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Foreword


Modern Israel, especially in its relations with its Arab neighbors, has been continually and conspicuously in the daily news ever since World War II. Less well known, but amply demonstrated by Dr. Diprose, is the contrasting fact that the concept of “Israel,” and the continuing existence and role of the Jewish people has been hovering in the background while Christians have shaped their doctrinal expressions and the practical consequences resulting from them.

The early church was challenged as to whether Israel’s sacred writings were to be considered as Sacred Scripture. The triumphant professing church of the Middle Ages assumed (without bothering to prove) that it had taken over the promises and blessings (but not the curses) that God had promised Israel. Our own time has seen the culmination of centuries of Christian Anti-Semitism in the German Holocaust and the subsequent debate as to whether Jewish people are considered to be saved—as Christians would understand it—by virtue of God’s covenant with Israel. Dr. Diprose demonstrates that major areas of Christian doctrine have been shaped by the Church’s attitudes towards Israel. But tragically for the Jewish people and for the Christian theological tradition, this crucial role of Israel has not been systematically, publicly, and generally reflected upon.

Dr. Diprose is to be commended for undertaking this wide-ranging study in order to demonstrate the need for such reflection. And it is especially fitting that he lives and works in the ancient city of Rome, to whose early Christians the apostle Paul wrote his own sustained reflection on the place of Israel. Sadly, Christians have all too rarely reflected upon the implications of Paul’s conclusion in his epistle to the Roman Church: “Just as you. . . have now received mercy because of their disobedience, so. . . by the mercy shown to you, they too may now receive mercy” (Romans 11:30, 31). In repeated and various ways over the centuries, most Christians, and the Church in its theology, have been anything but merciful to Israel.

May this publication of Dr. Diprose’s study be one small step toward correcting this ancient and continuing error.

 

Donald Tinder Ph.D.

Professor, Evangelische Theologische Faculteit, Louvain, Belgium and Tyndale Theological Seminary, Amsterdam, Netherlands









Preface


I have always been aware that Israel is important for Christian theology. However, for a long time it had seemed to me that the question of Israel had become some kind of theological football that two opposing teams of theologians kicked about in accordance with their particular agendas. For dispensationalists it was apparently important that ethnic Israel be given a high profile while for reformed theologians it was apparently important to show that, with the advent of the Church, ethnic Israel’s significance had been irrevocably eclipsed. The result was that to affirm that there are institutional distinctions between Israel and the Church was tantamount to declaring oneself to be a dispensationalist while denial of such distinctions was a sign of reformed orthodoxy.

A few years ago I decided to consider Israel as a question in its own right and not as an adjunct to a given theological position. Following that decision, I made some interesting discoveries. For example, I discovered that two very different views concerning Israel have held sway in Christendom. During the early centuries, Israel was thought to be a renegade nation that should be treated with contempt. However, after the Shoah1 and the birth of the modern State of Israel in 1948, a new view developed according to which Israel’s status as a visible, elect nation exonerated its members from the need to exercise faith in Jesus Christ in order to be saved.

The antithetical nature of these two views puzzled me and suggested that factors other than the clear biblical message had determined their development. This was confirmed as I read many of the Church Fathers and then the literature pertaining to the current Jewish-Christian dialogue. I also noticed that the neglect of the biblical message concerning Israel had repercussions on Christian theology in general. While both views have important implications for hermeneutics, the effects of the earlier view were particularly evident in ecclesiology and eschatology, whereas the new view is having serious repercussions in soteriology and missiology.

Many people have helped—both directly and indirectly—to make this investigation possible. A conversation while walking with Patrick Sookhdeo around a lake in southern Italy prodded me to think more deeply into some of the relevant issues. Interaction with Professor Donald Tinder was also very fruitful. The footnotes bear witness to my great debt to numerous other scholars. On a more practical level special thanks is due to the Board of the Italian Bible Institute for granting me a brief sabbatical in which I was able to begin the project. In particular I wish to thank Bernard Oxenham who generously shouldered many of my responsibilities thus allowing me to engage in uninterrupted research for weeks at a time.

This project would not have been possible without adequate library facilities. In this regard I am grateful to Professor Daniele Garrone for the freedom he gave me to use the excellent Library of the Waldensian Faculty, Rome.

Special thanks also goes to the editorial staff of Authentic Media for their friendly attitude and their scrupulous attention to detail in the course of preparation of the manuscript for publication.

Last, but not least, special thanks is due to my wife Eunice and to our sons, Andrew and Jonathan, who not only accepted that I be unavailable to them for long hours but who have also offered encouragement and practical assistance during the various phases of the work.









