmony between mankind and the animal world as a result of sin will be overcome (cf. Ge 9:2). The threat of wild beasts is to be removed (cf. Isa 35:9; Eze 34:25). Animals will be restored to their original friendly relationship with mankind (Isa 11:6–9; 65:25; Hos 2:18). These physical changes culminate in what Isaiah calls the “new earth” (Isa 65:17).
These prophecies of material benefits have often been denied their natural meaning. Gowan notes that “until environmentalists began to speak [in recent times], it seemed adequate just to reaffirm these texts without interpretation, or to call them symbolic—reinterpreting them—or to call them mythological—dismissing them—or to make no comment on them whatever.”43 These interpretations indicate a tendency among many Christian scholars to discount the earthly realism of the Old Testament faith in favor of an otherworldly spirituality. To reject a literal understanding of these passages about nature seems unwarranted, however, in light of the biblical teaching of the effects of sin on the natural realm (cf. Ge 1:29–30; 3:14, 17–18; 9:2–3). If we regard the negative affects of the fall of mankind as materially evident, then it is perfectly sound to regard the positive transformations wrought by messianic salvation as empirical as well.
G. A Final State of Perfection Beyond a Millennial Kingdom
The prophetic hope concludes with a vision of a final state of perfection when all things will be made new, including the very “heavens” and “earth.” Isaiah prophesied, “Behold, I will create new heavens and a new earth. The former things will not be remembered, nor will they come to mind” (Isa 65:17; cf. 66:22). This Old Testament hope provides the background for John’s vision of a “new heaven and a new earth” following the passing away of the first heaven and earth (Rev 21:1). The light of the sun and moon will be replaced with the everlasting light of God’s glory (Isa 60:19–20; cf. Rev 21:23; 22:5). And Isaiah’s description of the beauty of Jerusalem, constructed out of jewels and precious stones (54:11–12), transcends even the glorious earthly city of the millennium and points toward the final heavenly Jerusalem of the eternal state (cf. Rev 21:18–21).
The presence of these eternal conditions reveals a tension in the prophetic picture between a millennial restoration that is not yet complete and the final perfection of the eternal state. The messianic reign of Christ, as we have seen, is set in an as-yet-imperfect world, as indicated by the presence of continuing sin and the corresponding presence of the saving activity of God.
Several prophetic passages serve as examples illustrating these conditions. Speaking of a restored and exalted Jerusalem in the “last days,” the messianic times, Isaiah describes the nations as streaming to “the mountain of the LORD’s temple” in order to be taught the ways of God so that they might walk in them (2:1–3). Implied here is an imperfection that still requires what might be called the divine saving action of sanctification. Also, the Lord is said to “judge between the nations and…settle disputes for many peoples,” and consequently the nations will “beat their swords into plowshares and their spears into pruning hooks” (v. 4).
E. J. Young, interpreting God as implementing these actions through the Messiah, explains, “God is now represented as one who in a peaceful manner intervenes in the disputes of nations, and settles them so that the nations change the implements of war into utensils of peace.” As for the Messiah’s “settling disputes for many peoples,” Young states that this “pictures the LORD in the position of Judge and Arbiter who pronounces decisions concerning the nations and their disagreements.”44
Allen explains the practical meaning of this picture in terms of the parallel passage in Micah 4:2–4: “Jerusalem was to become the international court whose findings would be accepted without quibble. Disputes would be settled amicably, for such would be Yahweh’s prestige that even great nations in far-flung corners of the world would acknowledge his equity.”45 That there are disputes requiring the judging ministry of the Lord is evidence that sin is still present. Thus, while this activity obviously belongs to the time of the Messiah’s reign, it cannot yet be assigned to the perfected state of eternity. It points therefore to what has been called a millennial reign of the Messiah before the eternal conditions have commenced.
This prophecy declared by both Isaiah and Micah poses problems for those who do not apply it to a millennial reign of Christ. Young, for example, recognized that the biblical portrayal of evil in the present age rules out any application of these prophecies to some sort of postmillennial time before the return of Christ. Nevertheless, he summarily rejected the dispensationalist application of these prophecies to the millennium. “This…type of interpretation,” he wrote, “does violence of a serious kind to the general structure of Biblical eschatology.”46 Acknowledging that his own interpretation “has difficulties, but it is all that one can do if he would be faithful to the language of the Bible,” he concluded that this prophecy has begun its fulfillment during this present age and will reach its final realization at the second coming of Christ.47
A straightforward reading of the prophecies truly does expose the “difficulties” in both nonmillennialist and postmillennialist views. Are the nations at present streaming to the church to learn the ways of God and walk in his paths? Is Christ really “settling disputes” today for many peoples with the result that the nations are turning their weapons into plowshares? It is plain that these questions cannot be answered positively except by an unnatural bending of the text—a bending that would have been quite foreign to the original readers. Yet the texts fit well with a millennial interpretation of the Messiah’s reigning from Jerusalem. We will see that this interpretation does not in fact contradict the general structure of biblical eschatology.
We obtain a further picture of millennial conditions in the prophet’s description of the Messiah’s reign that is given in Isaiah 11. The prophet speaks of a judgment in relation to the presence of sin: “He will not judge by what he sees with his eyes, or decide by what he hears with his ears; but with righteousness he will judge the needy, with justice he will give decision for the poor of the earth” (vv. 3–4). This judgment does not consist of simply a brief final court, but refers to the nature of the Messiah’s rule. Concern for the poor was consistently part of the role expected from Israel’s kings (cf. Ps 72:2; Pr 29:14; Isa 1:23) and from kings throughout the Near East.48
Psalm 72 also pictures the Messiah taking up the cause of the “afflicted” and “oppressed” (cf. vv. 2, 4, 12–14) and judging the “oppressor” (v. 4). Besides helping the helpless, the messianic King is pictured as bringing blessing to all nations (v. 17). Again, we have a picture of universal blessing for the nations, but not yet perfection.
Finally, Zechariah’s threat of discipline for those who do not keep the proper worship of the King clearly depicts a messianic reign over an imperfect world. Zechariah describes the intervention of the Lord to defeat the invading nations of the world and rescue his people and the city of Jerusalem; then he declares, “The LORD will be king over the whole earth. On that day there will be one LORD, and his name the only name” (14:9). The reference to the personal presence of the Messiah (his feet stand on the Mount of Olives, v. 4) and the overwhelming triumph (cf. vv. 12–15) show that this passage relates to the triumphant coming (or in the light of the New Testament, the second coming) of the Messiah. This ruling over the nations does not yet signal the eternal perfect state, however, for the prophet goes on to warn the “survivors from all the nations that have attacked Jerusalem” that if they do not go to Jerusalem to worship the Lord, they will be punished by drought and plague (vv. 16–19).
Other evidence such as the presence of death (cf. Isa 65:20) might be added to indicate an as-yet-imperfect situation during the time of the Messiah’s rule. But these are sufficient to establish the fact that the Old Testament prophetic picture saw in the future both (1) a messianic reign in righteousness over a world that still included sin and needed salvation, and (2) a final perfect state.
George E. Ladd explains this mingling by pointing out the prophetic perspective of the future. In contrast to the modern mind, which is interested in chronological sequence, he notes that
the prophetic mind usually was not concerned with such questions but took its stand in the present and viewed the future as a great canvas of God’s redemptive working in terms of height and breadth but lacking the clear dimension of depth. The prophets usually saw in the background the final eschatological visitation of God; but since they primarily concerned themselves with God’s will for his people in the present, they viewed the immediate future in terms of the ultimate future without strict chronological differentiation.49
Thus, whereas in many instances the prophets “blended together” the historical with the eschatological so that they were “practically indistinguishable” (e.g., Joel’s plague of locusts and the eschatological judgment, 1:4–12; 2:10–11; 3:11–15), so they also blended the future. What might be termed “eschatological history” was mingled with the final state.50
The divine plan for the restoration of all things according to the prophets, therefore, involved two stages. One stage included a kingdom characterized by an internal spiritual salvation and the glorious reign of the Messiah over all his enemies—for the first time in human history, a rule over the whole earth by man as a representative of God’s will. A certain regeneration of nature will also take place. But sin, although unable to contest the powerful rule of the Messiah, will still be present. Only after this temporary period, with the final elimination of evil from the heavens and earth and the making of all things new, will the restoration be complete. Such a sequential harmonizing of the different strains of the prophetic hope was expressed more clearly and became the dominant interpretation of later Judaism.51
II. SOME BASIC CHARACTERISTICS OF THE OLD TESTAMENT PERSPECTIVE
The prophetic themes we have cited provide an overview of the prophetic hope of the Old Testament. Before looking at the New Testament teaching on these themes, it will be helpful to note some basic features of these prophecies.
A. The Prophecies Are Comprehensive
The Old Testament prophetic picture reveals a hope that is comprehensive and holistic. Its themes provide for the restoration of all things spiritual and material. Humankind, the focus of the original creation, is also the center of the redemptive purpose. All aspects of human life—the personal, inward, and individualistic as well as the social, communal, and international—are part of the total prophetic picture. It is difficult to conceive of any aspect of God’s salvation portrayed in the New Testament that is not already seen in this Old Testament hope.
This comprehensive scope of Old Testament prophecy calls into question the common view that the Old Testament deals with material and earthly realities while the New Testament deals with higher, spiritual matters. To be sure, there is the historical progression to a more intimate relation of mankind with God.52 This is manifest in the shadow forms of worship associated with access to God (e.g., the Mosaic sacrificial system), which give way to direct fellowship through the indwelling Spirit. But this historical reality does not constitute the whole of the Old Testament. It also includes the prediction of the spiritual reality of the new covenant, which became historical in the New Testament through the work of the Spirit.
It is often overlooked that the prophets did not see these spiritual truths as contrary to material and earthly realities. Rather, the earthly were perfectly concomitant with the spiritual. This comprehensive nature of the prophecies denies the common hermeneutical tendency to see statements dealing with material things as symbolically depicting New Testament spiritual realities. Antonine DeGuglielmo rightly sees no reason “to resort to an interpretation that understands the material to symbolize a spiritual benefit,” noting “that spiritual benefits are clearly indicated in the messianic prophecies, indeed in the same passages which predict the fertility of the land, so that there is ample evidence of them.”53
B. The Prophecies Remained Unfulfilled
As we have seen, all the main themes of the Old Testament prophetic picture—the promise of a holy nation, the possession of the land, the righteous rule of the seed of David, and a worldwide blessing of divine salvation—remain an unfulfilled hope in the Old Testament. According to Clements, “An eschatological hope of the New Israel, with a New Jerusalem, blessed by the presence of Yahweh, became a prominent feature of post-exilic Judaism.”54 Assertions of historic fulfillment such as that given by Joshua in relation to the possession of the land and rest from the enemies (Jos 21:43–45; 23:14) represent only an initial, not the final, fulfillment. Even after the return from Babylon, the promise of a final restoration to the land remained alive (e.g., Zec 8:4–8). These historical fulfillments are all part of “a great history of movement from promise toward fulfillment.”55
But there was no final fulfillment of any of the promises in Old Testament history.56
C. The Prophecies Looked to a Historical Fulfillment
Although some scholars see many elements of this picture (especially those related to the nation of Israel and the promised land) as symbolic or typical of spiritual or so-called heavenly realities, the unfulfilled Old Testament prophecies looked to their fulfillment in concrete earthly reality. The prophets, according to Walther Eichrodt, made “a real entry of God into history the centre of their belief” so that “the hoped-for consummation and the national community in its concrete earthly actuality” were related and “the Israelite hope remained loyal to this earth.”57
Gerhard von Rad draws a connection between God’s historical redemptive acts and his future actions as expressed in prophecy:
Prophecy…is…merely the connecting link that binds together the witness to God and to his judgment and redemption (which…had already broken into Israel’s history continually), and projects it into the eschatological, in that…it speaks of God’s final work with relation to Israel. But since this is the case, can any fundamental theological distinction be made between prophetic prediction on the one hand, and witness to past history on the other?58
Von Rad also rejects the idea that the Old Testament is simply a “history of faith,” because its promises deal with real historical blessings. The Old Testament, including its promises, he says, cannot be understood simply in terms of the “religious” and “spiritual.” The redemptive benefits promised Israel are of a “material and this-worldly quality.” And it is “for the sake of these things, that is, for their realization, that the Heilsgeschichte itself takes place.59
The Old Testament therefore presented a future that involved concrete earthly realities and was apparently so understood by the faithful of God’s people. There are details relating to the future that were necessarily couched in the terminology of the present (e.g., weapons of future wars, perhaps also forms of worship), but these details do not negate the basic reality and concreteness of the primary prophetic elements (e.g., Israel, the land, rule of the Messiah, the peoples). Prophetic writings also use figurative language to describe God’s actions, but so did historical narratives about Israel occasionally. But imagery and metaphor do not dissolve these earthly events into “spiritual truth.”
For the Christian interpreter, the Old Testament does not stand alone. It must be understood in the light of the New Testament, which records not only the beginning of the fulfillment of the Old Testament promises, but prophesies of the future leading to the same consummation as that of the Old Testament. Granted, the inspired New Testament writers are our authoritative teachers in the understanding of the Old Testament. But the nature of the Old Testament prophecies and their prior understanding by God’s people cannot be set aside as irrelevant as we seek to understand the New Testament perspective. The New Testament writers saw themselves in continuity with the Old Testament faith.
Chapter 10
The Pauline Prophecies About Israel
FOR THE CHRISTIAN, the Old and New Testaments form one holy Scripture. The early church saw itself as related to the God of Abraham, the God of Old Testament history and eschatological promise. This continuity is emphasized by the fact that the church in its beginnings and especially the normative apostolic interpreters of the new divine acts in the plan of salvation were themselves Jews who were well-acquainted with and had no doubt personally shared the prophetic hope. The latter in particular would lead us to expect to find evidence in their teaching if any radical change in this hope had occurred for them.
The themes of the Old Testament eschatological hope as reviewed in chapter 9 are not the primary content of the New Testament teaching. The New Testament writers are more taken up with explaining the new work of God in the coming of Jesus the Messiah. But when their teaching touches the Old Testament hope, including the nation of Israel, two general truths become evident. Negatively, despite a strong element of judgment upon Israel, there is no indication of a forfeiture of the promises. Positively, the main elements of the eschatological picture of the Old Testament remain intact, including a future for the nation of Israel along with the blessing of all peoples.
I. THE NONFORFEITURE OF THE PROMISE
The primary expositor of the Old Testament eschatological picture of Israel and the nations in relation to the new work of God is the apostle Paul. In his teaching, as in the Old Testament, the nation of Israel remains the primary focus. However, the various statements about the nation have implications that support the final universal hope for all nations in accord with the prophetic picture.
According to Paul, God had given the Jews an advantage by entrusting to them his “very words” (Ro 3:1–2), signifying that this people had a special place in God’s revelatory activity toward the world. C. E. B. Cranfield explains, “The Jews have been given God’s authentic self-revelation in trust to treasure it and to attest and declare it to all mankind…They alone have been the recipients on behalf of mankind of God’s message.” The assertion in the next verse (v. 3) that the present unbelief of “some” in Israel does not “nullify God’s faithfulness” affirms that God’s covenanted purpose for Israel still stands.1
The firmness of God’s promises to Israel undergirds the entire discussion of that nation in the major section of Romans 9–11. The hope of the believer in the church expressed in the preceding chapters of Romans rests totally on the certainty of God’s word. And this puts the focus on the word that God had previously spoken to Israel (Ro 9:6). Leonhard Goppelt contends that, if that word could fail, “then the foundation upon which Christian certainty of salvation also rests would collapse, that certainty which Paul’s exposition of the gospel in Romans 1–8 has led to.”2 Along that same line, Walter Gutbrod asks, “Can the new community trust God’s Word when it seems to have failed the Jews (9:6)?”3
The apostle answers that question immediately at the beginning of his discussion of Israel with a recitation of eight privileges related to those whom he identifies as his “brothers, those of my own race, the people of Israel” (Ro 9:3–5). This list may be said to constitute a summary of the divinely promised prerogatives of Israel found in the Old Testament.4 John Piper observes that even the appellation “Israelite” (“the people of Israel,” NIV) is itself “redolent with a blessed antiquity and a glorious future (Is 49:3; 56:8; 66:20; Joel 2:27; 4:16 MT; Ob 20; Ps 25:22; 53:6; 130:7f.).”5
For our present purpose we call particular attention to the inclusion of “the covenants” and “the promises” among the possessions of the people of Israel. “Covenants” surely includes the various covenants made with Abraham, the nation at Sinai, David, and the promise of the new covenant (cf. Ro 11:26f.). In “promises,” the apostle most certainly included the promises given to Abraham that are often the subject of his theology (cf. 4:13–22; Gal 3:16–29). But, according to Cranfield, Paul probably “also had in mind many other OT promises, particularly the eschatological and messianic promises.”6 Finally, it should be recognized that although “the promises” are included as one of the privileges of Israel, every item in the list (v. 4) “can be understood as promises,” as C. K. Barrett points out. The “adoption as sons,” “divine glory,” and even “the receiving of the law” that looked forward to the gospel all pointed forward to promised eschatological blessings for Israel.7
That this teaching about Israel’s privileges affirms the continuation of Israel’s Old Testament eschatological promises is evident on two counts. First, the reference is obviously to empirical-historical Israel and not to the church as some new “spiritual Israel.” Paul’s mention of his own physical relationship with the Jews (v. 3) and the fact that “from them is traced the human ancestry of Christ” (v. 5) identify this as a reference to the historical people. Second, the present tense of the verb8 shows that Paul affirms these privileges, including the covenants and promises, as the present possessions of Israel. Moreover, as the previous context regarding the apostle’s longing for his countrymen indicates, they still belong to Israel in unbelief. Such is the case even after a judicial hardening has fallen on the majority of Israelites (11:7, 25) and the church has begun with the inclusion of Gentiles.
What Paul states in chapter 9 at the outset of his discussion on the present situation of Israel is reiterated in chapter 11. Despite their obstinate unbelief, Paul asserts that God has not rejected “his people, whom he foreknew” (11:2). Paul proves this first by reminding his readers that he himself, one chosen to be an apostle of Christ, is “an Israelite…a descendant of Abraham, from the tribe of Benjamin” (v. 1). In addition, there continues to be a remnant of the historical, ethnic people of Israel, who have already entered into the time of fulfillment (vv. 5–7).
