Israel in the Purposes of God.
Gentile Christians owe a great debt to Israel. The apostle Paul contrasts the situation of the Ephesians, who “…were separate from Christ, excluded from the citizenship in Israel and foreigners to the covenants of the promise, without hope and without God in the world” (Eph.2.12) with the nation of Israel. “ Theirs is the adoption as sons, theirs is the divine glory, the covenants, the receiving of the law, the temple worship and the promises. Theirs are the patriarchs, and from them is traced the human ancestry of Christ, who is God over all.” (Rom. 9.4-5) In modern terms we might say that  Israel has given us the Bible with all its promises, the knowledge of the one true God and how to worship Him and, above all, the Lord Jesus Christ. God chose Abraham and promised that all mankind will be blessed through him (Gen.12.3) and said he would establish an everlasting covenant with Abraham and his descendants (Gen.17.7-8) Israel were not chosen to be his treasured possession because they were a great nation but because God loved them (Deut.7.6). In the light of this it is both ironic and tragic in the extreme that throughout the centuries it was considered the duty of Christians to hate and persecute Jews. Even the great Protestant reformer Martin Luther, after publishing a pamphlet ‘That Jesus was a Jew’, encouraging Christians to respect and treat Jews with gentleness should fifteen years later demand that their homes and synagogues should be destroyed, their religious writings burned, their possessions taken, professions barred to them and that they should be made to do the meanest and coarsest work. One of reasons for this hatred was the accusation that the Jewish nation was responsible for the death of Jesus and that they called down God’s anger upon themselves and their descendants. This is a distortion of the biblical evidence. Pontius Pilate could not absolve himself from guilt by a public washing of hands, nor were the Jewish nation as a whole responsible but only the leaders and the mob they stirred up. Even so Peter pointed out in sermons preached soon after the resurrection that not only had they acted in ignorance but that Jesus “ …was handed over to you by God’s set purpose and foreknowledge and you, with the help of wicked men put him to death.” (Acts 2.23; 4.17) He also appealed to the Jews gathered at Pentecost to repent and they would be forgiven and would receive the gift of the Holy Spirit for “ The promise is to you and your children and for all who are far off.” (Acts 2.39)

How should we view the Jews and Israel? Before we seek to answer that question a few cautions are in order. First, although most modern Christians are not actively anti-Semitic, the replacement theology that maintains that the Church is the new Israel and that Israel has no further part to play in the establishment of God’s kingdom because, as we saw above, they were thought exclusively responsible for Jesus’ death, plays into the hands of anti-Semitism. On the other hand, Christian Zionists, who see the establishment of the modern state of Israel as the fulfilment of Biblical prophecy, are inclined to be pro-Israeli and overlook the legitimate needs of the Palestinian people.

Perhaps I ought to explain what I understand by replacement theology and Christian Zionism.  Replacement theology or supercessionism is the belief that God has finished with Israel as his chosen people and that the promises originally given to Israel have been taken over by the Church.  Not all believe that Israel has been replaced for disobeying God and rejecting Jesus as their Messiah.  Some believe that Israel’s work is completed and Israel has been swallowed up into the greater Church. Supercessionists tend to be anti-Israel and pro-Arab.  Christian Zionism on the other hand, sees the momentous events that have happened in the post-war world with the establishment of the State of Israel, the mass migration of Jews from around the world to Palestine and the transformation of the land as a direct fulfilment of prophecies predicting a second return of the Jews to their own country.  Most advocates of this view interpret of the prophecies literally and the view has been popularised by best-selling books like The Late Great Planet Earth and Russia, Israel, Christ and You which see the coming of both the communist Russian empire and the European Union being foretold in the Bible and representing the anti-Christ. The most extreme form of Christian Zionism is in the dispensational teaching associated with J.N.Darby, and popularised in the Scofield Reference Bible, which teaches that the Church Age interrupted God’s purposes for Israel and that both Israel and the Church have different destinies.  By taking the final vision of Ezekial literally they argue that not only will Israel return to her own land but that the Temple will be restored and sacrifices again offered to God in clear defiance of the teaching of the New Testament that Jesus’ sacrifice of himself terminated the need for animal sacrifices for ever.
Has God rejected Israel as his chosen people and replaced it by the Church? Paul, the apostle to the gentiles, replied with an emphatic ‘No!’ In his letter to the Romans he pointed out that Israel as a nation continually failed to keep the covenant and their mission to witness to the world. As a result, a hardness in part has come upon Israel in order to allow Gentiles to enter the Kingdom of God. Nevertheless the Jews were still important in God’s eyes. Jesus preached almost exclusively to Jews and all the apostles and first believers were Jews and Paul made it his policy always to go to the Jews first with the Gospel. At first it was thought that converts to Christianity had to become Jews but Paul showed this was wrong. However in Romans 11 he points out that gentiles were like wild olive branches grafted into Israel, the cultivated olive tree, and they shouldn’t become proud because God could quite easily break their branches off too. In fact it was only because of Jewish sin that riches came to the world to make Israel envious. He asks, “… If their rejection is the reconciliation of the world, what will their acceptance be but life from the dead?” (Rom.11.15) He concludes, “ Israel has experienced a hardening in part until the full number of the Gentiles come in. And so all Israel will be saved.” 

Commentators differ among themselves as to the meaning of this last statement. Some believe that there will be a mass turning to God by the Jewish nation either before of when Jesus comes again. Whether this is the case or not, two things we can be sure of.  First is that Israel will not be saved simply by being born as Jews. Both Jesus and Paul made it clear that not all Israel are the true Israel but only those who come to God through faith. Secondly the number of those saved cannot be just those who come to faith in the end times, because throughout history many in Israel, often called the remnant, were saved through faith in God’s promises. John Calvin may not have been correct in his claim that ‘all Israel’ consist of all believers, both Jews and Gentiles, but he is right in seeing that God’s purposes cannot be fulfilled without the involvement of both. As the writer to the Hebrews observed, when reviewing all the men of faith in the Old Testament, “ These men were all commended for their faith, yet none of them received what had been promised. God had planned something better for us so that only together with us would they be made perfect.” (Heb.1139) The prophecies of the Old Testament, particularly in Isaiah, Jeremiah and Ezekiel, look forward to a new heaven and earth often symbolised by the return of Israel to their own land and the restoration of Jerusalem and the Temple both as the dwelling place of God and the magnet to draw all nations together. This new world will be a place where there will be no more war or death and where the disharmony of the natural world caused by sin will be no more. The picture is taken up by John in the Revelation, where Jesus is not only represented as the Lamb but also the ‘Lion of Judah and the Root of David’ Rev.5.5). He also sees in this new world not only 144,000 sealed from the tribes of Israel but also “… a great multitude that no-one could number, from every nation, tribe, people and language.” (Rev.7.9) We look forward to that day when there will be no more Jew or Gentile, Black or White, Israeli or Palestinian. We will be all one in Christ. Meanwhile the Scriptures encourage us to pray for the peace of Israel and to preach the Gospel to all the nations so that we may hasten the coming of the Lord Jesus. 
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