Introduction



“. . . we realize that in this question [of the

relationship of the Church to Israel] the entire self-

understanding of the Church is at stake.”1






Since the tragic events of the Shoah2 and the birth of the modern State of Israel on May 14, 1948,3 the interest shown in God’s ancient people has been sustained and widespread. Awareness of the importance of the minuscule State of Israel for the general well-being of mankind was shown by the presence of seventy prime ministers and heads of state at the funeral of Israeli Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin in November 1995. Furthermore, large sectors of Christendom, such as those represented by the World Council of Churches and the Roman Catholic Church, are now involved in dialogue with the Jewish people. Richard Harries speaks of the “existence of an identical hope of the kingdom, a common mission aimed at sanctifying God’s name and. . . equal dignity in dialogue.”4

Considering the importance of Israel in the Hebrew and Christian Scriptures, Christian theology could be expected to give particular attention to these developments. However, while the Shoah and the birth of the modern State of Israel have led some Christian theologians to rethink the question of Israel’s relationship to the Church, works of systematic theology continue to be produced which omit Israel altogether or include only marginal mention of her theological significance.5 In the words of Gordon Lewis and Bruce A. Demarest, “the notion of institutional Israel is a missing link in much systematic theology.”6

The absence of Israel in much of Christian theology has a long history. During the formative period of the Christian tradition,7 the common view was that what was promised to Israel found its ultimate fulfillment in Jesus, the Israelite par excellence. It follows that the Church completely and permanently replaced ethnic Israel in the working out of God’s plan as the recipient of Old Testament promises originally addressed to Israel. Although this view, variously known as “supersessionism” or “replacement theology,”8 is now widely rejected, both popular opinion and Christian theology remain profoundly influenced by it.

It is conceivable that some avoid theologizing about Israel for quite a different reason. They fear that any attempt to take Israel seriously runs the risk of being labeled “dispensationalist.” While it is true that Israel occupies an important place in dispensational theology, it is also true that reflection concerning the place of Israel in God’s plan predates this school of thought by many centuries. The apostle Paul himself engaged in an in-depth study of the relationship of Israel to the rest of the divine program in the ninth, tenth, and eleventh chapters of Romans. In the Reformation era, Puritan theologians such as Henry Finch and Thomas Goodwin attributed great importance to Israel.9 Moreover, the seminal works that led to the reconsideration of the place of Israel in the divine plan at the beginning of the nineteenth century came from very different sectors of Christianity than those generally associated with dispensationalism.10

I believe that Christian theology should consider Israel for her own sake and not as an adjunct to a particular theological system. It is my intention, therefore, to show that when Christian theology has failed to take into account all of the biblical data concerning Israel, much damage has been done to Christian thought and practice.11

After considering the evidence for Israel’s uniqueness among the nations, I will address the thorny question of how the radical concept known as replacement theology originated. This will be followed by an investigation into the link between replacement theology and other aspects of Christian thought, particularly ecclesiology and eschatology.

Before proceeding, however, I must note here that ecclesiology and eschatology are not the only areas of Christian theology to have been affected by the Church’s views concerning Israel. In fact, the omission of Israel in Christian theology has had detrimental, yet deterministic effects on a wide variety of theological issues.

For example, the basic assumption that the interpretation of the Old Testament was exclusively the prerogative of the Church, linked with the normalization of the allegorical method, led to the neglect of the Hebrew world view. This resulted in theological thought being set in an essentially Greek philosophical frame of reference.12 This in turn led to, among other things, the polarization of the sovereignty of God and the free will of man. As Jaroslav Pelikan writes, “the Augustinian tradition has been affected by the loss of contact with Jewish thought, whose refusal to polarize the free sovereignty of God and the free will of man has frequently been labeled Pelagian.”13

Another serious effect of the loss of constructive contact with the Hebrew world was the position which the Medieval Church assumed in the iconoclastic controversy. A person who favored the destruction of images was discredited as “one who thought like a Jew.”14 The result was that the Medieval Church supported the use of images in worship despite Scriptural prohibitions to do so.

Following the Shoah and the birth of the modern State of Israel, a very different view regarding Israel has gained widespread acceptance. Advocates of the new view claim that God’s original covenant with Israel is equivalent to Christian salvation and discourage sharing the good news of their Messiah with Jewish people. This raises important questions for Christian soteriology and missiology. Underlying the development of both the old and new views is a common shortcoming: a selective use of Scripture.15

I have chosen to quote extensively from primary sources so that the reader can readily discern the relationship between the Church’s view concerning Israel and the development of Christian thought. Although this approach may prove to be a little tedious at times, it has the considerable advantage of permitting the reader to participate in the evaluation of the data.











1
A Unique People




Israel in the Old Testament


The Origin of Israel

The term “Israel” appears over two thousand times in the Old Testament and seventy times in the New Testament. This term refers to a specific ethnic group1 who believed itself to be united by a covenant with Yahweh, the only true God.2 The name Yisra’êl was conferred on Jacob (Genesis 32:28), Abraham’s grandson, and means “soldier of God”3 or “God persists.”4 The significance of Abraham’s offspring for general history is explained more fully in the words which God addressed to the patriarch at the moment of his call:


Leave your country, your people and your father’s

household and go to the land I will show you.

I will make you into a great nation

and I will bless you;

I will make your name great,

and you will be a blessing.