One might say that because this fulfillment obviously refers to the blessings attained in the church, there remains no place for the fulfillment of national promises of the Old Testament. The rest of Paul’s discussion, however, rules out this conclusion by asserting the temporary nature of the present situation (cf. v. 5, “at the present time”; v. 25, “Israel has experienced a hardening…until”). As such, the present fulfillment cannot be understood as the complete fulfillment. The complementary teaching of a future for Israel, as we shall see, allows sufficient room for the completion of the Old Testament picture.
Paul’s confidence in the continuation of Israel’s hope is grounded in the sovereign elective purposes of God. Even though Israel has the status of “enemies” because of unbelief, which means that the people are under the wrath of God, it is also still “loved on account of the patriarchs” because of God’s “election” (11:28). The Israel to which the election refers is not the present elect remnant mentioned in verses 6–7, but “Israel as a whole,…as alienated from the favour of God by unbelief. The election…corresponds to the ‘people which he foreknew’ in verse 2, the theocratic election.”9 The reference is to God’s original elective love bestowed on Israel because of his promise to the fathers (cf. Dt 7:7–9).
Historical Israel remains the “beloved” of God because “God’s gifts and his call are irrevocable” (v. 29). The appeal, as in 3:3 and 9:6, is to the faithfulness of God. The “gifts” refer to “such privileges of Israel as are listed in 9.4f.”10 The mention of “calling,” according to Cranfield, adds the functional goal involved in the privileges, namely, “God’s calling of Israel to be His special people, to stand in a special relation to Himself, and to fulfil a special function in history.”11 That these are “irrevocable” or “not repented of” is, according to John Murray, “expressly to the effect that the adoption, the covenants, and the promises in their application to Israel have not been abrogated.”12
There can be no stronger affirmation of the continuance of the Old Testament covenanted promises to the nation of Israel than this one in Romans 11, which comes at the end of a discussion of Israel’s situation during the present church age. The majority of the nation have been cut off under the judgment of God, but their unbelief has not changed the purpose of God for the people. The radical rejection of God in the death of his Son and the breaking of the Old Covenant had not anulled God’s plan for Israel, for it was founded on the prior “promise” of God (cf. Gal 3:17–18). Nor is there any indication that the plan has been radically reinterpreted. To be sure, the Gentiles are already entering into the experience of salvation promises that had originally been given to Israel, but the promises still belong to Israel first (Ro 1:16) and the nation will some day fulfill them because of the absolute faithfulness of God to his word.
II. THE FUTURE RESTORATION OF THE NATION OF ISRAEL
The New Testament not only affirms the continuance of the Old Testament promises to the historic people of Israel, but also teaches its future salvation in conformity with the promises. The full range of details in the eschatological picture of the Old Testament prophets is not found in the New Testament. But the New Testament writers were almost all Jews familiar with the Old Testament, so there was no need to retell the whole story. The Scriptures of the Old Testament people of God became the Scriptures of the church. Thus the New Testament affirmation of the continuance of the promises and the teaching of a future for Israel would entail the larger Old Testament picture.
The fullest statement on the future for Israel found in the New Testament is in Romans 11. Having considered the people’s failure to respond to God’s coming in Christ in chapters 9–10, the apostle turns to the question of their future in chapter 11. In the first section of the chapter, he asserts the continuing theological significance of Israel—i.e., God has not rejected them (vv. 1–6). This remains true even though saving grace has now gone out to the Gentiles along with believing Jews to form the new community of God that already lives in the promised eschatological salvation.
After affirming the continued significance of the people, Paul explains that present-day Israel, except for an elect remnant, is under the divine judgment of hardening (vv. 7–10). But he quickly adds that this judgment is only temporary (vv. 11–15).
This passage contains several statements about Israel’s future. Israel has fallen, but not “beyond recovery” (v. 11). The people’s disobedience had led to the coming of salvation to the Gentiles, but this is not the final act in God’s plan of blessing for the world. The apostle sees a future for Israel that will bring even greater blessing to the world: “But if their transgression means riches for the world, and their loss means riches for the Gentiles, how much greater riches will their fullness bring!” (v. 12).
The term “fullness” has a variety of meanings, and its exact meaning here is uncertain. The basic thought, however, is clear, as Murray notes: “What ever might be the precise term by which to express the import here, it is obvious that the condition or state denoted is one that stands in sharp contrast with the unbelief, the trespass, and the loss characterizing Israel when the apostle wrote.”13 The reference is clearly to the restoration of Israel as a whole, which is explained by Cranfield as the “unbelieving majority’s being brought up to its full numerical strength (i.e., the full strength of Israel as a whole…) by being reunited with the believing minority through its own (i.e., the majority’s) conversion.”14
The thought of the future restoration of Israel is reiterated in verse 15, but instead of “their fullness,” it is expressed as “their acceptance.” In contrast to “their rejection,” which refers to the temporary casting away of unbelieving Israel by God, “their acceptance” can mean nothing less than “God’s final acceptance of what is now unbelieving Israel.”15
Paul supports his teaching of a future for Israel with two illustrations, the batch of dough (v. 16) and the olive tree (vv. 16–24). Both demonstrate that God’s past and present dealings with that people are the assurance of his future work on their behalf. The “part of the dough offered as firstfruits,” which makes the “whole batch…holy,” is probably a reference to the believing Jews (cf. Paul’s use of “firstfruits” in 16:5 and 1 Co 16:15 for first converts).16 This present remnant of Jewish Christians, Paul says, represents the entire people and guarantees the final sanctification of the nation as a whole.
The picture of the root and branches makes a similar point. In this instance, the root signifies the patriarchs, especially Abraham, whom Jewish tradition held as the root of Israel.17 The branches include all Israel, i.e., both the remnant who remain and the unbelieving people who are cut off. As the lump of dough makes the whole batch holy, so the hallowed root of the patriarchs due to the elective grace of God affects all the branches.
Paul elaborates on this second illustration. His primary point is to make clear to his gentile audience that their nourishment comes from the same root from which Israel grew and to warn them against arrogant self-complacency over against Israel (cf. vv. 17–22). The Gentiles are not only to be humble in their participation with Israel in the root, but are also to envision the possibility of fallen Israel’s being brought back into the place of divine blessing (vv. 23–24).
While there is no explicit statement of Israel’s future restoration in these two verses, Paul emphasizes that such a restoration is compatible with the salvation plan of God rooted in the covenant with the patriarchs. If the power and grace of God were able to graft the Gentiles, who were “wild branches,” into a root that did not formerly belong to them, “how much more readily” could the “natural branches [Israel] be grafted into their own olive tree.” The Gentiles should not presume that Israel’s unbelief and consequent cutting off has given them superiority in relation to God’s plan of salvation. It was just such an attitude that caused Israel’s problem. Rather, as James D. G. Dunn says, the “gentile Christians’ own experience of grace should be enough to show them that if they can be accepted by Israel’s God, how much more ethnic Israel.”18
The possibility that God’s grace will bring the “natural branches” back to their root becomes a certainty in Paul’s final and most explicit teaching about the future restoration of Israel. Speaking of the revelation of a “mystery”—the divine plan of redemption in Christ—Paul sums up in concise terms what he has expressed throughout chapters 9–11: “Israel has experienced a hardening in part until the full number of Gentiles has come in. And so all Israel will be saved” (11:25–26).
What might appear in the immediate context to be a rather straightforward statement of Israel’s future salvation has elicited a variety of interpretations. Both the identity of “all Israel” and the time of salvation have been understood differently. Calvin and many other scholars have held to what Dunn calls “the older view,”19 that “all Israel” refers to all the elect in history, including both Jews and Gentiles—that is, “all spiritual Israel.”20
A second interpretation sees “all Israel” as “the total number of the elect from among the Jews” throughout history.21 According to this view, Paul is not talking about the conversion of Israel in the end-time, but rather the total group of Jewish people who come to salvation over the course of history.
A third view regards “all Israel” as the totality of the people who will be converted in the future after “the fullness of the Gentiles” has come in. There are several variations on this general theme. Dispensationalists see the reference as signifying the salvation and restoration of Israel as a nation (though not every individual) with its centrality among the nations in accord with Old Testament prophecy.22 Some non-dispensational premillennialists also affirm a national restoration, but apparently without taking in the whole Old Testament picture of the special status or function of Israel among the other nations. George E. Ladd refers to the future salvation of Israel as bringing “literal Israel…into the church” and, like Piper, suggests that “converted Israel may become for the first time in history a truly Christian nation.”23
Finally, some nonmillennialists simply see a future conversion of the people of Israel to the blessing and favor of the gospel. This is the same blessing that the Gentiles experience beforehand, and therefore it has no national implications for Israel. Murray states, “There is no suggestion of any privilege or status but that which is common to Jew and Gentile in the faith of Christ.”24
The understanding of Paul’s statement concerning the salvation of all Israel entails at least three issues: (1) the meaning of “all Israel,” (2) the time of the promised salvation, and (3) the meaning of that salvation.
A. The Identity of “All Israel”
On the meaning of “all Israel,” most contemporary scholars reject the first interpretation—that the phrase is a reference to the elect Jews and Gentiles of all ages—and they do so because of the context. In chapters 9–11, Paul uses the term “Israel” no less than eleven times. The preceding ten indisputably denote the Jews as opposed to the Gentiles, and there is no compelling evidence to view the last use differently. Moreover, the close connection in thought between verses 25 and 26 demands ethnic Israel. Murray views these verses in the context and concludes,
The main thesis of verse 25 is that the hardening of Israel is to terminate and that Israel is to be restored. This is but another way of affirming what had been called Israel’s “fulness” in verse 12, the “receiving” in verse 15, and the grafting in again in verses 23, 24. To regard the climactic statement, “all Israel shall be saved,” as having reference to anything else than this precise datum would be exegetical violence.25
The second interpretation, in which “all Israel” means the elect Jews of all time, is also incompatible with Paul’s thinking. Even though in this view “all Israel” includes more than the remnant saved during this present age, there is still a strong emphasis on seeing the present remnant as part of, even the climactic culmination of, “all Israel.” Anthony Hoekema writes, “The salvation of all Israel, therefore, does not take place exclusively at the end-time, but takes place throughout the era between Christ’s first and second coming—in fact, from the time of the call of Abraham.”26 This centrality of the present salvation of the remnant in the meaning of “all Israel” is seen also in Herman Ridderbos’s statement that “only under the concurrent mark of God’s judgment on the unbelief of a part of Israel will Israel come to its fullness.” The salvation of “all Israel” is thus complete when the full number of Gentiles has been brought in.27
The strong link between “all Israel” and the present remnant according to this view is evident in Paul’s assertion that his own ministry to the Gentiles, which sought to make Israel “envious” (11:11, 14), was already accomplishing the salvation of “all Israel.”28 Since all the earlier godly remnants of Israel historically are said to be a part of Paul’s “all Israel,” the reference cannot be only to the remnant of this present age. However, the emphasis given to the present remnant and to the present age as the fullest work of salvation for both Jews and Gentiles suggests that the remnant does not stand in contrast to “all Israel,” but is its most important part. William Hendriksen states, “ ‘All Israel’ is ‘the remnant according to the election of grace’ (11:5).”29
Hoekema, explaining that Israel’s salvation extends from the time of Abraham until the second coming, also declares, “All Israel, therefore, differs from the elect remnant spoken of in 11:5, but only as the sum total of all the remnants through history.”30
This close relationship between “all Israel” and the “remnant” is rightly rejected by most interpreters. Instead of equating them, Dunn declares that “all Israel…clearly functions in contrast to [‘remnant’] (11:5), and
[‘some’] (11:17; Schlier) and indeed
[‘in part’] (11:25), and as parallel to
[‘fullness’] (11:12).”31 In a similar vein, Cranfield points to the “fullness” and “acceptance” of Israel (vv. 12, 15) and the grafting in again of the broken-off branches (vv. 23–24) as indicating that the salvation of “all Israel” is unmistakably “something more than what would simply amount to the salvation of the elect remnants of Israel of all the generations.”32 Rather than the remnant alone, it includes both the remnant and the “others” of verse 7.33
Contrary to the views that equate “all Israel” with “spiritual Israel” composed of Jew and Gentile or as simply the elect remnant of all Jews throughout history, it is preferable to see Paul’s reference to the salvation of “all Israel” as a reference to Israel as a whole, Israel as the “bearer of the promise and the recipient of its fulfillment.”34 Dunn asserts that “there is now a strong consensus that ’
must mean Israel as a whole, as a people whose corporate identity and wholeness would not be lost even if in the event there were some (or indeed many) individual exceptions.”35 According to F. F. Bruce, “ ‘all Israel’ is a recurring expression in Jewish Literature, where it need not mean ‘every Jew without a single exception’ but ‘Israel as a whole.’ Thus ‘all Israel has a portion in the age to come,’ says the Mishnah tractate Sanhedrin (x. i), and proceeds immediately to name those Israelites who have no portion therein.”36
In distinction from the present remnant of Israel, therefore, “all Israel” looks to the restoration of that people as a whole. Ferdinand Hahn aptly sums up Paul’s meaning: “all Israel”
relates to the Israelite people of actual history, who are now despising their salvation…The offer of salvation will again be made to Israel, which will again be faced with a decision about belief, and as a believing Israel will attain salvation…But if in the case of that first decision about belief it was only a small fraction that accepted the message, it will at some future time be the “fullness” of the Jews (cf. Rom. 11:12) who will acknowledge their Lord.37
B. The Time of Israel’s Salvation
The meaning of the salvation of all Israel also relates to the time when this is to occur. After referring to the partial hardening of Israel and the coming in of the fullness of the Gentiles (v. 25), Paul introduces the salvation of Israel with the words, “And so [
]…” (v. 26). Because Paul does not use words that clearly denote sequence such as “then” or “after that,” some see the salvation of Israel in verse 26 not as coming after the events of verse 25, but as occurring simultaneously.
Explaining that (“so”) describes “manner” and not temporal succession, Hoekema states, “Paul is not saying, ‘Israel has experienced a hardening in part until the full number of Gentiles has come in, and then (after this has happened) all Israel will be saved.’ But he is saying, ‘Israel has experienced a hardening in part until the full number of Gentiles has come in, and in this way all Israel will be saved.’”38 In other words, the salvation of Israel is to take place during the same time as the ingathering of gentile fullness and the partial hardening of Israel.
Ridderbos makes this last parallel specific: “Only under the concurrent mark of God’s judgment on the unbelief of a part of Israel will Israel come to its fullness and just then be redeemed from that judgment.”39 Exactly what Ridderbos means by “redeemed from that judgment” is not clear, but it apparently coincides with the end of the salvation of all Israel, for that salvation takes place during the hardening. Under this scheme, “all Israel” seems necessarily closely identified with the “remnant” presently being saved, for the present remnant is the correlative to the present hardening (cf. vv. 5–7). To make “all Israel” more than the “remnant” would require lifting the hardening judgment before the fullness of the Gentiles comes in. But Paul’s words can hardly be interpreted this way. The hardening continues until the end of the gentile fullness.
More support for the view that Israel’s salvation happens at present is alleged from Paul’s statement that this people “have now become disobedient in order that they too may now receive mercy” (11:31, emphasis added). Hoekema asserts that in this summation Paul “speaks not in terms of what will happen in the future but in terms of what is happening now.”40 Such an immediate present action, however, is not required. The uses of “now” in verse 31, for both Israel’s disobedience and their obtaining of mercy as well as the “now” for gentile salvation in verse 30b, are in contrast to the previous “at one time” (, v. 30a). The distinction is obviously between the time before this dispensation and the present time of eschatological salvation or in Dunn’s words, “the salvation-history division of epochs.”
There is nothing, however, which demands that the application of this salvation to the Gentiles and “all Israel” be simultaneous within the present “now” era of eschatological salvation. As Dunn explains, it is better to see the salvation of the Gentiles and of Israel as sequential within this period of salvation: “…‘the now time’ is subdivided into the two phases: mercy to Gentiles and Jewish disobedience; followed by mercy to Jew as well…The second [now] was probably a way of highlighting the eschatological imminence of this second and final phase of ‘the now time.’”41
We must remember that from Paul’s perspective there was no way to know the duration of the “now time” of eschatological salvation—certainly not the length of the first phase. For Paul, the completion of the fullness of the Gentiles and the salvation of Israel could possibly occur within a relatively short time, even as the coming of Christ could. But we need not conclude that he understood these events as occurring at the same time. In fact, the apostle’s hope of saving only “some” of his fellow countrymen through his ministry (v. 14) suggests that he did not envision the restoration of Israel as resulting from his own efforts.
Given the total direction of Paul’s teaching in Romans 11, it is better to see the salvation of “all” Israel as a subsequent action. This view is further supported by Paul’s temporal statement that the hardening will last “until the full number of the Gentiles has come in” (italics added), which suggests that after the coming in of the Gentiles there will be a change in that the hardening will be removed. Although (“so”), which introduces verse 26, has the basic meaning of “thus” or “in this manner,” it may also include a temporal sense. Bruce comments, “To the argument that Paul does not say ‘and then all Israel shall be saved’ but ‘and so all Israel shall be saved’ (as though the ingathering of the full tale of Gentiles were in itself the salvation of all Israel), it should suffice to point out the well attested use of Gk houtōs (‘so’, ‘thus’) in a temporal sense.”42
The apostle probably used this term rather than a simple adverb of sequence in order to emphasize both the manner and the sequence related to Israel’s salvation. Dunn explains, “Following the
[‘until,’ v. 25], some temporal weight cannot be excluded from
[‘And so’] (Stuhlmann, 165); but the basic sense of
is ‘thus, in this manner,’ referring to Paul’s conviction that conversion of the Gentiles will be the means of provoking Israel to jealousy and converting them.”43
Paul’s statement in Romans 11:26 is thus best understood as the last part of a three-part sentence: (1) the hardening of Israel, (2) the ingathering of Gentiles (which is occurring simultaneously with the hardening), and (3) the final salvation of Israel. These all elaborate the mystery of God’s plan of salvation for Gentiles and Jews that Paul desires his readers to understand from his discussion throughout this passage. So the final aspect of the mystery—the salvation of “all Israel”—follows the first two with the introductory phrase “and thus,” which carries the meaning “when these preconditions have been fulfilled.”44 Thus Paul regards the salvation of “all Israel” as happening after the present time of salvation and riches for the world (v. 11) and the ingathering of “the full number of Gentiles” (v. 25).
