Israel and the Church

Introduction

Balance is the desired goal for most doctrinal considerations.  There are usually two opposite extremes that need to be avoided to when dealing with those who mishandle God’s word.  Good doctrine will counterbalance a belief or practice that can become over or under-emphasized to the detriment of the healthy functioning of the church.  This is the case aw we deal with the subject of Israel and the church.  Some Christians, apart from a specific missionary call to minister to the Jews, are unduly obsessed with Israel and everything Jewish as the sole key for God’s blessings for the church.  Other Christians have little regard for the Jews and do not recognize their special place in the salvation history and heart of Yahweh.  As is the case with many doctrinal issues, the better road is found running centre of these two extremes.
“Not all who are Descended from Israel are Israel”
In Romans chapters 9-11, Paul shares his heart regarding the salvation of his people, Israel.  It is from these three chapters that we get much of our insight into the nature of the relationship between Israel and the church.  Paul begins by saying,

I have great sorrow and unceasing grief in my heart.  For I could wish that I myself were accursed, separated from Christ for the sake of my brethren, my kinsmen according to the flesh, who are Israelites, to whom belongs the adoption as sons and the glory and the covenants and the giving of the Law and the temple service and the promises, whose are the fathers, and from whom is the Christ according to the flesh, who is over all, God blessed forever. Amen (Romans 9:2-5 NASB).
It is amazing to me that someone could have so much love for a people that for the sake of their salvation he would be willing to forfeit his.  Paul’s love and devotion for the people of Israel cannot be questioned nor scarcely could it be surpassed.  He acknowledges the unique and special place that Israel has as the chosen people of God through whom he chose to reveal his glory, establish his word and bring salvation to the world.  
Paul further reflects on ethnic Israel in light of God’s redemptive plan for all people:
It is not as though God's word had failed. For not all who are descended from Israel are Israel.  Nor because they are his descendants are they all Abraham's children. On the contrary, "It is through Isaac that your offspring will be reckoned."  In other words, it is not the natural children who are God's children, but it is the children of the promise who are regarded as Abraham's offspring (Romans 9:6-8).
Since the coming of Messiah and the establishment of the new covenant with the people of Israel, the Israel of God could no longer be identified ethnically.  A man is not a Jew if he is only one outwardly, nor is circumcision merely outward and physical.  No, a man is a Jew if he is one inwardly; and circumcision is circumcision of the heart, by the Spirit (Romans 2:28-29), Paul says.  It is not the natural children who are God's children, it is the children of the promise who are regarded as Abraham's offspring.  John the Baptist said as much when he proclaimed to the Jews, “Do not think you can say to yourselves, `We have Abraham as our father.' I tell you that out of these stones God can raise up children for Abraham” (Matthew 3:9).
God has, and will always have, one people to call his own.  In bringing the Gentiles into the salvation prepared first for the Jews, His purpose was to create in himself one new man out of the two (Ephesians 2:15).  Christ is not divided. There are not two streams of salvation, one for the Jew and one for the Gentile.  The same stream that started with Abraham flowed through Moses and the prophets into the Lord Jesus and out through his death and resurrection to all the world.  The same river that the patriarchs swam in, I now swim in.  The same spiritual food that the Israelites ate in the desert, I now eat, and the same spiritual fountain from which they drank now refreshes me (see 1 Corinthians 10:4).  The beautiful truth that those of us with non-Jewish lineage should hold especially dear is the certainty that we who were once excluded from citizenship in Israel are now fully included because of their Messiah.  We have become part of the Israel of God on the basis of God’s new covenant promised to the Jews in Jeremiah 31.  This new covenant has become God’s perfected way for establishing the scope of his people on the earth.  
The downside to this is that the natural Jews who have rejected their own Messiah have turned away from the purposes of God and are disqualifying themselves from spiritual Israel.  Romans 9:6 is teaching us that despite the rejection of the Messiah by the majority of the Jews, God's word has not failed.  Most of the natural descendants of Abraham have rejected God's Son but the children of the promise are the children of faith.  It is those who have faith who have been reckoned as Abraham's offspring (see Galatians 3:7).  It is the children of the promise (v8), not the natural descendants, who are true Israel.  That is what Paul means when he says, “Not all who are descended from Israel are Israel.  Nor because they are his descendants are they all Abraham's children.”
The Necessity of Salvation in the Messiah
It is at this point that Christians who love the Jews (all Christians should love the Jews) get nervous and start thinking that I may be anti-Semitic.  Neither Paul nor Peter were anti-Semitic when they proclaimed to their countrymen the necessity of faith in the Messiah in order to be saved.  Remember, these men were Jews.  They proclaimed Jesus as the only way to God for themselves and their brothers and sisters.  When it comes to salvation, the entire world, both Jew and Gentile will be judged according to what they did with the Christ.  Contrary to the viewpoint of some Christians, the Jews do not get a special dispensation for salvation apart from faith in Jesus Christ.