I will bless those who bless you,

and whoever curses you I will curse;

and all peoples on earth

will be blessed through you. (Genesis 12:1–3)



The call of Abram and the promises that God made to him at that time were ratified as a solemn covenant described as everlasting (Genesis 15:1–20; cf. 17:1–10; 22:17–18; 28:13–15). Thus the personal and family history of Abram would always be governed by covenant promise and divine sovereignty. This was immediately evident in the personal history of Abram and his wife Sarai. One year before Isaac, the son of promise, was born, God renamed the patriarch Abraham, meaning “father of many” (17:1–19). As for Sarai (renamed Sarah or “princess”), her sterility through the age of childbearing and her great age when Isaac was born (11:30; 18:11; 21:6–7), confirmed that Abraham’s descendants through her were to be God’s elect people and not simply a natural offspring. God’s special relationship with Abraham and his descendants was soon recognized by surrounding peoples despite their human imperfections (Genesis 18–20; cf. 26:25–29; 28:15; 31:25–29).

Personal blessing under the promises was conditioned upon obedience to the God who made the covenant.5 Those blessings contained in the covenant with Abraham did not include eternal salvation. Rather, according to the terms of the Abrahamic covenant, Israel as a whole was to be the special object of God’s love and through them blessing was to flow to the whole earth.

Because of the promissory,6 unconditional nature of God’s covenant with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, this covenant was not abrogated when God stipulated a second, conditional, covenant with Israel at the time of Moses (Exodus 19:5–8; 24:4–8; cf. Galatians 3:15–18). Thus the unconditional covenant remained operational, and the blessings promised to Abraham and to his descendants provide a key to understanding the history of this people, who, despite blatant transgression of the Mosaic covenant and the consequent application of its sanctions, continued to be the object of God’s love (see Hosea chapters 1–3).

From being a patriarchal clan which gained the respect of neighboring peoples (Genesis 20; 26; 31), Jacob’s descendants developed into a nation while living in Egypt, where they eventually became slaves of the Egyptian Pharaohs (see Genesis 47–50; Exodus 1). Following the Exodus,7 in which God revealed his power and faithfulness to his elect people, the twelve tribes of Israel lived as wandering nomads for forty years. Later, following the partial conquest of the Promised Land, these tribes remained loosely associated with the tabernacle at Shiloh being the main element of national unity. At the time of the prophet Samuel, Israel became a powerful monarchy. However, there was a sharp decline in Israel’s fortunes following the death of Solomon, David’s son. It was characterized by the division of the nation into a northern and southern kingdom, the institutionalization of idolatry in the northern kingdom, fratricidal wars, and two disastrous exiles.

The second exile was followed by the partial restoration of the southern kingdom which enjoyed varying degrees of political independence. It was made up of the tribes of Judah and Simeon and those descending from members of the other ten tribes who had either remained in the territory of Judah at the time of the division of the kingdom or had defected to the southern kingdom during the reigns of Rehoboam and Asa (1 Kings 12:16–17; 2 Chronicles 11:13–17; 15:9). Presumably, their choice to identify with the southern kingdom was related to the association of both orthodox religious practice and the royal line of David in Jerusalem.




A Nation Set Apart

After the name “Israel” was conferred on the patriarch Jacob, the two names were used interchangeably (Genesis 46:29–30; Numbers 24:17; Psalm 146:5; 147:2). Moreover, Jacob’s descendants were referred to both as “the house of Jacob” (Isaiah 2:2–5; Psalm 114:1) and “the house of Israel” (Genesis 31:33; Isaiah 5:7) or simply “Israelites” (Genesis 47:27; Exodus 14:28). This shows that the ethnic identity was closely related to the divine purpose in the history of the Jewish people.

This was clearly demonstrated shortly after Jacob’s arrival in Egypt when he blessed the reigning pharaoh (Genesis 47:7). Inasmuch as the lesser person is blessed by the greater (Hebrews 7:7), this act highlights Israel’s crucial role in God’s plan as an instrument of blessing (Genesis 47:7; cf. 12:3). Subsequently, in a prophetic utterance, the aged Jacob went so far as to specify that it would be someone arising from the tribe of Judah that would eventually gain “the obedience of the nations” (49:8–12).

Israel’s unique identity was further confirmed when God identified her as his “firstborn” at the time of Moses (Exodus 4:22–23). It received further, surprising confirmation when the pagan prophet Balaam was compelled by God to utter blessings upon Israel even though hired by Balak, king of Moab, to curse them. In his divinely inspired oracle, Balaam declared, “From the rocky peaks I see them, from the heights I view them. I see a people who live apart and do not consider themselves one of the nations” (Numbers 23:9; cf. Deuteronomy 23:4–5).

The reason why Israel was not included among the nations is explained by Moses: “The LORD your God. . . has declared that he will set you in praise, fame and honor high above all the nations he has made and that you will be a people holy to the LORD your God, as he promised” (Deuteronomy 26:19).

Because God chose to put his name upon Israel, this people had the possibility of being either more blessed or more severely castigated than the nations into whose destinies she could never be fully assimilated. Moreover, Moses taught that Israel would never be irreversibly assimilated into other nations (Deuteronomy 27–28), in fact, because of their particular relationship with God, the Israelites were not allowed to enter into mixed marriages (Deuteronomy 25:5–9; Joshua 23:12). Furthermore, because of God’s close association with Israel, the attitude of other nations towards her had a direct bearing upon their national fortunes. Thus when Balaam looked out and saw Israel encamped tribe by tribe, the Spirit of God came upon him and he uttered this oracle: “May those who bless you be blessed and those who curse you be cursed!” (Numbers 24:2, 9; cf. Isaiah 54:17).