The relationship of Israel’s salvation to the blessing of the Gentiles raises some further questions about the time of Israel’s restoration. Does this sequence signify that with the salvation of Israel we have reached the end of salvation history and there is no further blessing for the world? Or does the conversion of Israel signify a period of even greater blessing for the whole world?
Scholars who hold that the salvation of Israel and the gathering of the Gentiles take place simultaneously obviously have no trouble seeing Israel’s restoration as the end of salvation history. Even though they may acknowledge a sequence of the coming in of the Gentiles followed by the salvation of Israel in the apostle’s language in verses 25–26, some nevertheless regard the “full number of Gentiles” as a reference to the completion of God’s salvific work among the nations. Accordingly, God will bring about the salvation of Israel in connection with the completion of gentile salvation. All of this takes place in relation to Christ’s coming, at which time the final resurrection will occur. It is this final fullness of resurrection life that Paul has in mind when he refers to the future blessing for the Gentiles that results from Israel’s restoration (vv. 12, 15).45
That interpretation leaves no time for the Old Testament picture of the blessings of Gentiles subsequent to and mediated through a restored Israel. In fact, its proponents claim that Paul has inverted the Old Testament sequence.46
But is Paul really teaching such a radical transformation of the prophecies? It is evident that the present salvation of the Gentiles before that of Israel is not in harmony with the basic Old Testament picture. But does this represent a change in the picture or simply an addition to it? Two factors suggest to us that the latter is more in harmony with this New Testament teaching.
First, no such radical reinterpretation of the Old Testament Scriptures in relation to gentile salvation is indicated. Nowhere in the context does Paul transform the picture presented in the Old Testament of the nations streaming to Jerusalem and being blessed through restored Israel (e.g., Isa 2:1–4).47 The present blessings of the Gentiles are related to the stumbling of Israel, but this is never explained as some kind of altering of the Old Testament hope.
Second, rather than a transformation, the passage itself gives evidence that Paul clung to the basic hope offered in the Old Testament picture. The future “fullness” of Israel will bring “greater riches” for the Gentiles than the riches presently enjoyed during this time (v. 12). The “acceptance” of Israel will bring blessing for the world, what Paul describes as “life from the dead” (v. 16). The meaning of this last phrase is unclear. Some take it figuratively to mean the blessing of the world that far surpasses anything that has previously taken place, “an unprecedented quickening for the world in the expansion and success of the gospel.”48 Others believe it means literally the resurrection of the dead.49
We need not try to decide the issue here, except to point out that even if it means the resurrection, we need not take that to be the final general resurrection that issues immediately into the eternal state. Both Jewish tradition and the New Testament give evidence of two resurrections, the first for the righteous when the messianic reign begins and the second just prior to the final state (cf. Lk 14:14; Rev 20:5–6).50 Thus time is provided for the blessing of the world through restored Israel before the eternal state. This fits both the Old Testament picture and the one that Paul presents in this passage.
To acknowledge the present salvation of Gentiles as the ingathering of their “full number” does not preclude a future time of gentile blessing. According to Murray, to take verse 25 to mean “the consummation of blessing for the Gentiles” is an “unwarranted assumption.” While it denotes their “unprecedented blessing,” it “does not exclude even greater blessing to follow,” in harmony with verses 11 and 15.51 The coming in of “the full number of the Gentiles” prior to the salvation of “all Israel” is best understood as referring to the ingathering of Gentiles during the present age through the preaching of the gospel to all nations (cf. Mk 13:10; Mt 24:14). But, as Murray points out, the benefits for the Gentiles that Paul sees resulting from Israel’s conversion rules out the “full number” as the culmination of all gentile salvation in the divine program. There must yet be some time following the coming in of this “fullness” that permits the even greater blessing of the world to take place. Such an understanding of the time factors in this passage harmonizes well with the Old Testament picture.
We have seen so far that Paul’s teaching about the salvation of “all Israel” is in full accord with the Old Testament eschatological hope. It refers to a future salvation of Israel as a whole that follows the divine work currently affecting the nations. It remains for us to see whether the nature of the salvation of which the apostle speaks is in harmony with the Old Testament prophecies.
C. The Nature of Israel’s Salvation
On the basis that Paul says nothing about a national restoration to the promised land, many interpreters maintain that the nationalistic elements are no longer part of his hope for his people. For example, Bruce says, “In all that Paul says about the restoration of Israel to God, he says nothing about the restoration of an earthly Davidic kingdom, nothing about national reinstatement in the land of Israel. What he envisaged for his people was something infinitely better.”52 But is the “argument from silence” sufficient grounds for that view? Heinrich A. W. Meyer’s claim that “…our passage directly controverts the Ebionitish view, now renewed in various quarters…, of an actual restoration of Israel to the theocratic kingdom in Canaan, as to be expected on the ground of prophetic prediction” is surely going beyond the evidence.53 There is nothing in the passage contrary to these additional elements.
To deal with this issue let us first look at the nature of the salvation Paul describes. With quotations from Isaiah 59:20–21; 27:9 (both closely following the Septuagint) and Jeremiah 31:34, Paul portrays Israel’s future salvation in terms of the new covenant promise of the removal of their sins. This salvation will be accomplished when “the deliverer will come from Zion” (Ro 11:26). Paul substitutes “from Zion” for the Hebrew “to Zion” or “for Zion” and the Septuagint’s “on behalf of Zion.” But we should not take this as a deliberate attempt by Paul to reinterpret the Old Testament picture.54 The psalmists frequently spoke of the salvation for Israel as coming “out of” or “from” Zion (Pss 14:1; 53:6; cf. 110:2). That fact may well have influenced Paul’s choice of words here. He may also, as Murray notes, have wanted to focus on the relationship of the Redeemer to Israel in his choice of words.55
Nothing in Paul’s citations, therefore, veers away from the Old Testament. According to the prophetic picture, the judgment of the Lord would go out against the enemies of Israel from Zion, but also salvation for his people Israel.56 Although, according to Isaiah, God was the subject of the action of bringing salvation for Israel, there is rabbinic evidence that this was interpreted as the Messiah, even as Paul does here.
It is not Paul’s language, however, that ultimately leads interpreters to see a transformation of the Old Testament picture of Israel’s restoration. Rather, as we have already seen in Bruce’s statement, it is the fact that Paul refers here only to a spiritual salvation. Now, it is difficult to see how a reference to Israel’s spiritual salvation becomes positive evidence that the material aspects are no longer applicable. There is no negation of the material aspects in the passage, nor are any material or mundane promises of the Old Testament (e.g., nationhood, land) given a new, spiritualized interpretation.
Paul’s reference to the salvation of Israel from sin is perfectly in harmony with the Old Testament eschatological hope. The prophets always made a spiritual transformation the great priority in the restoration of Israel. Spiritual salvation was, in fact, the basis for the outward material and theocratic blessing. It is no doubt this truth, along with the fact that the focus of Paul’s discussion in Romans is on the avenue of a right relationship with God, that led Paul to emphasize the spiritual dimension of the salvation of “all Israel.” There is, however, no biblical or theological reason for that to preclude an additional material blessing.
Paul’s affirming the irrevocableness of God’s gifts and call to Israel (11:29) further indicates that he retained the full Old Testament hope for Israel. As we have seen, these gifts and call included all the covenant promises made to Israel and the purpose for which they were given. Israel’s future spiritual salvation was expected because God intended to fulfill all his Old Testament promises including a national restoration and subsequent blessing to all nations.
Chapter 11
Other New Testament Prophecies
ALTHOUGH THE apostle Paul is the primary source of New Testament teaching about the eschatology of Israel and the nations, other writers give evidence of sharing this same hope. We will examine this evidence and note some other prophetic aspects related to this theme throughout the New Testament.
I. THE RESTORATION OF ISRAEL
According to Johannes Munck, parallels to the apostle’s thought on Israel are found in the gospel accounts of Jesus’ teaching.1 Israel’s primacy by divine election, her obstinancy, and her consequent judgment were all frequently asserted by Christ. In addition, the Lord’s teaching also contains hints of Paul’s theme of the final restoration of Israel. Matthew 23:37–39 (cf. Lk 13:34–35) records Jesus’ lament over Jerusalem for killing the prophets and refusing to let him gather her under the shelter of his wings. As a result, judgment was coming: “…your house is left to you desolate” (v. 38).
But judgment is not the final note, for Jesus added, “For I tell you, you will not see me again until you say, ‘Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord’” (v. 39). Although, according to Matthew, these last words were spoken by the people at the triumphal entry, they were clearly not fulfilled on that occasion, for only the disciples welcomed him then, not the city as a whole. So the fulfillment awaits the parousia of the Messiah.
This statement that Jerusalem will someday recognize Jesus is understood in different ways. To some it is only Israel’s sad recognition of the Messiah as judge at the parousia. Joseph A. Fitzmyer, for example, explains, “The time will come when even Jerusalem will be ready to sing out, ‘Blest is the one who comes in the name of the Lord,’ but then it will be too late.”2 But such a negative tone is hardly compatible with the real meaning of the statement and the overall teaching of Jesus concerning his people.
The words of praise, derived from Psalm 118:26, were interpreted by the Jews as messianic. They were shouted with enthusiasm by the disciples and welcomed by Jesus on the day of his triumphal entry. In light of these facts, G. R. Beasley-Murray aptly comments, “It is difficult to believe that [here]…Jesus is declaring that the expression of praise…to be given in the end time would be rejected.”3 It is far more likely that this statement following the pronouncement of judgment is to be taken as a promise of a joyful greeting of their Messiah by the people of Jerusalem.4
Moreover, while Jesus teaches the participation of the Gentiles in the kingdom and warns the unrepentant Jewish sons of the kingdom that they will be excluded, he nowhere excludes all Israel. The patriarchs with whom the Gentiles will share in the kingdom, Jesus said, are more than individuals; they represent their descendants as well. With this in mind, Beasley-Murray rightly concludes that Jesus “anticipated his own people returning to God along with the multitudes from the nations.”5
Another indication of Israel’s restoration is found in a similar prediction of judgment. Anticipating the city’s destruction by the Romans, Jesus declared that Jerusalem would be “trampled on by the Gentiles until the times of the Gentiles are fulfilled” (Lk 21:24). As in the earlier statement, the little word “until” signifies a limit to that judgment.
What was to happen after the gentile domination of Israel ended is not stated. Again, some scholars read into this silence a denial of the fulfillment of the Old Testament prophecies for Israel. Norval Geldenhuys states, “Christ nowhere implies that the ‘times of the Gentiles’ will be followed by Jewish dominion over the nations. The kingdom of this world is to give place to ‘the kingdom of our Lord and of his Christ’ (Rev. xi. 15)—not a glorified Jewish kingdom.”6 Many interpreters are content to affirm the end of the gentile domination with the coming of Christ without saying anything about a change in the fortunes of Israel.
But it might be asked, if Jesus was merely teaching that Jerusalem is to be trodden down by Gentiles until the Lord returns to conclude salvation history in the setting up of the eternal kingdom, why did he not say, “Jerusalem will be trampled…until I come” or something to that effect rather than “until the times of the Gentiles are fulfilled”? The times of the Gentiles will terminate with the coming of Christ. But the use of this particular language suggests the reversal of the situation for the downtrodden city as a result of the end of the gentile domination at the appearance of the Messiah. Such a scenario would be in perfect harmony with the Jewish prophecy. The motif of the treading down of Jerusalem was “a set theme in prophecy.”7 But the subsequent restoration of the nation was also a theme of that expectation. Thus, although the force of Jesus’ teaching in this passage is on the coming judgment, its temporary nature makes it perfectly compatible with the rest of the Old Testament hope of the restoration of Israel.
Both Matthew 23:39 and Luke 21:24 are rightly understood only within the whole perspective of the Old Testament prophetic faith which was alive among the disciples of the New Testament. The emphasis on the judgment of Israel in these verses harmonizes with the threats of punishment for disobedience found in the Old Testament, especially when the general distinctions between the Old and New Testament teaching about Israel are considered. According to Berkhof,
In the Old Testament God’s faithfulness stands in the foreground, but it is stated that this is not a guarantee that the people will not sin, or that they will not be led through God’s dark detours. In the New Testament, Israel’s disobedience and blindness are in the foreground, but it is stated that nevertheless this cannot frustrate God’s faithfulness to and salvation plans for this people.8
Further support for a future restoration of Israel is seen in Christ’s statement that his disciples would sit on thrones judging the twelve tribes of Israel in the kingdom (Mt 19:28; Lk 22:30). The activity of judging in this instance is more than simply sitting as judge when Israel is called to give account for their response to the Messiah.9 Although this judicial function is included, judging also conveys the idea of ruling or governing.10 I. Howard Marshall explains that “judging…conveys the ideas of rule and judgment.”11 The context of Jesus’ words in both Matthew and Luke suggests that the disciples are given the authority and function to judge as a reward for their sacrificial service in the present age (cf. Mt 19:27; Lk 22:28). Friedrich Büchsel points out that judging in the sense of condemning Israelites would be no real privilege for the disciples; moreover, when the saints seated on thrones in Revelation 20:4 are given authority to judge, such action is shown to have the aspect of reigning.12
Other contextual evidence supports the idea of reigning in the kingdom. In the chapter following this promise, Matthew records the request of James and John for the highest positions of authority in the kingdom (Mt 20:20ff.). Both the concept of rulership evident in this request and the response of Jesus would appear to demand more than some final judgment. Similarly, Jesus’ statement in Luke’s account about the disciples eating and drinking at his table in the kingdom point to the common Jewish metaphor of the messianic kingdom as a joyful banquet (cf. Lk 13:29; 14:15). These statements about the position of the disciples over the twelve tribes of Israel in the future reign of Christ therefore not only look to the future kingdom, but also affirm a future for the nation of Israel.
The idea that Jesus is referring to some new spiritual Israel13 in this promise must be rejected. Matthew always makes a clear distinction between Gentiles and Jews.14 Similarly, Luke always uses the word “Israel” to refer to Jewish people. Arthur W. Wainwright says, “Although he [Luke] believes the Church to have taken over the function of God’s people, he never explicitly calls it ‘Israel,’ and there is not good reason to suppose that when he speaks of the restoration of Israel he is alluding to the Church. He is referring to the Jewish nation.”15 E. P. Sanders therefore concludes that Jesus’ words about the disciples’ judging the twelve tribes of Israel “confirms the view that Jesus looked for the restoration of Israel.”16
Finally, Christ’s teaching of a future restoration is found in Acts 1:6–7. After Jesus told them that the Spirit would come to baptize them in a “few days” (v. 5), the disciples asked, “Lord, are you at this time going to restore the kingdom to Israel?” (v. 6). In speaking of “restoration,” the disciples were using an expression that had become a technical term for the messianic political restoration of Israel to its own land.17 Jesus responded by telling them, “It is not for you to know the times or dates the Father has set by his own authority. But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; and you will be my witnesses” (vv. 7–8).
Although many interpreters see in the disciples’ question a reprehensible stubbornness to give up their Jewish materialistic hope,18 no evidence is put forward why they should have lost hope. At the coming of Jesus, a hope for a political establishment was supported both by angelic messenger (Lk 1:32–33) and prophecy (Lk 1:68–79, cf. esp. vv. 71–75).19 While Jesus emphasized the spiritual dimension of the messianic salvation and later taught a delay of the kingdom (cf. Lk 19:11ff.), he said nothing about removing the material political aspect. In fact, as we have seen, Jesus promised his disciples rulership over Israel in the kingdom (Mt 19:28; Lk 22:30). And shortly following the promise in Matthew’s account, the nature of that kingdom in the minds of the disciples is evident in James and John’s seeking the chief positions of authority in it (Mt 20:20ff.). There, as in Acts, Jesus did not deny their kingdom concept, but only their concept of greatness. He also related their request to the sovereign pleasure of the Father, even as he did the question concerning the time of the kingdom expressed in the book of Acts.
There is no question but that the disciples had difficulty with some of the spiritual teaching about the kingdom. This is evident in their failure to understand the teaching of Jesus at some points, especially with regard to the salvation of the kingdom through his death. But to charge them with a total misunderstanding of the kingdom hope of Israel based on an alleged reinterpretation of this hope is difficult to substantiate in Scripture. Just before the disciples asked about Israel and the kingdom, Luke records that Jesus had been teaching them “about the kingdom of God” (v. 3). If after all this instruction from Jesus their question had still been wrongheaded, we would certainly expect to find a rebuke and a correction in Jesus’ reply. After all, he was about to leave and send them out as his witnesses. But though some disagree, we find nothing like a rebuke in Jesus’ words.
The question of the disciples is therefore a legitimate one, especially in light of the announcement of the coming of the Spirit. From their own prophets they knew that the gift of the Spirit belonged to the days of messianic salvation (Joel 2:28). The words of Jesus about the Spirit signaled the new age. Consequently, it was natural for the disciples to wonder if the restoration of Israel, which also belonged to that time, was about to take place. As R. J. Knowling says,
such a promise as that made in ver. 5, the fulfilment of which, according to Joel ii. 28, would mark the salvation of Messianic times, might lead the disciples to ask about the restoration of the kingdom to Israel which the same prophet had foretold, to be realised by the annihilation of the enemies of God and victory and happiness for the good.20
Jesus replied to the disciples’ question by saying that the time for the restoration of Israel was not for them to know; this knowledge belonged to the Father. His response reminds us of his earlier statement that he himself did not know the day or the hour of his coming (Mk 13:32); that, too, belonged to the Father. Jesus then focused their attention on what they could know, namely, the coming of the Spirit to empower them for their ministry as his witnesses. This was to be their immediate concern before the final fulfillment of their hope for their people Israel.