Awareness of Israel’s uniqueness, which depended on her unique relationship with Yahweh, is a recurring theme on the lips of non-Israelites in the course of Old Testament history. For example, Rahab summarized the reaction of the population of Jericho to the mighty acts of God on behalf of Israel, with these words: “When we heard of it, our hearts melted and everyone’s courage failed because of you, for the LORD your God is God in heaven above and on the earth below” (Joshua 2:11).

In the fifth century BC, Haman the Agagite, a high-ranking official in the court of the Persian King Xerxes, requested that Israel be annihilated. The terms with which he communicated his request show that the pagan nations of his day perceived Israel’s uniqueness. Haman introduced his request to Xerxes with the following statement: “There is a certain people dispersed and scattered among the peoples in all the provinces of your kingdom whose customs are different from those of all other people and who do not obey the king’s laws; it is not in the king’s best interest to tolerate them” (Esther 3:8).

Besides affirming Israel’s uniqueness, Haman’s words imply the impossibility of adopting a neutral attitude towards this people. Either her uniqueness gained her the respect of the nations or she was likely to experience their intolerance. This is further seen in the sudden turn in fortunes in which Xerxes honored the Jew, Mordecai, for having revealed an assassination plot and at which Haman’s wife Zeresh made this significant statement: “Since Mordecai, before whom your downfall has started is of Jewish origin, you cannot stand against him—you will surely come to ruin!” (Esther 6:13).




The Survival of Israel

It is not part of our purpose to rehearse all the Old Testament prophetic oracles concerning a future messianic age and their implications for Israel, so we will limit our attention to the question of whether or not the Hebrew Scriptures envisage a situation in which the special relationship which God had established with Israel could be revoked. We may begin by noting that God’s decision to set his affection on Israel was in no way determined by their performance or national greatness but rather by his free will and sovereign purposes (Deuteronomy 7:7–8; 9:4–5). Similarly the survival of the kingdom of Judah, despite the blatant disobedience of kings such as Jehoram and Ahaziah (2 Kings 8:16–27), depended entirely on the covenant promises which God made to David (2 Samuel 7:16; 23:5; Psalm 89:3–4; 132:10–18).8

The unconditional nature of these earlier statements is paralleled in a surprising statement pronounced by the prophet Jeremiah. After insisting on the inevitability of the exile of Judah to Babylon and exhorting those who were already in exile to settle down and serve Nebuchadnezzar, Jeremiah turned to the constructive phase of his ministry. This began with a prophecy concerning the restoration of Israel and Judah to the land which God had given as an inheritance to Israel (Jeremiah 30:3; cf. 16:18; 31:10–11, 27–28). There follows what must be rated as one of the most important Old Testament prophecies (31:31–34).9 It concerns a new covenant which God intends to make with Israel and Judah following a period of national repentance (vv. 18–19). The main characteristics of this new covenant are complete forgiveness for sins, the writing of God’s law on the hearts of his people, and God becoming “their God” in a way not yet experienced (vv. 33–34). What interests us at this point is the statement which undergirds the prophecy, making its fulfillment certain:


This is what the LORD says,

he who appoints the sun to shine by day,

who decrees the moon and stars to shine by night,

who stirs up the sea so that its waves roar—

the LORD Almighty is his name:

“Only if these decrees vanish from my sight,”

declares the LORD,

“will the descendants of Israel ever cease to be a

nation before me.”

This is what the LORD says:

“Only if the heavens above can be measured

and the foundations of the earth below be

searched out

will I reject all the descendants of Israel

because of all they have done,” declares the

LORD. (Jeremiah 31:35–37)



Earlier in his prophetic ministry, Jeremiah insisted that the sin of Judah had made judgment by exile certain just as the northern kingdom of Israel had been duly judged. However, he now says that Israel’s failure to perform according to expectations cannot upset God’s plans. Israel’s sin can no more thwart God’s future purposes for the nation than can the heavens be measured and all the secrets of the earth be known. Thus it is clear that God will not reject the descendants of Israel because of the nation’s unfaithfulness. But there is more: only in the case of the collapse of God’s sovereign control over the physical universe would Israel cease to exist as a nation.

God makes a similar statement through the prophecy of Malachi, in a context which affirms the immutability of God: “I the LORD do not change. So you, O descendants of Jacob, are not destroyed” (Malachi 3:6). Thus, though from the time of the patriarchs Israel continually turned away from God’s decrees, there is still hope for her future (v. 7).

It may be argued that, in the Old Testament, expressions suggesting permanence, such as we find here, can refer to a lengthy but limited time.10 However, what cannot be doubted is that the words of Jeremiah mean that Israel will continue to exist as a nation until they enter into the new covenant relationship described in the preceding verses. Moreover, it is impressive that in Isaiah 66:22 the permanence of Israel, as a distinct nation, is put in relation to the permanence of the new heavens and new earth.






The New Testament Witness to Israel’s Uniqueness


The Problem Posed by Israel’s Unbelief

The fact that Jesus restricted his own ministry almost exclusively to Israel (Matthew 10:5; 15:24) is another strong indication of their uniqueness in the counsels of God. It is not surprising that Jesus’ contemporaries were more interested in gaining political advantage from his supernatural powers than they were in taking to heart his insistence on the need for spiritual renewal (John 6:14–69). What nation, living under political oppression, would have reacted differently? However, despite the failure of the majority of the Jewish nation to listen to Jesus, some Jews did become sincere disciples and their number increased significantly after the Pentecost event.