The response of Jesus, therefore, in no way denies the validity of the disciples’ question or the prospect of the restoration of Israel. As Gotthard Lechler declares, “He did not deny that either their expectation of the appearance on earth of his glorious kingdom in its reality, or their hope of the glorious future which that kingdom opened to the people of Israel, was well founded; he simply subdued their eager curiosity respecting the time, and directed their attention to the practical duties which they were to perform at the present period.” Far from denying the restoration of Israel, Jesus confirmed it by asserting that its time was fixed by the Father.21
To this we add Wainwright’s comment that the occasion of Jesus’ ascension, which began with the disciples’ question in verse 5, ended with the promise that he “will come back in the same way you have seen him go into heaven” (v. 11). “This is the real answer to the disciples’ question about the restoration of the kingdom. Jesus will return at an unknown date in the future, which will be the time for Israel’s restoration.”22
That Jesus’ reply was not a rejection of Israel’s hope is evident later on in Peter’s invitation to the Jewish people to repent and turn to God “that times of refreshing may come from the Lord, and that he may send the Christ, who has been appointed for you—even Jesus. He must remain in heaven until the time comes for God to restore everything, as he promised long ago through his holy prophets” (Ac 3:19–21). The verb “restore” connects this statement of Peter with the earlier disciples’ question about the “restoration” of the kingdom in Acts 1:5. A similar link between the two passages is seen in the terms “times” (3:20, ) and “time” (3:21,
), which are the same Greek terms found in Jesus’ reply to the disciples in 1:7 (“times or dates”).
As we noted in relation to the disciples’ question, the concept of “restoration” had specific, national implications for the Jews. These included both the physical restoration to the land (e.g., Jer 16:15; 24:6; 50:19) and the spiritual restoration promised through Elijah (cf. Mal 4:6; Mt 17:11; Mk 9:12).23 This restoration and the “times of refreshing,” which refers to the “eschatological redemption which is promised to Israel if it repents,”24 are both linked to the future coming of Christ. All of this, according to Peter, is in fulfillment of what God had “promised long ago through his holy prophets” (v. 21). The Greek words in this last phrase are essentially identical to those used by Luke in the prophecy of Zacharias, in which the promises reveal both a physical and spiritual restoration of the nation of Israel (cf. Lk 1:71, 74–75, 77).
Even while Acts records the Jews’ continued rejection of their Messiah and the apostles’ turning to the Gentiles, an ultimate hope for Israel’s restoration remains. On several occasions we are told of Paul’s turning to the Gentiles after being rejected by Jews (e.g., Ac 13:46; 18:6). Nevertheless he continued to preach to Jews (cf. 14:1; 28:23–28) and viewed his ministry as embracing his kinsmen as well as Gentiles (Ac 9:15; 22:15; 26:17–18, 22–23). Robert C. Tannehill, after surveying both Luke and Acts, points out how Luke treats the Old Testament in regard to the hope of Israel: “This hope is important to the author of Luke–Acts, for its complete disappearance would leave him with an unresolvable theological problem. Salvation for Israel has been presented as a major aspect of God’s purpose, certified by scripture, but the final outcome would be the opposite.” Thus the “times of relief” and “restoration” are still affirmed.25
A look at the entire New Testament teaching about Israel, therefore, indicates that although the nation comes under the judgment of God for rejecting Christ, it is never said to permanently lose its position in the promises of God, including its status as a nation. As Edward H. Flannery declares, “…the belief the Jews could never again regain their lost nationhood did not have its origin in Scripture…Hence, the existence of a Jewish state, be it the state of Israel or another, does not contradict sacred Scripture.”26 Moreover, there is positive evidence that the Old Testament hope of a restored Israel was still very much alive.
II. THE FUTURE MILLENNIAL PHASE OF THE KINGDOM
We have argued with most interpreters that the prophecies of the kingdom in the Old Testament were related to one messianic coming and in the New Testament were separated into different phases of fulfillment around two comings. These phases are usually viewed as a present manifestation and a future consummation, or as it is frequently called, the “already and not yet” of the kingdom. While this view has gained general acceptance, a substantial point of dispute remains between amillennialists and premillennialists regarding the fulfillment of the future kingdom promises.
According to amillennialist teaching, the future fulfillment of the kingdom contains essentially one phase. Christ will return to bring about the full salvation of his people and the judgment of the lost, after which the final eternal kingdom will be ushered in. For premillennialists, however, the future of the kingdom involves two phases. Christ will come and establish his kingdom on earth, which will be a glorious reign over an as-yet-imperfect world. Only after this time will he deliver the kingdom over to the Father to usher in the perfect state.
We have seen in the Old Testament prophetic hope evidence for such a temporary kingdom in which the Messiah rules from Jerusalem over an imperfect world. We also noted that the dominant teaching of later Judaism agreed with this perspective.27 Because dispensationalists consider these Old Testament prophecies—including those related to the nation of Israel—still valid, a millennium is vital and integral to their view of the future of the kingdom promises, perhaps more so than other premillennialists. But does the New Testament support this hope and include what we might call a millennial phase in the fulfillment of the kingdom? Or have the Old Testament prophecies been transformed by apostolic teaching concerning the unbelief of Israel and the establishment of the church?
A. The Biblical Evidence
1. The Restoration of Israel. As we have seen, the writers of the New Testament continued to believe in the restoration of the nation of Israel. Such a future restoration in itself seems to imply a millennial phase of the kingdom. The prophets portrayed Israel as a nation having a place of prominence and service among all the nations.28 But such prominence and service cannot be part of an eternal state of perfection.
If the disciples’ “judging” of the twelve tribes of Israel refers to ruling in the kingdom rather than simply participating in the final judgment, as we have argued,29 then this future kingdom phase must also precede the eternal state. The New Testament teaching of the future restoration of the nation of Israel, therefore, not only comports with a millennial phase of the kingdom, but actually requires it.
2. Revelation 20:4–6. The apostle John’s reference to a thousand-year reign of Christ and the saints no doubt contributed greatly to the millennial view that prevailed in the early church. J. Massyngberde Ford observes that during the period in which the Revelation was written, “the concept of the millennium (or an interregnum) was generally accepted, but in later years it was the occasion for some controversy.”30 Prominent proponents of millennialism in the postapostolic church were Papias, the writer of the Epistle of Barnabas, Justin Martyr, Irenaeus, Tertullian, and Hippolytus. Although such fathers as Origen and Jerome were nonchiliasts, it was not until the fourth century that a strong tide against the view was mounted with the spiritualizing interpretations of Tyconius and, later, Augustine.31 After that, amillennialism became the dominant view, with periods of strong postmillennialism mixed in.
Despite those changing tides, it is not difficult to see why the early church understood John to be teaching a millennium in Revelation 20. Three arguments support this interpretation: (1) the teaching of two resurrections, (2) the binding of Satan, and (3) the ruling of the saints with Christ.
a. The teaching of two resurrections. Premillennialists usually point to John’s reference to two groups who “came to life,” one before the thousand-year reign and one after (vv. 4–5), as crucial to the meaning of this passage.32 The first group is described as those who had suffered martyrdom under “the beast.” Of these, John writes, “They came to life and reigned with Christ for a thousand years” (v. 4). Then he writes of a second group: “The rest of the dead [implying those who were not part of the first group] did not come to life until the thousand years were ended” (v. 5).
Many amillennialists, including Augustine, have understood this passage as applying to the present age of the church on earth or in heaven. The first “coming to life” is said to be the regeneration of these believers. Others view this as a reference to believers’ entering into heavenly life with Christ at their death.33
The verb used by John in both verses is used elsewhere in the New Testament to mean coming to life spiritually (e.g., Jn 5:25; Eph 2:5) and physical resurrection (e.g., Mt 9:18; Ac 9:41). Nowhere else does it refer to the believer’s entrance into heaven after physical death, so it is highly unlikely that that is John’s meaning here.
While the term “resurrection” is occasionally used in the spiritual sense, the context in Revelation 20 argues conclusively for physical resurrection. First, the subjects of this “coming to life” are described as souls who “had been beheaded because of their testimony for Jesus.” They are thus portrayed as physically dead just before the statement “They came to life and reigned” (v. 4), which suggests that this new life is physical. Second, “coming to life” is identified with “the first resurrection” (v. 5). The New Testament writers could speak of presently living according to the resurrection life of Christ (Php 3:10 and possibly Ro 6:5)34 and of being raised with Christ (cf. Col 2:12; 3:1). But the overwhelming use of the Greek terms for “resurrection,” when not in the unrelated general sense of something rising, is for bodily resurrection.35 Again, nowhere in the rest of the New Testament are the terms for “resurrection” in Revelation 20:4–5 used in the amillennial sense for the believer’s entrance into heavenly life at death.
Finally, the use of the same verb translated “come to life” (v. 5) for those who are not part of the first resurrection indicates a bodily resurrection. The identification of the first group as believers over which the second death has no power (v. 6) clearly identifies those who have no part in the “first resurrection” as unbelievers over which the second death does have power. As such their “coming to life” could only be interpreted as bodily resurrection. Because this meaning is necessary for the second use of “coming to life,” some have gone so far as to argue that John does not intend to imply a second resurrection. For example, Anthony Hoekema says,
When he says that the rest of the dead did not live or come to life, he means the exact opposite of what he had just said about the believing dead. The unbelieving dead…did not live or reign with Christ during this thousand-year period…The use of the word until does not imply that these unbelieving dead will live and reign with Christ after this period has ended.36
For most interpreters, however, the immediate identification of the coming to life of the first group as the “first” resurrection seems clearly to suggest a second resurrection involving those remaining.37
The context thus points to physical resurrection as the meaning of “come to life” in both verses 4 and 5. The mention of two resurrections separated by a period of a thousand years, along with the reference to the participants in the first resurrection as reigning with Christ, clearly points to a millennial period after the coming of Christ, when the first resurrection occurs (cf. 1Co 15:23).
b. The binding of Satan for a thousand years. More evidence for the premillennial interpretation of Revelation 20 is found in the teaching about the binding of Satan. During this thousand-year period Satan is said to be “locked and sealed” in “the Abyss.” The purpose of this action is “to keep him from deceiving the nations anymore until the thousand years were ended” (v. 3).
All attempts to apply this picture to the present period, either as a limitation of Satan’s deceptive power on believers or his inability to prevent the spread of the gospel in the world, are difficult to harmonize with the language of the passage and other teaching of the New Testament. The text gives no indication that the limitation on Satan is one of degree. Rather, as Robert H. Mounce says, “The elaborate measures taken to insure his custody are most easily understood as implying the complete cessation of his influence on earth (rather than a curbing of his activities).”38
Taking the rest of the New Testament teaching into account, we see not only that nothing is said of Satan’s being presently bound, but also that he is extremely active on the earth during this present age. His binding, according to those who say he is presently bound, is said to have occurred with the coming of the kingdom brought by Christ (cf. Mt 12:28–29; Mk 3:23–27). But if Satan was decisively bound on earth at that time, how could he, for example, snatch the Word away from the heart of those who hear it (Mt 13:19), enter Judas for the betrayal of Christ (Lk 22:3), desire to “sift” Peter (Lk 22:31), or fill the heart of Ananias—who was probably a believer—to lie to the Holy Spirit (Ac 5:3)? How can he be prowling around “like a roaring lion looking for someone to devour” (1Pe 5:8), if he is presently imprisoned in the Abyss, “locked and sealed,” as John describes him in Revelation 20?
In general, Satan is portrayed by the New Testament writers as the one who blinds the minds of unbelievers (2Co 4:3–4), seeks to deceive believers (2Co 11:3–4, 14), hinders the work of God’s ministers (1Th 2:18), strongly influences all unbelievers (Eph 2:2), and is the continual antagonist of the believer (Eph 6:11–12; 1Pe 5:7–8).
In the face of this evidence for the present activity of Satan, the gospel references to the binding of “the strong man” cannot be understood as the removal of satanic activity from the earth. Rather, they are the demonstration of the superior power of Jesus, who is able to free the people enslaved by Satan. This binding occurs throughout this age each time the power of Satan and the effects of sin are overcome in a person’s life. Such binding is perfectly compatible with Satan’s continual presence and his antagonistic activity during this age. John’s picture of Satan securely bound away from the face of the earth so as not to deceive the nations, therefore, belongs to the future and points to a millennial period prior to the final elimination of evil from the earth.
c. The reign of the saints with Christ. The mention of the participants in the first resurrection as reigning with Christ during this thousand-year period also denies a reference to the present. We note in passing that the reign of the saints runs concurrently with the binding of Satan. Because the binding clearly refers to an earthly situation, the reigning most naturally applies to the same. This raises questions about the validity of any interpretation that sees this reign as heavenly. But even beyond this, there is no biblical evidence that the saints are reigning at present either in heaven or on earth.
Contrary to Hoekema, who sees the picture of the saints in Revelation 20:4–5 as “a kind of parallel” to the saints in heaven in Revelation 6:9,39 these passages appear to offer a contrast. In 6:9 the martyred saints cry out for the Lord to avenge their death upon the inhabitants of the earth (v. 10). In response they are told to “wait a little longer” until the numbers of martyrs is complete (v. 11). There is no concept here of the saints reigning. Rather, as Beasley-Murray notes, the reign of Revelation 20:4 is the answer to the cry of the saints in 6:9. Noting the similar description of the martyrs in the two passages, Beasley-Murray states, “In chapter 6 they are given a white robe and told to be patient a little longer. Here [20:4] their prayer is answered, and they are raised to reign with Christ in his kingdom.”40
In addition, the continuing martyrdom of believers on earth while the saints wait in heaven is difficult to harmonize with Satan’s binding, which runs concurrently with the saints’ reign in 20:4. Thus the picture of the saints in 6:9 provides no support for a present reign of believers in heaven.41
Other references in Revelation to saints in heaven are also instructive. While the timing of these scenes in relation to world events is not always certain (e.g., 7:9ff.), John’s statement in 14:13 clearly applies to saints in heaven during the present age. He writes,
“Blessed are the dead who die in the Lord from now on.”
“Yes,” says the Spirit, “they will rest from their labor, for their deeds will follow them.”42
Again, there is no indication of any present reigning activity.
The positive picture given of both the reign of the saints and of Christ in the book of Revelation apart from chapter 20 is that of a future reign on the earth. Of the redeemed, John says in 5:10, “…they will reign on the earth.” The reign of God is likewise future. At the sounding of the seventh trumpet and in anticipation of the third and final woe, heavenly voices proclaim, “The kingdom of the world has become the kingdom of our Lord and of his Christ, and he will reign for ever and ever” (11:15). To this the twenty-four elders add, “We give thanks to you, Lord God Almighty, the One who is and who was, because you have taken your great power and have begun to reign” (v. 17).
In these heavenly proclamations we notice first that the kingdom reign of Christ is related to the earth. Reminiscent of Psalm 2:2, the secular power of the world is replaced by the reign of the Messiah.43 Thus the reign is clearly on earth. Second, the reign is not present, but future, witness the future tense and the fact that the world’s secular powers are still reigning. These truths provide the basis for the futuristic translation of verse 17 that only at this future time will God and his Christ have “begun to reign.”44 The pronouncement of the reign of God in 19:6 is most probably to be understood in the same way as the inauguration of the action related to the coming of Christ in 19:11ff.45
The picture of the reign of Christ and the saints in the rest of the book of Revelation is therefore future and earthly, providing strong evidence that 20:4–5 should be interpreted in the same way. It is neither some kind of a present spiritual reign amid secular earthly kingdoms or a present reign in heaven. Rather, as many scholars point out, the scene in Revelation 20:4–5 is an adaptation of the judgment scene in Daniel 7:9ff. There, thrones are seen (v. 9) as the setting for the judgment and inauguration of the reign of the Son of Man (vv. 13–14), which also included the saints (vv. 26–27). The establishment of this reign entailed the destruction of secular earthly powers (cf. vv. 11ff.), even as it did in the vision of the destruction of Nebuchadnezzar’s image in Daniel 2 (cf. vv. 34–35, 44–45) and as we have just seen in Revelation 11:15–17.
The mention of the saints’ being given “authority to judge” during their reign, as stated in Revelation 20, harmonizes with Paul’s teaching of the future time when the saints will “judge the world” (1Co 6:2) and Jesus’ reference to the disciples judging the tribes of Israel (Mt 19:28). If these passages are in fact all related, then the judging and reign in Revelation 20 is future.
On the basis of the meaning of “coming to life” as signifying bodily resurrection, the lack of a present binding of Satan with the completeness pictured in the Revelation passage, and the picture of the saints reigning seen both in the rest of Revelation and other Scriptures, we conclude that the reign in 20:4 is future and earthly. Since it cannot refer to the eternal condition because of its limitation, it must be understood as an interim future millennial aspect of the kingdom of God.
3. Other Passages. While Revelation 20:4–5 provides the fullest New Testament picture of a millennial kingdom, it is not the only New Testament evidence of a future temporary reign of Christ before the final state. Many see evidence of the millennium in Paul’s discourse on resurrection (1Co 15, esp. vv. 20–28):
For as in Adam all die, so in Christ all will be made alive. But each in his own turn: Christ, the firstfruits; then, when he comes, those who belong to him. Then the end will come, when he hands over the kingdom to God the Father after he has destroyed all dominion, authority and power. For he must reign until he has put all his enemies under his feet. The last enemy to be destroyed is death (vv. 22–26).
Because a millennium is not explicit in the passage, many scholars have rejected such an interpretation. They view the “end” in verse 23 as closely associated with the coming of Christ in verse 22. Thus the kingdom of Christ with the subjection of his enemies (v. 25) is complete by that time, and his kingdom is merged into the eternal kingdom of God, providing no time for a millennium.46
Granted that its primary purpose is not to teach a millennium, the passage has, nevertheless, several aspects that are best understood within such an eschatological framework.47 First, the resurrection is described as involving a sequence of events with intervals of time between them. Declaring that “in Christ all will be made alive,” Paul goes on to say that they come to life “each in his own turn [Gk., , division or group]: Christ…then, when he comes those who belong to him. Then the end will come” (1Co 15:22–24).
The verse division between verses 23 and 24 and especially the sentence break in the NIV tend to obscure the connectedness of this sequence. The closely related Greek words (,
), which are translated “then,” both introduce events that are subsequent in time as indicated by their use earlier in the chapter. In verses 5–7 we read that Christ “appeared to Peter, and then to the Twelve. After that [or then] to more than five hundred…Then he appeared to James, then to all the apostles” (italics added). Although the durations vary, in each instance there is an interval of time expressed by these adverbs (cf. Paul’s only other uses of
, v. 24; 1Ti 2:13; 3:10).
Paul’s language thus signifies that the “end,” when Christ delivers the kingdom to the Father, is separated from the coming of Christ even as his coming is separated from his resurrection, as we see at the beginning of the sequence. If Paul had desired to say that the “end” occurred at the coming of Christ, he could easily have used another adverb (, meaning “at that time”) for the second “then.”48 The presence of some interval of time between the coming of Christ and the end does not, of course, prove that we can insert a millennium here in Paul’s teaching. But it offers a hint in that direction and certainly does not exclude it.
A further indication that the millennium occurs during this interval is found in other statements Paul makes about the reign of Christ (vv. 24–28). According to Paul, Christ “must reign until he has put all his enemies under his feet” (v. 26). The significant thing about this reign for our purpose is that its goal of subduing all of Christ’s enemies is accomplished by the time of “the end” (v. 24). At that time he “hands over the kingdom to God the Father” and is himself “made subject to him [the Father]…so that God may be all in all” (vv. 24, 28).
In the reign of Christ and its transfer to the Father at the end, Paul portrays the completion of the Messiah’s work of redemption.49 F. W. Grosheide writes, “…the Messiah will lay down His office at the feet of the Father, when he has finished His work as such.”50 The handing over of the kingdom to the Father thus signifies nothing less than the conclusion of the messianic administration of the kingdom through which Christ brings all things back under the rule or kingdom of God.
Now, if the “end” marking the completion of Christ’s reign is simultaneous with his coming, we are forced to conclude not only that his kingdom is established now and he is presently reigning, but also that this is the only age in which he will reign over the “messianic kingdom.”
To my mind, this interpretation is questionable for several reasons. First, although Christ has been exalted to the messianic kingship, nowhere else in the New Testament is he said to be presently exercising that kingship in an actual “reigning” over his enemies. Not only is the language of “reign” never used for his present ministry (unless this instance is an exception), but the prevailing teaching of the futurity of the kingdom both in the teaching of Christ and the later church, and the commencement of the actual exercising of his kingship at the parousia argue against this “reign” during the present age.51
Second, the Scriptures frequently promise that the saints will reign with Christ in his kingdom (cf. Da 7:27; 2Ti 2:12; Rev 3:21; 5:10; 20:4–5; cf. also Mt 19:28; Lk 22:30; 1Co 6:1–3). This coreign with Christ, as Revelation 3:21 indicates, is with him on his throne (“on my throne”), which surely includes the messianic reign. Such a coreign of believers with Christ in his messianic kingdom, however, is not possible if that reign is concluded with the handing over of the kingdom to the Father at the coming of Christ. Not only does the New Testament always teach the reign of believers as future, never mentioning a present reign, but Paul also states clearly in his letter to the Corinthians that this age is not the time of their reign (cf. 1Co 4:8).
The believers’ coreign with Christ would, then, seem either to be placed in the eternal state or to be limited to some sort of participation in the final judgment at the coming of Christ just prior to the handing over of the kingdom to the Father. As to the latter, while judging in the sense of judicial action is an essential part of reigning, it seems inadequate for the total concept of that term and the promises that we shall “reign on the earth” (Rev 3:21) and do so for some period of time (Rev 20:4). A brief role in the final judgment hardly constitutes “reigning” with Christ in his kingdom.
So is it possible to see the promises of the coreign of believers with Christ fulfilled in eternity after his messianic reign is complete? The Scriptures do portray the saints as reigning throughout eternity, apparently with God and Christ (Rev 22:5; cf. v. 1). But this reign after the work of the Messiah is completed hardly does justice to the total biblical picture of God’s historical purpose for humanity and the full redemption brought through the Messiah.
In 1 Corinthians 15:24–27, Paul pictures the reign of Christ through allusions to Psalms 8 and 110. The former declares that God has made “man” (cf. v. 6) to be “ruler” over the works of his hands and “put everything under his feet.” The reference is not to a single person, but to mankind, reflecting God’s original purpose for mankind to rule the earth for him (cf. Ge 1:26, 28). By citing Psalm 8:4, Paul apparently intended to show that Christ’s reign is the accomplishment of this divine purpose for humankind. If that is the case, his reign in fulfillment of Psalm 8 cannot be seen apart from his people. Rather, through his redemptive work Christ has created a new humanity, of which he is the head and through which the divine purpose of human dominion over the earth is destined to be fulfilled.
Other passages in the New Testament clearly tie the fulfillment of Psalm 8 to the work of Christ. God has already placed all things under Christ’s feet (Eph 1:22). But this does not completely fulfill the intent of the Psalm, for the writer of Hebrews, with reference to Psalm 8, says, “Yet at present we do not see everything subject to him. But we see Jesus…now crowned with glory and honor” (2:8–9). This is to say that Christ has already received the rulership of all things, but the task of bringing his people into that same position is yet incomplete. This task remains to be accomplished as part of his messianic work.
The linking of Psalm 8 with the reign of Christ in 1 Corinthians, therefore, suggests that the present reign apart from the saints is not the complete fulfillment. Even if one were to understand the “reign” of Christ as having already begun with his exaltation (which is doubtful), this reign must have a future dimension that includes his people, to fully accomplish God’s purpose for mankind to rule the earth in righteousness for him. So it is impossible to see the reign of the saints with Christ as taking place only in eternity. The purpose of mankind for history, along with the promises to share in the kingdom reign of the Messiah as the head of a new humanity, argues strongly for this coreign as part of the messianic kingdom. As it is not occurring presently, there must be a future age before the termination of Christ’s messianic work and the kingdom is handed over to the Father.52
When we apply this to Paul’s teaching in 1 Corinthians 15, we reach the conclusion that the only possible place for this reign is during an interval between the coming of Christ and the “end.”53
First Corinthians 15 also raises another question related to the millennium, namely, the number of resurrections. We have already argued that the apostle John rather clearly teaches two resurrections in Revelation 20:4–6. Is there further substantiation of this teaching in the New Testament? Many interpreters find it in Paul’s description of the orders of events involved in the resurrection. Admittedly, the terminology “the first resurrection” is used only by John, but Beasley-Murray says nevertheless, “…the doctrine may well be intended by Paul in 1 Corinthians 15:22–4.”54
Some advocates of this interpretation see the word “end” as meaning the “rest” or “remainder” of those resurrected, i.e., the final group in the series or orders of resurrection, indicating a resurrection subsequent to Christ’s coming.55 But even if we accept the more probable meaning of “end” as “the conclusion of eschatological events,”56 that would not exclude a further resurrection as part of that “end.” It would, in fact, provide a more natural meaning of Paul’s words “each in his own group,” which imply more than one person (Christ) and one group (those at his coming).57
The resurrection was always a part of the eschatological “end.” This seems to be implied even here in 1 Corinthians 15, for it is only at the “end” that the last enemy, death, is destroyed (cf. vv. 24–26). Such destruction of death is clearly attained through a final resurrection (v. 54; cf. Rev 20:11–14). If there is any time interval between the resurrection of believers at the coming of Christ and the “end” (as “then” suggests), there is valid reason to see a further resurrection indicating the final conquest of death as part of that “end.”
Such a scenario gains support from the apparent limitation of the resurrection at the coming of Christ. Only “those who belong to him” (i.e., believers) are said by Paul to be resurrected at this time (v. 23). Since Paul clearly believed in the resurrection of all people, including the unrighteous (cf. Ac 24:15), the question may be asked, why are only believers mentioned as being raised at Christ’s coming? One could say that Paul is talking about a general resurrection of all the dead but is only interested in believers; yet it is preferable to see this passage as being in harmony with other passages that similarly appear to teach two resurrections.
While these passages are not many, they are sufficient for Albrecht Oepke to say concerning the New Testament, “the predominant view is that of a double resurrection.”58 In addition to Revelation 20:4–5, the clearest references are those that speak of the resurrection and reward of believers without any mention of the unbelievers or their judgment. One such passage is Luke 14:14, in which Jesus promises reward “at the resurrection of the righteous.”59 Another is 1 Thessalonians 4:13–18, which, like 1 Corinthians 15, speaks only of the resurrection of believers in connection with the coming of Christ. Although there is an associated judgment that will come upon the unprepared on the earth (cf. 1Th 5:1ff.), Paul makes no mention of either the resurrection or the judgment of the unsaved dead.
One of the most interesting passages about the resurrection would also appear to teach a separate, initial resurrection for those in Christ. In Philippians 3:11, Paul expresses his personal motivation to experience Christ in his life “and so, somehow, to attain to the resurrection from the dead.” Two things in this statement point to a separate resurrection of the righteous. First, whereas “the resurrection of the dead” denotes generally the resurrection of both believers and unbelievers, the words “from the dead” [lit., “out of the dead ones”] are always used of believers (cf. Lk 20:35; Ac 4:2).60
This fact alone may not offer clear evidence that Paul has a distinct resurrection in mind in Philippians 3:11, but his expression of hope to attain this resurrection clearly warrants that conclusion. Commentators are rightly hesitant to see in the words “and so, somehow [Gk.,
] to attain…” an expression of strong doubt or uncertainty on Paul’s part that he will participate in the hoped-for resurrection.61 Nevertheless, these words do carry some sense of what might in this instance be termed “a concerned hope.” This is indicated by the Greek terms involved that mean “if perhaps, if somehow.”62
Now, if Paul believed in one general resurrection at the end in which all people, the saved and lost, would participate, it is difficult to understand his use of this language in relation to his personal participation. There would be no question of his being a part of such a resurrection. If his desire was to be part of those resurrected to life as opposed to those destined for judgment (and if the latter were raised at the same time), we would have expected Paul to add this qualifier. But he says simply that he hopes to attain to “the resurrection from the dead,” apparently with reference to a distinct resurrection of the righteous—John’s “first” resurrection. Only such an understanding appears to do justice to his concern to be part of it.
The explicit teaching of two resurrections in Revelation 20 and the passages that speak to a resurrection only of believers is evidence that the New Testament writers anticipated two resurrections separated by an interval. Such an interval fits in with a future, temporary millennial reign of Christ, a view that was also prominent in Jewish theology prior to the writing of the New Testament.63
We acknowledge that the New Testament evidence for a distinct, future millennial kingdom prior to the final state is limited. Apart from Revelation 20, which in our opinion is explicit, the evidence consists mainly of implications derived from eschatological teaching whose primary purpose does not focus on a millennial kingdom. It must be recognized, however, that this limited evidence for the millennium is provided by Jewish writers who had a broad eschatological picture drawn from the Old Testament that included a messianic kingdom (cf. Ac 1:5–6).64 They also clearly taught a restoration for the nation of Israel and the blessing of the world as a result (cf. Ro 11:12).65 Only a millennium would appear to provide the necessary time for this to take place. Finally, the fact that they saw the kingdom as predominantly future from their own time66 suggests that they regarded the fulfillment of the messianic kingdom promises as still future.
The total picture of the New Testament eschatological teaching thus provides a supporting context for the more specific texts related to a millennium.
That the New Testament writers did not take pains to detail the distinction between the temporal messianic kingdom and the final eternal kingdom of God places them within the Old Testament framework. There the messianic kingdom is merged with the final eschatological picture of the new heaven and earth. This should caution us not to exaggerate the place of the millennium in eschatology. The millennium is only the final transition phase leading to the eternal state. But it nevertheless does have a place in the outworking of God’s program of salvation.
Although New Testament evidence for a future messianic kingdom is limited, there appears to be no explicit witness to the contrary. To our knowledge there is no unambiguous evidence for a so-called general resurrection at the end of this age in which both the saved and the unsaved will participate. There are references to the resurrection of both, but none explicitly demonstrates that there is only one such resurrection or that the saved and unsaved are resurrected at the same time (e.g., Da 12:2; Jn 5:28–29). There is, therefore, nothing preventing us from viewing these as general statements about the resurrection of all people that will occur at different times in accord with the rather plain teaching of Revelation 20:4–5. There are also no explicit statements that the eternal state will commence with the coming of Christ.67
B. The Rationale for a Millennium
Having looked at the biblical evidence for a millennial reign of Christ, the question might be asked, Is there any reason for such a temporary interval between the present, initial phase of the kingdom and its final consummation? The common expression “already and not yet” suggests that the kingdom promises are fulfilled in two phases, present and future. But as we have seen in both the Old and New Testaments, it is difficult to fit some of the elements of the eschatological picture into either the present age or the eternal state. Aside from this, is there any place for an intervening stage in the overall kingdom program?
It is not our purpose to enter fully into this question, but rather to indicate briefly the significance of a millennial kingdom in a premillennial understanding of biblical history. The millennial kingdom reign of Christ emphasizes the central place in history of the person and work of Christ. Few if any biblical scholars would disagree with George N. H. Peters’ statement that “Jesus Christ the Son of God and the Son of David, the promised Theocratic King…[is] the central figure of history, both as the One to whom all history directs the heart of faith and the eye of hope, and as the One in whom history finds it fulfilment and solution.”68 John Marsh expresses a similar thought with more detail:
Since the kingdom of God was fulfilled in Christ, then none other than that same kingdom can come at the end of history…This action [Christ’s fulfillment of the promises of the kingdom in himself] fulfills both what has gone before and what follows after it in history and constitutes ontologically the imposition of the divine pattern of providence and redemption upon history, and epistemologically the point at which the revelation of the divine will and purpose is fully revealed. It also means that the end of historical process can be none other than the final manifestation or revelation of the fulfillment of history that took place at its “centre.”69
In surveying the history of the world thus far, we must acknowledge that the prominence of Christ remains hidden except to the eyes of faith. The majority of the world today, as when he walked on earth, does not recognize him. Despite the progress of the church, nothing in Scripture leads us to believe that such recognition will take place before he returns (cf. Lk 18:8; Mt 24:8–14). To be sure, the world will recognize Christ when he returns in glory. But does a short period of destruction and judgment before he turns the kingdom over to the Father for the eternal state provide an adequate explanation of the centrality of Christ and a sufficient manifestation of his glory within history?
In regard to the fulfillment of the kingdom promises, some amillennialists have minimized the distinction between history and eternity. Vern Poythress explains that “amillennialists like Hoekema consider that ‘history’ goes on through and beyond the renewal of heaven and earth.”70 But that explanation appears to negate the usual concept of history as having an “end.” Just as the new heavens and earth belong to an “age” that has a beginning but no end, these amillennialists say, there would be no point or event that could be identified as “the end of history.” Thus, if there is an “end of history,” it must be the “end” Paul referred to as Christ’s completing his messianic kingdom work and handing the kingdom over to his Father (1Co 15:24–28). After this point, when the new heavens and earth are present, there is no “end.”
Taking Paul’s reference to “the end” in 1 Corinthians 15:24 as the end of history, millennialists hold that to place the “end” at the time of Christ’s return does not do justice to the concept that Christ is the meaning and central figure of “history.” So far in history, the experience of Christ and his people has been one of oppression and nonrecognition (cf. 1Jn 3:1). If history comes to its end with the coming of Christ, there will be no significant time within history when his centrality is manifest. The millennium, however, provides just such a time when Christ’s glory will pervade human history and his significance will be rightly recognized.
This need for a time when Christ will be glorified within history is central to premillennial thought. As Hendrikus Berkhof observes, there is in all millennialism “the common conviction that the period of ‘refreshing’ will correspond with and counterbalance the time of oppression which God’s people experienced.”71
We can affirm the same concept from the perspective of the cross and resurrection as the focal point of Christ’s work, or in Peter’s terms, “the sufferings of Christ and the glories that would follow” (1Pe 1:11). Up to our own time and onward until his coming, suffering is the dominant experience of both Christ and his people (for he suffers with his body, the church) in world history. Berkhof says, “In the history before the consummation the resurrection is hidden more than the cross. The cross is elaborated and worked out entirely in this dispensation.”72 In the language of Martin Luther, the church lives in this age under the theology of the cross. While the resurrection is manifest to some extent in the lives of individual believers and in the church, the millennium provides a time when it will be manifest openly in world history.
This felt need for the historical manifestation of Christ’s triumph has been expressed in various ways by Christian scholars. Some have framed it in liberal terms as the transformation of society through the working of the imminent divinity in mankind or in a postmillennial triumph of the kingdom. The current popularity of kingdom theology used in relation to transforming the present age physically, politically, or in other ways is an expression of this same desire. But despite the presence of the kingdom now, this age will never fulfill the desire for the manifestation of Christ’s triumph within history. Only a millennium provides that. In the words of Karl Schmidt, “The millennial kingdom represents the triumph of Christ and his Church in the heart of the world and, also over the world.”73
A millennium is needed not only for the historical display of the glory of Christ, but also for the completion of his messianic salvation.74 The prophets pictured the saving work of the Messiah as both personal and societal renewal. The kingdom work of Christ has entered this age to bring personal salvation, but the transformation of society in terms of peace among peoples and the expression of God’s righteousness in the structures of human society are never promised for this age. They await the return of the messianic King, who will destroy the evil structures of this age and institute a righteous rule over the earth for the first time in human history.
If the “end” occurs at the coming of Christ, as amillennialists claim, and the kingdom is given over to the Father, completing the Messiah’s redemptive work, then the eschatological picture of peace and righteousness prevailing among the peoples of the earth is placed beyond the pale of Christ’s messianic work. This does not seem to do justice to the fullness of salvation needed to restore mankind to God’s original intent or that pictured in the prophets under the kingship of the Messiah. Thus, for millennialists and especially for dispensationalists, a future reign of the Messiah on earth is necessary for the completion of all that God has promised through the Messiah.
III. THE FUTURE OF JERUSALEM
The New Testament looks ultimately to a new Jerusalem that will come down out of heaven upon the new earth (cf. Rev 3:12; 21:2; 10ff.). This was the city to which Abraham looked in final fulfillment of the promises made to him (Heb 11:10). It is also the city presently existing in heaven to which the believer is already related (Gal 4:26; Heb 12:22). But as we observed in regard to the Abrahamic promise, the existence of a heavenly Jerusalem as the final city of God does not exclude the reality or significance of the earthly Jerusalem in the historical plan of God before the final state.75 Thus, in harmony with this concept, we find references to a historical Jerusalem in the New Testament eschatological perspective.
Jesus’ lament over the unbelief of Jerusalem also contained hope for that city in the future. It will see him again, this time in salvation when the inhabitants repent and welcome him as their Messiah, declaring, “Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord” (Mt 23:37–39). In discussing the future of Israel, the apostle Paul sees this city as the focal point of salvation: “The deliverer will come from Zion; he will turn godlessness away from Jacob” (Ro 11:26).