The number of Jews who accepted the message preached by Jesus’ apostles, though considerable (Acts 2:41; 4:4; 5:14; 6:1; 21:20), was not noticeably different from that of converts to Israel’s Messiah from other nations (Acts 11:19–26; 17:1–4; 1 Thessalonians 1:6–9; Acts 18:9–10; 19:8–10). According to the New Testament writers, the unbelief of the majority of the Jews was without excuse, as the ministry of both Jesus and his apostles had been authenticated by the miraculous signs which the Old Testament had taught Israel to expect with the coming of the Messiah (Matthew 11:2–6 [Isaiah 35:4–6; 61:1]; John 15:22–24; Acts 2:16–22, 32–33; Hebrews 2:1–4). What is more, unbelieving Jews sought to prevent the Gentiles, who had previously been excluded from the privileges enjoyed by Israel (Ephesians 2:11–12), from hearing the gospel in order that they might be saved (Acts 13:44–45; 17:5–9; 1 Thessalonians 2:14–16).

Israel’s unbelief has the potential to lead to two diverse but equally troubling conclusions. First, the gospel of God’s grace could be the product of the imagination of the followers of Jesus of Nazareth, and second, God may have abandoned Israel because of their unbelief. The second of these conclusions is hardly less serious than the first because in Jeremiah’s day God had promised that he would not abandon Israel because of her sin (Jeremiah 31:31–37). If it could be shown that he has now done so, not only would that imply the end of Israel’s uniqueness, it would also raise questions concerning God’s faithfulness. Paul grapples with these two conclusions in Romans chapters 9–11.




The Grounds of Israel’s Uniqueness: Election in Romans 9–11

One of the key concepts in these chapters is the election of Israel which is seen in the apostle’s paradoxical statement in 11:28. We will begin with a brief consideration of this statement and then seek to clarify the apparent paradox by contextually studying the other uses of the word eklogē (“election”) in these chapters.

 

“Enemies of the Gospel” Yet “Elect” 11:28–29. “As far as the gospel is concerned, they are enemies on your account” (v. 28a). It is clear from their description as enemies that “they” refers to the part of Israel which has been temporarily hardened because of their refusal to believe in Jesus as the Messiah of Israel (see v. 25). Here Paul repeats the concept, already affirmed earlier in verse 13, that unbelieving Israel’s opposition to the gospel represents an advantage for the Gentile nations. The apostle then makes a statement which, because it contrasts so strongly with the first half of the verse, must be understood as a basic assumption of Paul’s thought: “but as far as election is concerned, they are loved on account of the patriarchs, for God’s gifts and his call are irrevocable” (vv. 28b–29).

According to Paul, unbelieving Israel retains her status as an elect people. Does this assertion mean that the majority of ethnic Israelites, although unbelieving, possess salvation? According to the Jewish scholar Raphael Jospe, chosenness and the obtaining of salvation are not identical concepts.11 Likewise, the apostle Paul, following the prophet Isaiah, distinguishes between being members of God’s elect people and possessing salvation (Romans 9:27). Yet some Christian scholars treat election and salvation as though they were synonyms.12 One purpose of our survey of the use of eklogē in these chapters is to find out whether this is justified.

 

What Paul Teaches in Romans 9 Concerning the Election of Israel. The word “election” first occurs in the opening section of this chapter to illustrate the existence of a more authentic Israel within historical Israel (v. 6b). Paul then elaborates on God’s elective purpose within the context of Abraham’s physical descendants (vv. 7–13).13

The apostle could have illustrated the concept of an Israel within Israel by appealing to examples taken from the history of his nation, as when some members of the northern kingdom defected to Judah during the times of the reforms promoted by kings Asa and Jehoshaphat (see 2 Chronicles 15:9; 19:4).14 However, Paul prefers to ground his more nuanced definition of Israel in divine election (eklogēn, v. 11). Paul makes the point that not all natural children (ta tekna tēs sarkos) are to be considered “children of God,” but only the descendants of Isaac, whose existence depends upon divine promise. In other words, a special family relationship exists between God and the children of promise. This relationship held good even when Israel transgressed God’s commands. Thus God declared through his prophet Amos, “You only have I chosen of all the families of the earth; therefore I will punish you for all your sins” (Amos 3:2).

God’s purpose of election is further seen in the terms of the covenant which he confirmed with Isaac and Jacob (v. 7; cf. Genesis 21:12; 26:23–24; 28:13–14). These included the promise of national greatness, a land, and the role of bringing blessing to all nations (Genesis 12:1–3; 13:14–15). Because God uniquely became “the God of Israel,” Isaac and his descendants were put in a position of particular privilege so far as receiving salvation was concerned. However, nowhere is it suggested that Israel’s advantageous position guaranteed salvation to all members of the nation, neither did it exclude that Ishmael and those who did not descend from Isaac and Jacob, could experience salvation. On the contrary, according to the terms of the covenant, the blessing of salvation was to become available to all families of the earth through the elect nation of Israel (Genesis 12:3; Isaiah 49:5–6; Galatians 3:8–14).