Some scholars view Paul’s statement as a reference to the heavenly Zion from which the Lord will return at his coming.76 While the Lord does have residence at present in the heavenly Jerusalem (cf. Heb 12:22–24), there is no reason to see in Paul’s statement anything other than the earthly Jerusalem. This was surely the meaning of the original statement of Isaiah, whom the apostle cites (cf. Isa 59:20). Jewish eschatological tradition had long held to the salvation of God, not only coming to Jerusalem, but streaming from it to purify both that nation and the nations of the Gentiles.77 In light of Paul’s firm belief in the future salvation of Israel, evident in the context, there is no reason not to give this reference to Zion the meaning that it has in the psalmist’s plea: “Oh, that salvation for Israel would come out of Zion! When the LORD restores the fortunes of his people” (Ps 14:7; cf. 53:6).
The usual ground for denying that Paul has the earthly Jerusalem in mind is his reference to “the Jerusalem that is above” in contrast to the “present city of Jerusalem” (Gal 4:25–26). Some interpreters apparently conclude that this mention of a heavenly Jerusalem negates in Paul’s mind any future significance for the earthly city. But this is not a necessary conclusion. Jewish eschatology had room for both a future, glorious earthly city and the coming of a heavenly city.
Although the Old Testament prophets did not refer explicitly to a heavenly Jerusalem, they did mingle a glorious historical future for Israel and the nations with a totally new heaven and earth. Later Jewish eschatology applied this same relationship to Jerusalem. “Alongside the concept that the earthly city would be the scene of Yahweh’s victory (2 Esc. 13: 25ff.; Sib. 3:663ff.) there developed in the apocalyptic literature a belief in the heavenly, pre-existent Jerusalem (Syr. Bar. 4:2 ff.), descending to earth at the end of the age (2 Esd. 10:27, 54; 13:36).”78
With this Jewish background, one can readily see how Paul would speak of both a future for historical Jerusalem and a heavenly Jerusalem to which believers in Christ were already related. It is significant that “the Jerusalem that is above” is not contrasted with the “earthly” Jerusalem, but rather with “the present city of Jerusalem” (Gal 4:26). “Present Jerusalem” represented the legalistic system that Judaism had become with its adherents (i.e., “her children”), whereas the heavenly Jerusalem signified the community of believers who had gained freedom in Christ.
Thus the contrast is primarily soteriological. The heavenly Jerusalem represents the eschatological salvation that the members of the church have already received.79 But the focus of the statement is not eschatological in the sense that Paul is teaching that the earthly Jerusalem has been superseded by a heavenly Jerusalem in the fulfillment of God’s historical program. The fact that believers are presently related to the Jerusalem “that is above” in terms of the eschatological reality of their salvation in Christ in no way negates the earthly reality of the church during this present time before the coming of the heavenly Jerusalem in the eternal state (Rev 21:2). Thus it cannot be said to negate the significance of earthly Jerusalem before that time either. R. J. McKelvey rightly explains that Paul’s reference to the heavenly Jerusalem says nothing about the future of earthly Jerusalem.
In designating the church as the Jerusalem above, the apostle is referring to its spiritual and supernatural character (cf. Phil. 3. 20). Nor does Paul’s use of the image here by implication tell us anything about the destiny of the terrestrial city…There is nothing in the text to permit one to say that the apostle was repudiating all eschatological hopes concerning the city.80
The reference to “the Jerusalem that is above,” therefore, cannot be used as evidence against a future earthly Jerusalem in the eschatological hope of the apostle. Thus there is no basis for not giving to his reference to “Zion” in connection with the future salvation of Israel (Ro 11:26) the same earthly meaning that it had in both the Old Testament prophets and later Jewish thought. Christ will descend from heaven, but then go out from Zion for the salvation or sanctification of Israel. The latter action is what Paul refers to in Romans.81
Such a scenario harmonizes well with Paul’s reference to the destruction of the “man of lawlessness,” or the Antichrist, who has set himself up as God in the future temple (2Th 2:3–4). The postapostolic church interpreted this as a reference to the historical temple. But from the fourth century on, the predominant view has been to see it as the church into which some heresy has penetrated.82 Against the latter, McKelvey points out that “the whole section (2 Thess. 2.1–12) is so demonstrably apocalyptic in tone and so clearly based on the prophecies of Daniel concerning the temple of Jerusalem that it can only be the latter, or possibly the temple in heaven.”83 The heavenly temple, however, seems improbable in view of Paul’s assumption that people on earth would be aware of these events.
There is also no evidence in the context for taking F. F. Bruce’s view that the earthly Jerusalem temple is meant in “a metaphorical sense.”84 So it is best to see this as a reference to future Jerusalem, which for Johannes Munck fits well into Paul’s picture of the second coming: “Christ descends in Jerusalem, destroys Antichrist on Zion [2 Thess. 2:8], and from thence appears to Israel to save it.”85
Finally, the book of Revelation clearly retains significance for the historical city of Jerusalem in the eschatological understanding of the early church (cf. 11:2; 20:9). Again, many have preferred symbolic interpretations to a literal city. But they appear to be based more on theological conclusions derived from elsewhere than on exegetical considerations of the passages themselves. In Revelation 11:2, “the holy city” is given over to the Gentiles to be trampled for forty-two months. The name “holy city,” probably derived from Daniel 9:24, is used several other times in Scripture to denote the earthly city of Jerusalem (Ne 11:1; Isa 48:2; 52:1; Mt 4:5; 27:53).86
Further evidence that earthly Jerusalem is in view comes in the mention of Jerusalem in verse 8 as the “great city” where Christ was crucified. Also, the distinction of the outer court from the temple proper, which corresponds to the earthly temple prior to A.D. 70, and the future temple of Ezekiel points to a literal earthly scene.87
The city’s being the site of the witnesses martyrdom (vv. 7–8) is clearly related to God’s permitting it to be trampled by the Gentiles (cf. Lk 21:24). Moreover, the time period of this trampling (forty-two months) is the same as that given in 13:5 for the eschatological beast to exercise authority. We conclude, therefore, that the evidence points to “the holy city” in Revelation 11:2 as the future earthly Jerusalem.
John’s picture of the Lamb and the 144,000 standing on “Mount Zion” in Revelation 14:1 is probably also a reference to earthly Jerusalem.88 And finally, John’s depiction of the final revolt against “the city he loves” after the thousand-year reign (20:9) clearly places the future city of Jerusalem in the center of the eschatological picture.
These references to future Jerusalem by the New Testament writers are more than a recognition of the important place that the city had in the early history of the church. They indicate a continual religious significance for that city as shown by its designation as the holy city.89 This theological importance of Jerusalem gives evidence of an abiding belief in the future fulfillment of the Old Testament prophetic hope in which this city played a central role.90 A future for Jerusalem thus comports well with a future millennial reign of Christ in which Israel as a nation plays a central role.
We might add that such a picture of a future earthly Jerusalem was also part of a theology that viewed the believer in Christ as already related to the eternal pre-existent heavenly Jerusalem in terms of having reached the eschatological salvation in Christ. But this salvation was not yet fully realized in history. Thus the earthly realities, including the city of Jerusalem, still had meaning and significance in the outworking of the eschatological promises.
IV. CONCLUSION
We have seen in chapters 10 and 11 that the New Testament writers paint a future eschatological picture that has the same essential elements as the Old Testament. On this basis dispensationalists affirm the continued validity of the prophetic hope for world history that was set forth so fully by the prophets.
The new outworking of this hope in relation to the two comings of the Messiah is revealed in the New Testament. But this new outworking, according to dispensationalists, does not radically alter the meaning of the prophecies. The salvation of God through the preaching of the gospel to all nations today is obviously not the complete fulfillment of the prophecies. There remains yet the work of the Messiah in bringing God’s righteousness to human societies in an outward reign of peace—a theme of great importance to the prophets.
In light of the New Testament teaching, this dimension of the eschatological hope is still to be realized in the manner of the prediction. Christ will reign over the nations with a restored Israel fulfilling its assigned God-given role in the service of this salvation for the world.
Chapter 12
The Future Purpose of Israel
THE OLD TESTAMENT prophecies picture Israel as having a central role in the eschatological plan of God’s salvation, a subject we considered in chapter 9. The New Testament does not contain as much detail about Israel’s place in the future. Nevertheless, we have sought to show that it retains the Old Testament picture by affirming the continuity of Israel’s promises and covenants and the restoration of Israel in accordance with the prophetic hope.
This understanding of Scripture immediately raises strong questions, if not objections, in the light of the present position of the church in the salvation program. Why should God again distinguish one nation among all the nations of the world when these distinctions are not present in the church? Anthony Hoekema undoubtedly speaks for many when he sees this as a retrogression in salvation history.
To suggest that God has in mind a separate future for Israel, in distinction from the future he has planned for Gentiles, actually goes contrary to God’s purpose. It is like putting the scaffolding back up after the building has been finished. It is like turning the clock of history back to Old Testament times. It is imposing Old Testament separateness upon the New Testament, and ignoring the progress of revelation. God’s present purpose with Israel is that Israel should believe in Christ as its Messiah, and thus become part of the one fellowship of God’s redeemed people which is the church.1
This objection to a future distinction of Israel is obviously aimed particularly against the traditional dispensational position that the union of Jews and Gentiles in the body of Christ (Eph 2:11–3:6) is applicable only to the present church age. On this point we agree with the objector. Paul’s teaching of the unity of Jews and Gentiles in Christ, as we have seen in chapter 6, signifies that both groups share in the salvation of the New Covenant and this is permanent. The future distinction of Israel, therefore, cannot be the same as the distinctiveness it held during Old Testament history.
That is not to say, however, that there is no future distinction for Israel. The Old Testament prophets looked forward to a time when the Gentiles would participate in God’s salvation on the same basis as Israel. But in their view, this did not eliminate a particular place for Israel. The New Testament continuity of the promises and covenants undergirding Israel’s role in God’s program also suggests that the soteriological unity of Jew and Gentile in Christ does not negate a special place for Israel in the future.
But if there is such a place of prominence in Israel’s future, the question may be rightly asked, why? What purpose does the restoration and elevation of Israel to a distinct position among the nations serve in salvation history? A crucial issue in the answer is the nature of that distinction. Does God’s particular work with one nation give that people a closer relationship with God and thus deny the spiritual unity of Jews and Gentiles?
These kinds of questions lay dormant for much of church history. The majority of the church had little concern for Israel as a nation in the future plan of salvation history. Hans Küng says, “For long centuries the Church simply dismissed Israel.”2 Having concluded that the church had replaced national Israel as a new “spiritual Israel,” Christian theology had no place for the restoration of that nation, let alone a future ministry for it. H. H. Rowley speaks for many Christian thinkers throughout church history when he argues that with the crucifixion of Christ Judaism rejected its mission and “missed the greater glory it might have known.” Consequently the church is “the heir of the world task of Judaism.”3
That position, however, is being strongly challenged today. Two events of recent history in particular have called attention to the continued historical existence of the Jews and have sparked renewed theological inquiry, namely, the Holocaust and the establishment of the state of Israel.4 Many would concur with Karl Rengstorf: “The fact that the Jewish people still exists after so many centuries and has outlived most of its foes makes it one of the greatest riddles for the historian. But even more than for the historian it is a cause of wonder for the Christian observer.”5
Does Israel as a national people still have meaning in the plan and purpose of God? If so, then Israel still bears some distinction from the other nations of the world. What is the nature of that distinction, and what is its purpose?
I. THE DISTINCTION OF ISRAEL
A. The Unique Status of Israel
Basic to Israel’s identity was her unique relationship with God based on his sovereign election. Thoughout history, the people of Israel were constantly reminded that they had been redeemed out of the bondage of Egypt and given a land of their own because Yahweh had chosen them “out of all the peoples on the face of the earth…to be his treasured possession” (Dt 7:6; 14:2; cf. 4:37). It was a nation that was elected and not just individuals, for Israel was chosen “above all the nations” (Dt 10:15; cf. Lev 20:26). This is confirmed in the repeated biblical references to Israel as a “nation” (e.g., Ex 19:6).6
God’s election of Israel to a special status among the nations is central to the subsequent history recounted in the Old Testament (cf. 1Ki 3:8; Pss 33:12; 105:6; 135:4; Eze 20:5). God’s choosing of priests, kings, and even Zion, the place of his dwelling, always fulfilled the purpose of serving the elect community of Israel.7 So also was the selection of those outside of Israel. Whether as instruments of divine judgment (e.g., Nebuchadnezzar, Jer 25:9; Assyria, Isa 7:18–20) or of blessing (e.g., Cyrus, Isa 45:1–3), their role always had significance “only in so far as its purpose touches Israel.”8
Israel’s election not only was foundational to her historical identity, but also undergirded her future. Looking forward to messianic times, Israel was assured of restoration and the fulfillment of her mission because she was God’s “chosen people” (cf. Isa 41:8–9; 43:20–21; 44:1–2; 45:4). The same picture of Israel as the elect nation of God is carried over to the New Testament, where Paul not only recalls their choice historically, but affirms their continued elective status (Ro 11:28).
Scripture is clear and emphatic that this election and consequent distinction rest solely upon God’s sovereign love and no inherent righteousness or greatness of Israel (cf. Dt 4:37; 7:6–8; 9:4–6; 23:5). Therefore that elective status must ultimately be unconditional. This did not mean that every individual Israelite would share in the fulfillment of the promises made to the nation. Obedience by faith was necessary to obtain the goal of divine election. But the promises for that nation based on the sovereign love of God will finally reach their goal. Despite Israel’s repeated historical failures, the prophets looked forward to the time when the grace of the new covenant would bring about the necessary obedience. God would put his Spirit in the people and move them to keep his ways (Eze 36:27; cf. Jer 31:33).
According to the prophets, this elective distinction of Israel was destined to bring a certain prominence to that nation among the other nations of the world in the eschatological times. Israel and the city of Jerusalem were to have a central place in the messianic kingdom. God was to dwell there in a special way. Because the nations, too, would come to recognize and worship the God of Israel as the true God, they would serve and enrich God’s peculiar treasure, Israel.9
This Old Testament picture of an Israel distinguished among the nations in the messianic kingdom raises the question whether it has harmony with the New Testament teaching of the equality of Jews and Gentiles in Christ. To pose the question more broadly, does the development of salvation history, including the rejection of the Messiah by Israel, require us to reinterpret these prophecies in such as way as to negate a national distinction? To find the answer we must first examine the real nature of Israel’s prophetic distinctiveness.
B. The Nature of Israel’s Distinction
1. A Distinction for Service. Israel’s election was first of all an election for service. Concerning the term used for the choosing of Israel, Horst Seebass explains: “everywhere that bhr [ to choose] occurs in relationship to persons, it denotes choice out of a group…, so that the chosen one discharges a function in relationship to the group.”10 T. C. Vriezen similarly declares that “in the OT the choice is always the action of God, of his grace, and always contains a mission for man; and only out of this mission can man comprehend the choice of God.”11 This significance of God’s choice is clear, for example, in regard to Abraham, who was chosen for the ultimate blessing of the whole world, and David, who was chosen for service to the nation.
But service is also the meaning of God’s choice of the nation Israel. According to the covenant that defines its election, Israel is designated “a kingdom of priests,” an appellation that signifies ministry. Her status as “a holy nation,” with strict requirements for separation from the religious practices of the nations around her, served the purpose of distinguishing Yahweh as the true God and making this plain to the nations (cf. Dt 14:1ff.). Even the command to destroy the Canaanite peoples was ultimately for the good of the nations, as it would prevent the demise of the knowledge of the true God through accommodation with the false gods of the nations (cf. De 7:1–6).12
Although Israel frequently acted to the contrary, the true meaning of her distinction both in the past and in the future messianic era was always service, according to the prophets. It was first and foremost service to God, who through his election and redemption had a claim upon the nation that issued in a call to the service of his universal saving love for all peoples.13 Robert Martin-Achard concludes, “The choice of Israel…belongs to the realm of means not ends;…Israel has to serve God before the world and its worship of Yahweh contributes to the good of all the peoples.”14 According to Psalm 117, it is the great love of God toward his chosen people Israel that calls for praise from all nations.
2. No Distinction of Superiority. God’s election of Israel brought distinction among the nations, but not superiority. Despite Israel’s frequent perversion of her elective privilege through national pride, Scripture declares that apart from God’s grace she was not different from other nations. God reminded the people of this through the prophet Amos: “Are not you Israelites the same to me as the Cushites?…Did I not bring Israel up from Egypt, the Philistines from Caphtor and the Arameans from Kir?” (Am 9:7). Israel was no different in herself from the far-off Cushites or the nearby Philistines and Arameans. If Israel was led to the land by the sovereign God, so were the latter two nations.
Israel should have recognized this equality among the nations. Hans Walter Wolff notes, “The interrogative form of the sentence [in Amos 9:7] presupposes that it was part of Israel’s tradition to know that its relationship to Yahweh did not rest upon any special qualities or accomplishments of its own.”15
We see that being chosen by God did not mean preferential treatment above the other nations because Israel was called to be a witness to the uniqueness of Yahweh before all nations at exactly the time when she was being delivered over to destruction under Babylon (Isa 43:8–13). Yahweh proved that he alone is God in his being willing to judge his own people for the sake of truth. In their judgment, according to Seebass, Israel was to see the uniqueness of God in that he did “not renounce his deity for the sake of saving his people.” They were therefore instructed to “proclaim to the nations that Yahweh is the only God because he shows no respect of persons (43:10).”16
Moritz Güdemann sums up well the relation of Israel and the other nations in the Old Testament: “The character of Israel as the chosen people does not involve the inferiority of other nations. The universality of Israel’s God is sufficient proof against such an assumption.”17
We observe this same equality of Israel and the nations in Paul’s statement that “God does not show favoritism” (Ro 2:11; cf. Ac 10:34). Yet Paul could refer to Israel’s advantages without being contradictory (3:1). The advantages did not signify favoritism, but rather privileges with a corresponding responsibility for the good of others, namely, the entrustment of the oracles of God for the sake of all peoples. Israel’s position as the chosen people thus places them on absolutely level ground with Gentiles in relation to salvation through faith (cf. Ro 3:22; 10:12). Any privileges the people enjoyed beyond the nations were related solely to their responsibility of service.
3. A Distinction of Exaltation Because of Service. Israel’s distinction for service entails not only certain privileges and responsibilities, but also a place of honor and preeminence among the nations of the world. As a “kingdom of priests,” according to Charles A. Briggs, Israel had “a sacred ministry of priesthhood, as well as sovereignty with reference to the nations of the world.”18 What God had promised Israel under the old covenant is pictured in the prophets as fulfilled through an obedient Israel under the new covenant. Israel would be “set…in praise, fame and honor high above all the nations” (Dt 26:19).
We have already seen something of Israel’s exaltation in the Old Testament picture of her future. The nations not only aid in the return of the Israelites to their land, but also continue to serve and enrich them. As we have seen, these pictures of Israel’s dominance over the other nations do not mean the reversal of the harsh experiences suffered at the hands of the nations. Rather, they mark the way to happiness and freedom that comes from submitting to Israel’s God and the people chosen to be a blessing to the world.19 Israel’s renown among the nations would come because she reflected to them the glory of God in her national life.20
In an excellent discussion of particularism and universalism in the so-called Second Isaiah, Robert Davidson shows that far from being opposed to the universalism of God’s salvation, Israel’s distinction and exaltation promotes the salvation of the nations.
For Second Isaiah, it is the consolidation of Israel, the renewal of the covenant bond between Yahweh and His people, which is the covenantal means of grace for others; it is Yahweh’s exaltation of Israel involving a political decision against other peoples which is the means of extending Yahweh’s truth to the nations; it is the far seen triumph of Yahweh in the life of Israel which is the light drawing others to true faith.21
The exaltation of the servant who brings blessing is expressed throughout Scripture as well as in our present experience. As chosen vessels for service, Abraham, Moses, and David were highly exalted by others. Similarly, leaders in the church are to be esteemed by the people they serve. This seems to include some practical expression of service along with verbal honor (cf. 1Th 5:12–13). True service to God, as exemplified in Christ, entails suffering—often at the very hands to whom the service is rendered. When that kind of service is recognized for what it truly is—i.e., the channel of the blessing and grace of God’s salvation—we readily see how those who receive the service desire to exalt the servant and in so doing receive great blessing for themselves.
The prophets looked forward to the day when Israel would fulfill her function as a truly holy nation in priestly service to the nations. In recognition of God and his servant people, the nations will honor that people because of God’s grace, grace at work both in that nation and through her to them. Is it too much to say that even Israel’s suffering at the hands of the nations has somehow served the salvation of the nations and will someday be recognized as such and thus contribute to Israel’s grateful exaltation (cf. Ro 11:12, 15)?22
This recognition and exaltation for service does not entail any greater distinction before God than was true for Moses and David within Israel or the apostles and leaders in the early church.
Finally, even as the exaltation of human leadership in the church does not compromise and rob the glory of the unique serivce of the Supreme Servant of the Lord, the ministry of Israel in the future must also be seen as not only subservient to, but wholly dependent upon the ministry of the Messiah. The true perspective of Israel’s distinction of exaltation is well summed up by Rowley:
Nations shall honour her because she is His people, and therefore in honouring her they will really honour Him. This is not the climax of Old Testament teaching, which is concerned only with the honour of God, and which thinks of Israel not so much as destined to receive honour from men as called to fulfil the purpose of her election in the service of men.23
II. THE FUTURE ROLE OF ISRAEL
The idea that Israel has some role in the outworking of divine salvation for the world is gaining increasing recognition. Somehow these “chosen people” are related to the future blessing of all peoples. Ernst Käsemann writes, “Israel is the bearer of the blessing both in the present and in the future…Israel is an integral part of the end of history…both the begining and the end of the drama of salvation are determined by the destiny of Israel.”24
With more positive emphasis, John Murray comments on Romans 11:15: “This restoration of Israel will have a marked beneficial effect, described as ‘life from the dead.’ Whatever this result may be it must denote a blessing far surpassing in its proportions anything that previously obtained in the unfolding of God’s counsel.” Murray explains this effect as “an unprecedented quickening for the world in the expansion and success of the gospel.”25
Some Roman Catholic interpreters also see a future blessing of the world through Israel’s conversion.26
Although these statements affirm some kind of a future role for Israel, they make no clear reference to the establishment of that people as a distinct and central nation among the nations of the world as seen in the Old Testament prophecies. Some who hold to the general position of a future mission of Israel do go so far as to see Israel’s role as involving the transformation of real historical societal structures in accordance with millennial conditions. But for the most part Israel’s future role is viewed as simply bringing an increase of the blessings of the new covenant among the nations as part of the church without any national distinction. Murray, for example, asserts that “there is no suggestion of any privilege or status but that which is common to Jew and Gentile in the faith of Christ.”27
George E. Ladd does appear to envision a national entity: “…it may be that in the millennium, for the first time in human history, we will witness a truly Christian nation.” But on the hermeneutical grounds that the New Testament reinterprets the Old Testament prophecies, Ladd refuses to affirm any further details about Israel’s future. “A non-dispensational eschatology,” he says, “simply affirms the future salvation of Israel and remains open to God’s future as to the details.”28 While dispensationalists welcome these affirmations of Israel’s future role in bringing God’s blessing to the world, they go beyond them and assert that Israel fulfills this mission as a distinct national entity among the nations of the world in accordance with the prophetic picture.
A. The Statement of Israel’s Mission
It is generally recognized that God’s original creation and election of the nation of Israel had cosmic significance entailing a mission toward all nations. In speaking of the promise of blessing “to all the families of the earth”29 given in the divine call to Abraham, Rowley says,
From this faint gleam we may trace the growing light through [various Old Testament passages]…, to the full perception of Deutero-Isaiah that by her election Israel is called to a conscious mission to the world, and that she can only fulfil the purpose of her election in the execution of the mission.30
At her founding as a nation Israel was given a mediatorial role on behalf of God: “You will be for me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation” (Ex 19:5). The two expressions “kingdom of priests”31 and “a holy nation” both convey mediatorial significance. Martin Noth interprets the word “kingdom” as meaning “ ‘state’ in just the same way as the nations on the earth are usually organized into states.” Then he explains the meaning of the phrase “kingdom of priests” for Israel’s purpose: “Israel is to have the role of the priestly member in the number of earthly states. Israel is to do ‘service’ for all the world (cf. also Isa. 65:5f.); this is the purpose for which Israel has been chosen.”32 Similarly, Brevard S. Childs states, “Israel as a people is also dedicated to God’s service among the nations as priests function with a society.”33
The description of Israel as a “holy nation” also denotes a ministry to the world. As a “ ‘holy people’…they are to be a people set apart, different from all other people by what they are and are becoming—a display-people, a showcase to the world of how being in covenant with Yahweh changes a people.”34 Noting that the term “nation” is used rather than “people,” William J. Dumbrell sees in this Sinai statement an advance in the Abrahamic promise concerning the “great nation” of Genesis 12:2.
No longer does she [Israel] belong merely to a general community of peoples from whom she can only with difficulty be differentiated. She has now been elevated into a distinct entity and endowed with special privileges. Probably then we are here…thinking of Israel as offering in her constitution a societary model for the world. She will provide, under the direct divine rule which the covenant contemplates, the paradigm of the theocratic rule which is to be the biblical aim for the whole world.35
Here again, as we have seen, Israel is clearly identified as a nation among nations in this fundamental reference to her future purpose. This is not to deny the spiritual dimension of Israel’s relationship to God that is obviously indicated in Exodus 19:4–6. But the spiritual characteristic does not negate or preclude the national meaning.
Israel’s mission of bringing God’s blessing to the rest of the nations is reiterated in the later prophetic writings, especially in the so-called Servant Songs of Isaiah. The Servant’s mission is to be a “light for the Gentiles” (Isa 42:6; 49:6). The identity of the Servant in these passages is not easily ascertained. Most scholars view the Servant as a fluid concept referring at times to the entire nation of Israel (e.g., Isa 42:19), at other times to the spiritual remnant of that nation (e.g., Isa 41:8–10; possibly 49:3, 5), and finally to an individual, who is best identified as the Messiah (Isa 52:13–53:12).36
What is important for our purposes is to see that all three uses are, in fact, related. In the first of the Servant Songs (Isa 41:1–6), Franz Delitzsch identifies the servant as the “future Christ.” Nevertheless, he rightly states that “there must be a connection between the national sense, in which the expression ‘servant of Jehovah’ was used in ch. xli. 8, and the personal sense in which it is used here.” He explains the “servant of Jehovah” in terms of a pyramid: “The base was Israel as a whole; the central section was that Israel, which was not merely Israel according to the flesh, but according to the spirit also; the apex is the person of the Mediator of salvation springing out of Israel.”37
Certain saving functions of the servant can only be properly applied to the messianic mediator of salvation. Yet the interrelationship among the uses of “servant” allows us to identify the mission of the Servant with Israel. According to John Bright, “…however the Servant is pictured, the Servant mission is always laid before Israel as her destiny in history (e.g., 50:10).” As for the Servant as a saving person, Bright says,
Israel is to follow the Servant, to take up the cross of the Servant, to share in the Servant’s redemptive mission. The Servant can no more be separated from Israel than Christ can from his church…Israel is to be the people of the Servant…It is her destiny to be the agent of establishing God’s kingdom in the world.38
Some Scripture passages (Isa 42:6; 49:6) explicitly call the Servant to the task of enlightening the Gentiles. Delitzsch is probably correct in assigning an individual messianic Servant as the first reference to both passages, but he also correctly sees the nation of Israel involved.39 Identifying the Servant in 49:3 as a single person whom he calls the “heart of Israel,” Delitzsch states, “…it is He…in whom the history of Israel is coiled up as into a knot for a further and final development, in whom Israel’s world-wide calling to be the Saviour of mankind, including Israel itself, is fully carried out.”40
Thus, the personal messianic Servant is central and necessary in the fulfillment of these passages, but Israel is involved in his mission. As Claus Westermann comments on Isaiah 42:6–7, “God has designated Israel to be a light to the world and to mediate salvation to it; she is to bring enlightenment and liberation to others.”41
The universal ministry indicated in the Servant passages is affirmed elsewhere. The prophet does not view the day when Zion would be enlightened by the glory of the Lord as the final goal, but rather, “Nations will come to your light and kings to the brightness of your dawn” (Isa 60:1–3). In the context of Israel’s restoration, God declares, “Listen to me, my people; hear me, my nation: The law will go out from me; my justice will become a light to the nations…My arm will bring justice to the nations” (Isa 51:4–5). The agent in this passage is the Lord himself. But the prophet’s previous statement that “the law will go out from Zion” (Isa 2:2) and the close connection with the restoration of Israel in this passage show that Israel is to be involved as God’s minister when he brings salvation to the nations.
Another glimpse at Israel’s mission is revealed in connection with God’s purpose to glorify himself. The demand to give God glory is evident throughout history. But as Gerhard von Rad notes, “to an extraordinary degree…[it] is also a theme of religious hope and an established part of eschatological expectation.” Although one can say even now of God’s creation and historical acts that “the whole earth is full of his glory” (Isa 6:3; cf. Nu 14:21), this concept is more often expressed as a hope. With the psalmist, all God’s people continue to pray, “…may the whole earth be filled with his glory” (Pss 72:19; cf. 57:5, 11). This eschatological display of God’s glory is concerned not so much with revealing the intrinsic nature of God as with revealing “the final actualisation of His claim to rule the world,”42 the establishment of his kingdom.
According to Scripture, the means to achieve this eschatological glorification of God entails a central role for Israel. God calls the nations to restore his sons and daughters from afar and states, “I created [them] for my glory” (Isa 43:2). Christopher R. North translates the phrase “for my glory” as “that my majesty might be clearly seen”; he explains that “Israel, ransomed and restored, is the final evidence of the majesty which all mankind is to see (cf. xl. 5) and acclaim.”43
Along with this teaching of Israel’s mission to display God’s glory to the world, the prophets supply the means for its attainment. God will make his glory dwell in that people in a special way. To eschatological Israel, God declares, “I will be its glory within” (Zec 2:5; cf. Eze 43:1–5, where the glory of the Lord fills the eschatological temple). In dwelling with Israel, God will be glorified to the nations, above all in salvation, and many will be joined to him and become his people (Zec 2:11). Isaiah sees a time when God’s glory will “appear over” Zion so that the nations will come to her light (60:1–3). For von Rad, Israel is inherently related to the goal of divine glorification: “…it makes little difference whether it is said that Yahweh will become [glory] for Israel or that Israel is created for Yahweh’s
[glory].”44
Other evidence of Israel’s eschatological mission may be adduced,45 but what we have examined is sufficient to establish Israel’s having been created and chosen by God for his service to the rest of the world. Israel had at times lost sight of its mission, yet that mission was kept alive not only through prophetic rebuke, but most of all through a divinely revealed hope of an eschatological restoration and transformation through which this purpose would be realized to the glory of God and the blessing of all peoples.
Most scholars generally recognize these matters as the teaching of the prophets. The question that divides interpreters is whether these prophecies are still valid according to their original meaning. Dispensationalists affirm their validity on the basis of the New Testament, which on the one hand gives no evidence that Israel’s mission to the world has been canceled and on the other hand positively affirms Israel’s future.
B. The Future Fulfillment of Israel’s Mission
If Israel does, in fact, have a future mission in God’s plan of salvation for the world, how is that mission to be understood? This question is especially pertinent in light of the present universal mission of the church. We suggest (1) that the present offer of salvation does not completely fulfill the scope of the messianic salvation promised by the prophets, and (2) that the completion of that salvation is best explained as accomplished through the mediation of the nation of Israel in accord with the prophets. Israel’s future service is focused on two roles that are obviously closely related, but may be distinquished for clarity: (1) the channel of revelation, and (2) the mediation or ministry of salvation to the world.
1. Israel’s Role as a Channel of Revelation. Both Scripture and history disclose Israel’s role as a channel of divine revelation to the nations. The psalmist praised God for declaring “his word to Jacob, his laws and decrees to Israel.” And “He has done this for no other nation; they do not know his laws” (Ps 147:19–20). The apostle Paul wrote that the Jews “have been entrusted with the very words of God” (Ro 3:2).
But this privilege of revelation, as the word “entrusted” suggests, was not intended for Israel alone. The revelation had the purpose of making that nation a lighthouse of divine revelation to the nations. This was implied in the instruction Moses gave to the people prior to their entering the Promised Land: “See, I have taught you decrees and laws as the LORD my God commanded me, so that you may follow them in the land you are entering…Observe them carefully, for this will show your wisdom and understanding to the nations, who will hear about all these decrees and say, ‘Surely this great nation is a wise and understanding people’” (Dt 4:5–6). In these words Jan Ridderbos sees that “Israel’s missionary task vis-a-vis the pagan world is indicated in a veiled manner: This respect for Israel implies respect for Him from whom Israel received these laws.”46
Israel’s mission as a channel of revelation to the nations is fully developed by the prophets, who portray that people as God’s “witness” (Isa 43:10, 12; 44:8) and “a light for the Gentiles” (Isa 42:6; 49:6; cf. 51:4–5; 60:1–3). According to the prophets, this revelation will occur primarily through God’s future dealings with his people. This theme is particularly prominent in Ezekiel, whose prophetic word, according to Walther Zimmerli, “announces that what happens to Israel historically is in fact Yahweh’s own dealing with both His people and the nations.”47
Donald E. Gowan notes that Ezekiel portrays the nations as “spectators who will learn something about the true God from his works in history (‘then they will know that I am Yahweh’).”48 In this theme Ezekiel and the other prophets are simply picturing the fulfillment of God’s original intent to reveal himself to the world through this nation. According to T. C. Vriezen, God’s deed in Christ, although having universal significance, was first his deed par excellence in Israel. “This is so because cosmic significance must be ascribed to revelation in Israel from the very beginning.”49 Arend Th. van Leeuwen concurs. In a fascinating discussion of God’s pattern of “gathering and scattering and gathering again,” which he traces throughout God’s historical dealing with all mankind, van Leewen says,
Israel…represents all mankind, in unity and scattering, in pride and sin and fall. God’s judgment on his people is his judgment upon all the earth; and when the Lord has mercy on his people and gathers them again, the action adumbrates his blessing which he has promised to bestow on each and every nation. Israel then is the vanguard of the nations; her history is the centre and epitome of all history and the revelation of God’s purposes for all mankind.50
a. Revelation through God’s acts of judgment. In the prophetic picture, God’s self-revelation will be manifest through his people in both judgment and restoration. Of judgment, Zimmerli says that
the recurring direct association of this judgment of Israel with the strict statement of recognition virtually identifies it as the locus at which Yahweh reveals Himself in His most personal essence. Yahweh’s revelatory self-introduction is to be recognized in His judgment over Israel.51
Through Ezekiel God declares his purpose in bringing desolation to his people through Babylon: “Then all people will know that I the LORD have drawn my sword from its scabbard” (Eze 21:5). This passage together with numerous other references state clearly that God intended to make himself known to both Israel and the nations through his judgment on Israel (cf. 5:13; 6:14; 7:9; 12:15ff.; 15:7; 39:21–24). Most of these statements refer in the first place to the Babylonian exile from which Israel had returned, but they are not exhausted by that event. These statements of judgment are balanced and inherently related to statements of divine revelation as coming through Israel’s restoration. Because this restoration has not yet been fulfilled in the prophetic picture, the divine self-revelation to the nations through judgment on Israel must continue until her final restoration.
That continuation is expressed in the use of identical language, as in Ezekiel’s description of a patently eschatological action by God in behalf of his people, namely, the destruction of Gog and his invading hordes (Eze 38–39). Not only will God receive glory from the nations as they recognize his hand in their destruction, but they will also “know that the people of Israel went into exile for their sin, because they were unfaithful to me” (39:21, 23). God’s purpose to reveal himself to the nations through his judgmental dealing with his people Israel thus remains valid for the eschatological era.
b. Revelation through God’s act of restoration. The same self-revelatory purpose of God is associated with Israel’s future restoration. In fact, the awareness of God that comes through judgment is heightened by his gracious acts of restoration. As we have noted in regard to Gog, it is when God intervenes in behalf of his people that the nations recognize that Israel suffered because of their sin. We cannot say that history thus far reveals the nations as truly recognizing God’s hand in the suffering of Israel. That awakening is still in the future.