The election of Jacob and his descendants gave expression to God’s sovereign will (prothesis Romans 9:11). The fact that it was already determined “before the twins were born or had done anything good or bad” demonstrates that the election of Jacob rather than of Esau did not depend in any way on the merits or demerits of the persons concerned. The corollary of this truth, often repeated by the Hebrew prophets, is that the full outworking of God’s purpose through Israel will not depend upon their faithfulness (Isaiah 54:10–17; 65:1–8; Jeremiah 5:10–11, 18; 31:35–37; Ezekiel 16:59–63; Hosea 1–14; cf. Romans 11:28–29).

Paul brings together two Old Testament passages in order to show that God’s way of dealing with Israel is the fruit of sovereign choice: “‘The older will serve the younger’ (see Genesis 25:22–23). Just as it is written, ‘Jacob have I loved but Esau have I hated,’” (Romans 9:12–13; cf. Malachi 1:1–3).

When the contexts of these two quotations are kept in mind, it becomes evident that the prediction—“The older will serve the younger”—concerns two nations, Israel and Edom, and not the twins as persons. The fact that Esau never served Jacob (in fact it was Jacob who bowed before Esau (Genesis 33:1–4)) confirms that it is the nations which descended from the two brothers that are being discussed here. Not until the time of David would descendants of Esau serve descendants of Jacob (2 Samuel 8:14).

The subject of the second prophecy, pronounced about 1500 years after the birth of Jacob and Esau, is clearly the nation of Edom and its territory (Malachi 1:2–5). During the intervening centuries, the descendants of Esau not only had shown hostility toward Israel, they had also tried to prevent the realization of God’s plan through Israel (Numbers 20:14–21; cf. Ezekiel 25:12–14). While it is true that God’s love for Israel was the result of sovereign choice, Israel had also experienced just judgment and chastisement because of her transgressions. Yet, because God had put his name on Israel and made solemn covenant promises to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, he always returned to bless the nation when chastisement induced repentance (2 Chronicles 7:13–14; Hosea 11:7–11; 14:1–9).

We have noted that the last clause of the Abrahamic covenant, “and all peoples on earth will be blessed through you” (Genesis 12:3), implied that Israel’s election was to be in some way instrumental.15 However, Israel did not always understand her election in these terms.16 Thus in the continuation of Romans chapter nine, Paul develops the theme of God’s mercy, which has in view the blessing of the Gentile nations as well as Israel (9:15–16, 22–24; cf. 11:30–32).

 

What Paul Teaches in Romans 11 Concerning the Election of Israel. Paul opens the chapter by confronting the widespread idea that God had turned his back on the Jews: “I ask then: Did God reject his people?”17 His answer is emphatic: “By no means!”18 Paul confirms this negation with a biographical note: he himself is at the same time an apostle and servant of Christ Jesus, an Israelite, a descendant of Abraham from the tribe of Benjamin (11:1). He then adds a more general consideration: “God did not reject his people whom he foreknew” (v. 2). In other words, God intentionally loves the Jews, and is reserving a special destiny for them. Consequently, it is unthinkable that he would reject them.19

Having excluded categorically that God has repudiated Israel, Paul immediately describes an element of continuity between present events involving the nation and its past history. He utilizes Elijah the prophet, who, in a moment of discouragement, thought that he was the only believer left in Israel. In reality there were seven thousand Israelites who had not “bowed the knee to Baal” (1 Kings 19:10–18). Paul then affirms, “So too, at the present time there is a remnant chosen by grace” (leimma kat’ eklogēn, v. 5).

According to Refoulé, the remnant chosen by grace corresponds to the true Israel of which Paul speaks in 9:6b; moreover the pas Israēl of 11:26 corresponds to this elect remnant viewed in its entirety.20 However, Cranfield observes that, if the expression “all Israel will be saved” referred to the sum of the elect chosen by grace during the present time, the statement would repeat something already spelled out in the chapter, which would make verses 25–27 an anticlimax, whereas in Paul’s argument these verses clearly form a climax.21

The attribution of the same value to eklogē (election) in 11:1–10 as in 9:11 is based on the conviction that these passages contain parallel treatments of the theme of election.22 In reality chapter nine affirms the election of the nation, through Isaac. The choice of Isaac, and consequently the existence of Israel as the people of the covenant, depends only on the free will of God. In chapter 11, on the other hand, the term eklogē is qualified by the words “by grace” (charitos, v. 5). This is the first and indeed only time in Paul’s writings that he qualifies “election” in this way. Moreover, it is clear from the context (9:31–11:7a) that election which is the product of a work of grace is linked with faith and is election unto salvation.23 That Paul here intends election unto salvation is confirmed by his emphatic statement in verse six which links the present discussion with his teaching in the earlier part of Romans, that salvation is by grace through faith and not by works (see especially 3:21–31 and 9:30–10:13). Thus, whereas in 9:11 “election” refers to God’s sovereign choice concerning the national destiny of Israel, in 11:5 and 11:7 “election” concerns a relatively small number of Israelites who have obeyed the Gospel in the way described in 10:9–13.

There is undoubtedly a tension between the way eklogē is used in 9:11 and its more restrictive use in 11:5 and 7. We may ask: What now of “the others” in verse seven, are they no longer included in the special election of Israel? In other words, does Israel’s status as an elect nation now depend on her own faithfulness and no longer on the sovereign purpose of God? Paul was evidently aware that his words concerning the election “according to grace” could be construed as limiting God’s interest in Israel to those Jews who had become members of the Church. Thus, after distinguishing between “the elect [according to grace]” and “the others” (hoi de loipoi), he applied himself to defining the present and future status of “the others”—the unbelieving majority of Israel. One of his purposes in pursuing this theme was to prevent his Gentile readers from becoming arrogant (vv. 13, 19–21). In light of the conclusion in verse 28, we can safely say that Paul also is confirming the election of Israel despite the nation’s failure to recognize Jesus as their Messiah. Nothing, not even their opposition to the gospel, could cancel the special love of God for his people. It is this election of Israel which makes her eschatological salvation certain. Likewise, her status as an elect people explains why, in the present time, even in her unbelief, Israel contributes to the enrichment and the reconciliation with God of the other nations of the world (vv. 11–15).






The Witness of History from AD 70 to the Present

The survival of the people of Israel and of their culture over three millennia and in almost impossible conditions requires an explanation. In the preceding sections of this chapter, we have considered some biblical evidence for Israel’s uniqueness. We have seen that Paul affirmed this uniqueness, grounding it in their special election which was not rescinded despite the refusal of many of the Jews to recognize Jesus as their Messiah. In subsequent centuries, however, the uniqueness of the Jewish people was contested by some of the most influential members of the Christian Church. Canon law, for instance, degraded the Jews to a status much lower than that of other peoples. Thus it is appropriate to ask whether there continued to be any evidence of Israel’s uniqueness during the Christian era.24

Most of the nineteen centuries which have run their course from the destruction of the temple in Jerusalem have been marked by intense conflict between rabbinical Judaism and Christendom.25 Sheer inequality of numerical strength has meant that the Jews have been constrained to play the part of the underdog vis-à-vis a triumphant Church. Contempt and abuse meted out by representatives of Christendom have often fostered uprisings in which instigations, like those of Chrysostom “to hate them and long for their blood,”26 have inspired massacres.

There is a fascinating testimony to the link between the Christian religion and persecution of the Jews in the eleventh century in Sir Walter Scott’s famous novel Ivanhoe:


Except perhaps the flying-fish, there was no race existing on the earth, in the air, or the waters, who are the object of such an unintermitting, general, and relentless persecution as the Jews of this period. Upon the slightest and most unreasonable pretences, as well as upon accusations the most absurd and groundless, their persons and property were exposed to every turn of popular fury; for Norman, Saxon, Dane, and Briton, however adverse these races were to each other, contended which should look with greatest detestation upon a people, whom it was accounted a point of religion to hate, to revile, to despise, to plunder, and to persecute.27



For their part, the Jewish people have maintained their own traditions and “have taken to the whole world the witness, often heroic, of their faithfulness to the one God.”28 Furthermore, in spite of the contempt in which they have been held and repeated waves of aggressive anti-Semitism,29 they have found the energy to make significant contributions to human well-being and culture. One example of this is their cultural contribution during the period known as “the Golden Age of Spain”—the eleventh, twelfth, and thirteenth centuries. Another is the rapid rise of Jewish scholars to positions of influence in England after Oliver Cromwell gave tacit permission for Jewish resettlement in 1656. The celebrated career of Isaac Abendana at Oxford University (1663–1699) is but one example of Jewish integration into many different spheres of English life in the seventeenth century. Interestingly enough, the first Jewish knighthood was awarded as early as 1700.30

But the phenomenon is even more general. For example, the Jews, often constrained to uproot and resettle, were mediators for different civilizations, philosophical concepts, and scientific knowledge. Jews were primarily responsible for the translation of ancient Greek and Roman texts first into Arabic and later into Latin on the eve of the Renaissance.31

The quality and extent of the cultural contribution of the Jews is reflected, in recent times, in the number of Nobel Prize32 winners of Jewish origin. A survey of the period from 1910 to 1960 shows that during that half century more than thirty Jews, mostly of German origin, received the Nobel Prize in fields such as medicine, physics, and chemistry.33 In subsequent years, further Nobel Prizes in science and literature have been awarded to persons of Jewish origin. Moreover, in 1960 no less than thirty-two Jews were members of the Royal Society of the English Academy of Science.34

This is all the more remarkable when it is remembered that most of these Jewish contributions were made in a climate of anti-Semitism. Many of the Jewish members of the Royal Society were Jews who had found refuge from anti-Semitic persecution in England.35 Even Albert Einstein, who was awarded the Nobel Prize for physics in 1922 and was declared the man of the twentieth century by Time magazine,36 drew upon himself a continual stream of verbal abuse and was forced into exile, by reason of his race.37

All attempts to exterminate the Jews, whether perpetrated in God’s name or not,38 have met with failure. However, there have been other threats to their survival including the physical and cultural constrictions of ghetto existence,39 the pressure put on them to convert to Christianity en masse during the twelfth, fourteenth, and fifteenth centuries,40 repeated expulsions,41 and attempts to assimilate them into Christian or secular society.