God’s revelation to the nations (as well as to Israel herself) in the restoration of Israel is a prevalent theme in biblical prophecy.52 This revelation is double-edged, effected in both the destruction of Israel’s enemies and in Israel’s exaltation. Isaiah declares that God will make the “oppressors” of Israel “eat their own flesh [and]…be drunk on their own blood,” with the result that “all mankind will know that I, the LORD, am your Saviour, your Redeemer, the Mighty One of Jacob” (49:26).
Usually the emphasis is on the display of God’s glory through the grace and power exerted in behalf of Israel. The transformation of Israel from a sinful, scattered, downtrodden people to an exalted nation following God’s righteous ways and consequently blessed with spiritual and physical prosperity is frequently seen as the means by which God is going to reveal himself to the nations and to Israel herself.
Isaiah comforts the dispirited people of Israel by declaring that eventually judgment by the Lord’s hand will be completed and God will visit his people with salvation. In the familiar image of raising the valleys and making the rough ground level for the arrival of the Lord, Isaiah declares, “And the glory of the LORD will be revealed, and all mankind together will see it” (40:1–5). Again, describing God’s comforting his people through redemption, Isaiah wrote, “The LORD will lay bare his holy arm in the sight of all the nations, and all the ends of the earth will see the salvation of our God” (52:9–10).
Ezekiel predicted the same revelatory effect of the restoration of Israel: “When I have brought them back from the nations and have gathered them from the countries of their enemies, I will show myself holy through them in the sight of many nations” (Eze 39:27; cf. v. 7). Similarly, the psalmist anticipated the day when God will “have compassion on Zion” and “show favor to her.” Consequently “the nations will fear the name of the LORD, and all the kings of the earth will revere your glory. For the LORD will rebuild Zion and appear in his glory” (Ps 102:13–16; cf. 87:1ff.).
The task of the Servant to bring light to the Gentiles, a topic discussed earlier, is also intrinsically connected to the restoration of Israel (cf. esp. Isa 49:6–7). Noting a similar theme in Ezekiel, Robert Martin-Achard concludes that the Servant passages of Isaiah give form to an idea that had already been expressed: “Yahweh’s judgment—i.e., the salvation of His People—is, in the last resort, something that affects the whole world.” Martin-Achard explains how this happens:
Mankind, learning of the transformation that has taken place in Israel’s fortunes, will discover the greatness of Israel’s God; confronted by the work of Yahweh, the heathen, now subdued, will give Him the glory that is due to His name. The final result of the restoration of Israel is the encounter between Yahweh and the nations.53
In the same vein, H. J. Kraus declares, “God reveals his sovereignty, which brings salvation, through the act of bringing Israel back from its captivity and gathering his people together. In this final act of liberation the saving might of God is manifest to all the world.”54 Norman K. Gottwald also notes this connection between Israel’s mission and restoration as a nation, especially in Isaiah’s prophecy, but observes that many scholars neglect this truth: “It is ironic that generations of Christian interpreters have lauded Deutero-Isaiah’s sacrificial, missionary spirit without conceding that it is indestructibly rooted in the restored Jewish community.”55
It is not that God simply chooses to reveal to all people his grace and power in the reestablishment and blessing of his people. The previous history of Israel makes it mandatory; God’s reputation is at stake. Not to restore Israel would result in unfavorable revelation. God’s holiness necessitated his judgment of rebellious Israel, yet this action rebounded against his holy name. Instead of producing fear in those who saw it, according to Ezekiel, wherever Israel went among the nations, “they profaned my [i.e., God’s] holy name, for it was said of them, ‘These are the LORD’s people, and yet they had to leave his land’ ” (Eze 36:18–21). Thus God declared that he would regather his people out of the nations and bring them back to their own land, not for their own sake, “but for the sake of my holy name, which you have profaned among the nations where you have gone…Then the nations will know that I am the LORD,…when I show myself holy through you before their eyes” (36:22ff.).
These passages in Ezekiel, with others (cf. Dt 32:27; Isa 48:9ff.), reveal that the restoration of Israel is not only a display of God’s love and power in behalf of his people, but also “an event necessary to the preservation of the honor of the true God.”56
c. The revelation of God through Israel’s life. The eschatological purpose of God, as expressed in prophecy, to reveal himself through actions with Israel does not end with her restoration. God’s purpose is reflected also in the revived life and holy character of Israel’s presence before the nations of the world. “Listen to me, my people; hear me, my nation: The law will go out from me; my justice will become a light to the nations” (Isa 51:4). Compare this with the prophet’s earlier teaching that the “law will go out from Zion, the word of the LORD from Jerusalem” and that the nations will come to the mountain of the LORD, to the house of the God of Jacob to learn his ways (2:2–3; cf. Mic 4:1–2). On those grounds we conclude that somehow restored Israel is involved in the revelation of God’s justice to the nations. Isaiah is only affirming the continuation of what we have already seen as the original purpose of Israel’s call.57
According to Lothar Coenen, God purposed in Israel to create “among the nations a new, quite different type of community…to show in Israel in the midst of world history God’s sovereign acts, his grace, and the seriousness of his demands.”58
Serving God’s revelatory purpose by simply living as the people of God, Martin-Achard writes, sums up the mission of Israel as the Servant of the Lord in the prophecies of Isaiah: “The Chosen People’s business is to exist: its presence in the world furnishes proof of Yahweh’s divinity; its life declares what He means for Israel itself and for the universe.” Israel is the light of the nations “because, first, and in an exceptional fashion, it has been enlightened by the glory of God.”59
That light shines first of all in the form of a new community in which God’s justice and righteousness are expressed in the totality of life and societal structure, something the world has not yet seen. Kraus finds this purpose expressed in the prophet Amos’ exhortation to “let justice roll on like a river, righteousness like a never-failing stream” (Am 5:24).
Justice and righteousness…are the foundations, the basic ordinances for the life of Israel…Israel has been chosen to live according to the law of God, that is to say, to live under the sovereignty of God, as sovereignty that is intended to cover every aspect of the whole of life. Righteousness means, further, that behavior in accordance with the covenant relationship to God, through which the people bring to visible expression the fact that it is the chosen people of the Lord (emphasis added).60
Although Rowley believes (wrongly, in our opinion) that Israel forfeited her prophetic calling through unbelief, he correctly assesses the Old Testament prophets as teaching that
the life of Israel would be incomparably glorious and happy; the hand of God would protect her from all her foes and peace and prosperity would be her portion; and other nations be so moved by the sight of her happiness that they would come to her to learn its secret and would find it in her religion.61
d. God’s revelation in Christ and the revelation through Israel. The idea of a revelatory role for Israel before the world raises the question of the how that relates to God’s self-revelation in Christ. It is universally recognized that up to the coming of Christ, the people of Israel were uniquely the channel of divine canonical revelation to mankind. Both the verbal Word of God and the living Word came through the Jews. But the New Testament teaching that Christ is the complete and final revelation of God (cf. Heb 1:3) raises questions about any further revelatory function for the nation of Israel.
Does acknowledging the finality of revelation in Christ—i.e., no further revelation can be expected apart from him—mean that the Christological revelation has been totally disclosed? Should we agree with Loraine Boettner? He wrote,
now that the Messiah has come and God’s revelation to mankind has been completed, written in a book and made available to the people of all nations with nothing more to be added, there is no further need for a separate people or nation to serve that purpose.62
In response, we note that nowhere in Scripture do we find the idea that the close of the New Testament canon precludes further revelatory activity. Prophetic activity is clearly anticipated in the end times, for example, in the prophetic ministry of the two eschatological witnesses (Rev 11:3ff.).63 What is precluded is any future revelation that is unrelated to Christ and his saving activity. But the suggestion that revelation of God’s activity in Christ is finished is unwarranted by the biblical evidence.
Beyond the fact of future revelation, the nature of God’s revelatory activity also bears on the question of Israel’s role. Scripture affirms that God reveals himself not just in verbal messages but also in historical activity. Unlike the gods of the philosophers, who become known only through abstract thought, the God of the Bible shows himself by direct intervention in history. Both his actions with Israel and his message through the prophets were revelatory. Jacob Jocz says,
Jewish history is the visible, empirical act of revelation. It demonstrates to all who want to see that the God of Israel is not a philosophical concept, but the living God. He cannot be imprisoned in a book, no matter how sacred, and relegated to the past. He is still the enactor of history; he is still a Presence in human affairs and still acts against and on behalf of his people.64
If this is true, there is no reason why Israel as a historical nation cannot play a role in the divine activity in line with the prophetic picture. But it is not simply that the biblical understanding of revelation including its finality in Christ allows for Israel’s future service in divine revelation. We would argue that the prophecies involved are best understood as applying to the future nation of Israel.
While is may be argued that some of the passages related to Israel’s function in the revelation of God may be interpreted as applying to the church, there are some which defy such an application. For example, Isaiah’s picture of the nations streaming to Zion to learn the ways of God, and God judging between the nations and settling their disputes with the result of the absence of war, seems impossible to apply to the church during this age. It is very difficult to see the nations in any “national” sense as coming to the church to learn the ways of God and practice them on the “national” level. Nor is there any divinely mandated peace among nations in this age. Jesus himself predicted international turmoil, with war among the “birth pangs” that would eventually bring forth the Messiah (Mt 24:6–14). Therefore, there is no place for such peace before Christ’s return.
Moreover, if the “ways” of God that result from his “law” and “word” proceeding from Zion and Jerusalem include righteousness and justice in all societal structures, we are looking at nothing less than a theocractic society. In such a society the so-called realm of the state, or “Caesar’s realm,” is merged with the “realm of God.” But Scripture gives no indication that Christ is to assume the realm of Caesar until he returns to destroy the human government of the antichrist (cf. Mt 22:21).
If this passage is difficult to apply to the present day and impossible for the perfected state of the new earth, it is easily interpreted in accordance with a future restoration of Israel and a central role of that nation in the revelation of his ways to the nations. If such be the case with this passage, there is no reason not to take the other prophecies that depict God’s self-revelation to the nations and to Israel herself as related to his activity with that people.
2. Israel’s Mission in the Completion of Salvation. The prophetic picture of the nations coming to live by the ways of God is closely related to another aspect of Israel’s future function. According to the prophets, the Messiah was to effect not only personal spiritual salvation, but the salvation of society. The very social and government structures of the nations would be transformed so as to reflect the righteousness of God. Internationally there would be peace among the nations. Since, according to the Scriptures, Israel as God’s servant and priestly nation was to serve in bringing God’s salvation to the world, we suggest that that nation still has a role to play in the final drama of the completion of this messianic salvation for the nations.
Some interpreters try to show that some prophecies dealing with socio-political salvation have at least begun to be fulfilled in the present age of the church as the “new Israel” (e.g., Isa 2:1–4). But it must be readily admitted that these prophecies are far from fulfillment in any straightforward understanding of the text. History thus far reveals an absence of divine salvation in the socio-political structures of earthly life. Moreover, experience offers little hope that we are in the process of a gradual fulfillment of this societal salvation during this age. This condition fits with Christ’s teaching that there will be dismay among the nations until the end of the age (cf. Mt 24:6–7; Lk 21:25–28).
The issue of unfulfilled promises is a perennial point of contention with Jewish scholars, who resist the claims of Christians that prophetic fulfillment will come through the church, especially in a spiritualized form. Gershom Sholem declares:
In all its forms and manifestation, Judaism has always held firmly to a concept of redemption which understood it as a process which takes place under the public gaze, on the stage of history and in the medium of society, that is, which definitely takes place in the visible world…The reintepretation of the prophetic promises of the Bible [by Christianity] to apply to the realm of the inner life…has always seemed to the religious thinkers of Judaism an illegitimate anticipation of what could be manifested at best as the inward aspect of a process which essentially takes place in the external world—and which could not be manifested without this process.65
Shalom Ben-Chorin goes so far as to say that the nature of the messianic redemption of the world is “the basic reason for Israel’s rejection of Jesus” rather than “a purely external or national conception of messianism.”66
Jewish thinkers point to the lack of fulfillment in terms of the restoration of their own nation, but also of the nations of the world. Eugene B. Borowitz expresses this sentiment: “Theologically, this is the situation: all men stand in covenant with God but though some individuals fulfill that dignifying relationship, the nations and the peoples do not.”67
As Christians we must reject the idea that these prophecies have not been fulfilled to any degree. The Messiah has come, and the gospel message of salvation proclaimed today is the fulfillment of Old Testament promises, according to the teaching of the apostles. But in proclaiming this initial, partial fulfillment of the messianic prophecies, we as Christians should also acknowledge that the kingdom prophecies of a socio-political sort have not been fulfilled and not try to reinterpret them as somehow being fulfilled through the church during this age.
The idea that socio-political prophecies will be fulfilled in literal earthly terms has been rejected by prominent amillennialists in the church since the time of Tyconius and Augustine.68 But the concept has been affirmed by proponents of “salvation-historical” theology from Cocceius and the heyday of Reformed federal theology through Pietism and the Lutheran Erlangen school down to the present.69 This view is prominent among dispensationalists today, but they are not its only proponents. William La Sor writes,
There are countless prophecies in the Old Testament concerning Israel and the land of promise which have not been fulfilled in the Christian church, and, in my opinion, can never be fulfilled in the church. They can be fulfilled only in Israel.70
Similarly, Arnold A. van Ruler, taking note of the Jewish objection, asserts,
In my view Martin Buber is completely correct to level against the Christian church throughout the centuries the accusation that it has never really been faithful to this Old Testament belief, this grand vision of the God of Israel, this visionary faith in the possibility of the sanctification of the earth.71
Pointing specifically to the Old Testament concept that salvation includes even the political structures of nations, James Parkes notes that every time the church makes a distinction between “secular” and “religious,” she repudiates her intention of fulfilling the Old Testament.72
The attempt by some73 to solve the problem by ascribing fulfillment to the new earth seems inadequate for at least two reasons. First, it does not make room for the Old Testament prophecies that speak of a particular people (whether Israel or the church) as being God’s agents to bring this societal salvation to the other peoples. Surely, in the eternal state of the new earth there will be no mediation of salvation from some people to others. The provision of the new covenant salvation that “no longer will a man teach his neighbor…because they will all know me” will be fully realized. Under the new-earth view, any mediatorial ministry of the messianic salvation must only pertain to the personal spiritual salvation of this age. But the Old Testament picture, as we have seen, includes the socio-political salvation as part of the messianic salvation to be mediated through Israel. It would seem that one is left with either requiring the present fulfillment of these prophecies through the church or acknowledging a still future fulfillment before the time of the new earth.
Second, and perhaps more important, the societal salvation in the new earth would no longer be part of the Messiah’s peculiar work of mediating the salvation of God’s kingdom on the earth. As we have discussed,74 the handing over of the kingdom by Christ to the Father signifies the conclusion of his work as the Messiah in mediating salvation (1Co 15:24–28). If this occurs at the transition from the old to the new earth, then the fulfillment of these societal promises is placed beyond the time and, consequently, the scope of the messianic salvation. The saving work of Christ as Mediator would therefore be limited in society to what transpires during this age and to the final destruction of the false world system at his parousia. It would not include a positive restoration of society’s structures.
But the prophecies clearly include the positive elements of socioeconomic righteousness and international peace. Messianic salvation entails redemption from all effects of sin. For mankind this means the restoration and transformation into a full and true human nature that is not only individual, but also corporate. Salvation in the present age promises individual salvation with a regenerate heart. While the life and power of the regenerate heart works itself out in social actions, it must be acknowledged that the real salvation of the socio-political sphere—the realm of Caesar—is not promised for this age.
Thus “the problem of his [man’s] collectivities,” as Borowitz puts it, remains.75 The saving work of the Messiah is yet to be brought to the problems of communal life among the peoples of the world. Pointing to a surplus of promises not presently fulfilled in the church, van Ruler identifes them with this dimension of salvation. They are “to be found in the social ideal of the Old Testament, a just society, the brotherhood of all men, the king or authority who is the true shepherd—not God on earth but the servant of God.”76
We suggest that it is precisely here, in this socio-political salvation, that Israel still has a role to play. We have seen that from the beginning this people was formed as a nation designed to exemplify the righteousness of God in the very structures of her community existence. Borowitz expresses this idea well: “Israel is brought into history to show that the might of man unified can be subjected to and perfected through the divine sovereignty.” He explains the practical effect of such a ministry for society:
Judaism called men to subject their particularities to the covenanting King so as to make their group the sort through which universalism can become real in history. Nationhood subordinated to messianism, collectivities faithful to God, real lambs lying down with real lions. That remains the continuing vision of Jewish particularity.77
That God’s salvation for mankind includes the picture of a worldwide society in which justice and righteousness prevail and the nations walk peacefully in the ways of God is clear in the prophetic Scriptures. That Israel was called into the service of this salvation for the nations is also expressed in those Scriptures. Whether this “Israel” refers to the restored nation or to the church remains the primary point of dispute between dispensationalists and non-dispensationalists.
Given the nature of this salvation—i.e., socio-political—we affirm that the mediatorial ministry of witness and proclamation is best fulfilled through a real nation, the restored nation of Israel. In the words of Buber,
…only an entire nation, which comprehends peoples of all kinds, can demonstrate a life of unity and peace, of righteousness and justice to the human race, as a sort of example in beginning. A true humanity, that is, a nation composed of many nations, can only commence with a certain definite and true nation. Only the fulfillment of this truth in the relations between the various sections of this people, between its sects and classes, is capable of serving as a commencement of an international fulfillment of the truth and of the development of a true fellowship of nations, a nation consisting of nations. Only nations each of which is a true nation living in the light of righteousness and justice are capable of entering into upright relations with one another. The people of Israel were charged to lead the way toward this realization.78
3. Conclusion. God’s election of Israel reveals a commission to the task of service in the divine blessing for all peoples. This is reiterated in the prophecies of the eschatological messianic salvation. While few details are given as to the exact nature of the fulfillment of this task, in some way it involves bringing the fullness of God’s salvation to the world. Interpreters of Scripture have increasingly affirmed that God has been providentially involved in the historically unique preservation of the people of Israel to our point in time. That he has done so because Israel yet has a role to play in his plan for the world seems most reasonable in light of the prophetic Scriptures.
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