A particularly dangerous development for the survival of Jewry was the achievement of the great Jewish scholar Moses Mendelssohn (1729–1786) in the breaking down of the cultural and social barrier between Jew and Gentile in Germany. Roth summarizes his influence as follows: “In the years following Mendelssohn’s death, hundreds of his followers and admirers carried his principles to their logical conclusion by going over to the dominant religion, as he himself had gone over to the dominant culture.”42 Thus in the latter part of the eighteenth century, wholesale assimilation began to be seen in Europe as a viable solution to an age-long problem, a solution that was reflected in the political policies of Joseph II of Austria, Louis XVI of France, and the Granduca of Tuscany, Leopoldo I.

However, assimilation was to prove impossible. While the French Revolution held the promise of greater emancipation for the Jews, the Code Napoléon, by creating a Jewish Sanhedrin and sundry laws for Jewish citizens, prepared the way for more persecution after the fall of the Napoleonic Empire.43

The acme of all attempts to destroy the Jews, and at the same time, the ultimate demonstration that the policy of assimilation had failed, was reached with the policies of the Third Reich (1934–1945). Jewish families, who for generations had been assimilated in German society, were listed among those to be exterminated. Adolf Hitler was so convinced that he was about to exterminate the Jewish race that he ordered the concentration of objects of Jewish cultural interest in the city of Prague, where he planned to construct a large Jewish museum, in order that Jewish culture would not be totally forgotten by humanity.44

While the perpetrators of the pogroms and the Third Reich were bent on destroying the Jewish communities within their reach, a very different movement called Zionism45 was gaining momentum within Jewry itself. This movement had the ultimate aim of “securing for the Jewish people a home in Palestine guaranteed by public law.”46 This was finally achieved with the birth of the modern State of Israel on May 14, 1948. The subsequent history of this elect people is common knowledge and it is no longer possible to ignore the surprising survival of the Jewish nation.




The Place of Israel in God’s Plan

At the conclusion of this brief survey of evidence of Israel’s uniqueness, it seems appropriate to summarize what the Scriptures teach concerning the purposes which God is working out through his elect people. Israel’s special status as an elect nation was never intended to be an end in itself. One of the terms of God’s covenant promise to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob was that “all peoples on earth will be blessed through you” (Genesis 12:3; 26:4; 28:14). In reiterating this covenant promise to Jacob, God explicitly stated his plan to bless the world “through [Israel] and [her] offspring” (Genesis 28:14).

Even in Old Testament times, while the nation of Israel was in the process of learning to know and obey God, God so ordered their existence as to bring blessing to others through them. To mention just a few examples, Israel was instrumental in making known the true God to the Egyptians at the time of the Exodus, to the Ninevites at the time of Jonah, and to all those living under the dominion of the Babylonian king Nebuchadnezzar at the time of Daniel (Exodus 1–15, Jonah, Daniel 1–4).

The supreme example of the offspring of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob bringing blessing to the whole of mankind is, of course, the saving work of Jesus the Messiah, “son of David, the son of Abraham,” accomplished during his first advent (Matthew 1:1, 21; cf. Isaiah 49:1–7). No blessing can compare with the gift of eternal salvation which is offered to all peoples on the basis of the Jewish Messiah’s substitutionary death and resurrection (Romans 3:21–4:25). In this connection it should not be forgotten that it was Jesus himself who insisted that “salvation is from the Jews” (John 4:22).

Even the present hardening of unbelieving Israel has, according to Paul, the positive purpose of enriching the Gentile world by favoring its reconciliation to God (Romans 11:15a), much as the Babylonian captivity brought blessing to pagan kings and their subjects (Daniel chapters 2, 4, and 6). It is no accident that Gentiles who respond in faith to the gospel thereby become “fellow citizens with God’s people” (Ephesians 2:19). In fact, by means of their relationship with Israel’s Messiah, Jews and Gentiles are joined together, sharing the blessing promised to Abraham. The Bible further predicts that the return of unbelieving Israel to the Lord will be a means of exceptional blessing for the rest of the world (Romans 11:12–27).

Finally, if Jeremiah 31:35–37 and Isaiah 66:22 are read in light of the survival of Israel, it becomes apparent that the history of Israel also constitutes a powerful sign of God’s faithfulness.




Conclusion

The biblical and historical evidence for Israel’s uniqueness fully justifies the following statement which emanated from the inaugural assembly of the World Council of Churches: “In the design of God, Israel has a unique position. It was Israel with whom God made His covenant by the call of Abraham. It was Israel to whom God revealed His name and gave His law. It was to Israel that He sent His prophets with their message of judgment and of grace. It was Israel to whom He promised the coming of His Messiah. By the history of Israel God prepared the manger in which in the fullness of time He put the Redeemer of all mankind, Jesus Christ.”47

Whatever our conviction concerning the present significance of Israel in the divine plan, we are bound to admit that the nation which God called into being through Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, continues to be a protagonist on the world stage. The best explanation for this is her continuing status as God’s elect people. It is because Israel retains her elect status that the Church, in order to not become presumptuous, is obliged to seriously consider the place of this nation in God’s plan.48
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