So, is there then any advantage to being a Jew?  Much in every way....Theirs is the adoption as sons; theirs 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 (Romans 3:2; 9:4-5).  They, of all the people of the earth, have the best framework for belief in the Messiah.  It is true that Israel has experienced a hardening in part until the full number of the Gentiles has come in (Romans 11:25) but the gospel rose out of the Jewish experience and is to the Jews first (see Romans 1:16).
The necessity of salvation in Jesus for the Jews may seem like a given, but while most evangelical and charismatic Christians would give assent to such a theology, in practice many act as though the Jews are in a different and special dispensation of their own.  There is an emphasis today in some significant segments of the church concerning the role of the Jews in the economy of the kingdom of God. I have observed certain Christian radio programs, para-church ministries, conferences and publications putting Jews and the modern nation of Israel in a special category of saving dispensation on par with the church.  We are encouraged to “bless Israel” while little or no mention is made of Arab Christians (our true brothers and sisters) in the Middle East who are being persecuted by both Muslims and ethnic Israel.  I am all for blessing Israel in the way that James Robison has said, “If you want to bless Israel, get them into Jesus.” 1
The Replacement Theory
There are some great ministries in the body of Christ whom I love and appreciate who warn against those Christians who teach “The Replacement Theory.”  The replacement theory basically says that the church has replaced Israel as the people of God.  There is a significant segment of the church that takes exception to that.  The problem is that, theologically, it happens to be true.  This is not to say that God is done with the Jews and they hold no unique or special place in the heart and purposes of God.  Nor is it to say that the branches that have been grafted in are somehow superior to the natural branches.  It is simply saying that the church, which was birthed in the land of the Jews, among Jews, at the Jewish feast of Pentecost and consists of both Jews and Gentiles is now the group of people entrusted with the stewardship of the Kingdom of God.  So, yes—the church has replaced ethnic Israel as the people of God.  This is not to the exclusion of the Jews, rather to the inclusion of the Gentiles to make one new man—the body of Christ.  

It would be like a man who owned a company and determined that it was time to turn the business over to his son who had been groomed all his life to become the head.  By the time the son came on the scene, the company had become unproductive and burdened with self-serving management.  The son announced a new standard for operations and a revolution in the way that they would do business, though still rooted in his father’s original vision.  He announced that they would be opening a new plant.  All current employees were welcome to come be part of the new plant and there would be a need to hire new people as well.  Many in the company, especially in management, opposed the changes and rejected the offer to come to the new plant.  Instead, they decided to stay at the old plant and continue to manage it in the old ways.  So the new company was started and the ones who refused to come were left behind.  In this case, it cannot be said that a new company replaced the old one—it was still the same company but with the inclusion of new people and a renewed vision under anointed leadership.  The people who decided to stay at the old plant actually forfeited their right to be part of the company because they rejected the plan of the owner and his son.
In Matthew 21 Jesus told this parable to the leaders of the Jews:

There was a landowner who planted a vineyard. He put a wall around it, dug a winepress in it and built a watchtower. Then he rented the vineyard to some farmers and went away on a journey.  When the harvest time approached, he sent his servants to the tenants to collect his fruit.  The tenants seized his servants; they beat one, killed another, and stoned a third.  Then he sent other servants to them, more than the first time, and the tenants treated them the same way.  Last of all, he sent his son to them. `They will respect my son,' he said. But when the tenants saw the son, they said to each other, `This is the heir. Come, let's kill him and take his inheritance.'  So they took him and threw him out of the vineyard and killed him. Therefore, when the owner of the vineyard comes, what will he do to those tenants?  “He will bring those wretches to a wretched end,” they replied, “and he will rent the vineyard to other tenants, who will give him his share of the crop at harvest time.” –Matthew 21:33-41

After telling the Jews this parable, Jesus told them straight: "Have you never read in the Scriptures: `The stone the builders rejected has become the capstone; the Lord has done this and it is marvellous in our eyes?’ Therefore I tell you that the kingdom of God will be taken away from you and given to a people who will produce its fruit” (Matthew 21:42-43).   For those who don’t think that the church has replaced the Jews as the people of God, my question is, “Who do you think Jesus was talking to here if not the Jews?  And who was he talking about if not the church?”  If you want to find the kingdom of God at work today, where are you going to go, to the synagogue?  To secular Israel?  Granted, the kingdom of God is not the same as the visible professing church but the church, as God knows it, is the people of God called as ambassadors of the kingdom.  And the message and the work of the kingdom is entrusted to these born-again disciples of Jesus Christ—the church.
Yes, Jesus was speaking directly to the chief priests and Pharisees when he said that the kingdom of God would be taken away from them, but they were the ones who sat in the seat of Moses (see Matthew 23:2) as leaders of the entire nation.  When Jesus cursed the fig tree (Matthew 21 & Mark 11) it was a sign that he was looking for fruit from Israel but found none.  The fact that the Kingdom was to be taken from the Jews and given to another people did not mean that the Jews couldn’t be part of that kingdom but that the kingdom was no longer exclusively in the stewardship of the people known as the Jews.  It was now exclusively in the stewardship of the people called the church.

Jesus wept over Jerusalem and said, "O Jerusalem, Jerusalem, you who kill the prophets and stone those sent to you, how often I have longed to gather your children together, as a hen gathers her chicks under her wings, but you were not willing!  Look, your house is left to you desolate. I tell you, you will not see me again until you say, `Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord’” (Matthew 23:34-35).  The immediate effect of rejection of Messiah by the Jews would be the destruction of the city and the temple in less than a generation.  The long-term promise, however, would be that the Jews would see and recognize their Messiah in the end times.

All Israel Will be Saved
I do not want you to be ignorant of this mystery, brothers, so that you may not be conceited: Israel has experienced a hardening in part until the full number of the Gentiles has come in.  And so all Israel will be saved, as it is written: “The deliverer will come from Zion; he will turn godlessness away from Jacob...” -Romans 11:25-26   

In what sense will all Israel be saved?  There are two particular schools of thought that I have considered, but have rejected.  One is that to be a descendant of Abraham, in and of itself, is the singular criterion by which every Jew from every milieu can count on for his or her justification—that is, you’ll be saved because you are a Jew.  Of course, I have already stated that I believe that this is not the case. The other unsatisfactory interpretation regarding the salvation of all of Israel is that Paul would be speaking here only of spiritual Israel, the one new man (see Ephesians 2:15) which is the church.  The context of Romans 11 shows that Paul is clearly speaking of ethnic Israel when he says, “All Israel will be saved”–so there must be another explanation.

To help understand what the Holy Spirit is saying, simply consider what else the context tells us:  There is a time, when the full number of non-Jews will have come into the kingdom of God.  The hardening that Israel has experienced will pass, their hearts will be ready to receive their Messiah and salvation will come to Israel. This means that we are looking forward to a time when a great revival will sweep the people of Israel into the kingdom of God and they will be grafted back into the tree of redemption that began with their ancestors.  At that time, the salvation of the Gentiles will no longer be a stumbling block to the Jews.  They will again seek the God of Jacob and receive the revelation of the Messiah en masse.  When this starts to happen, look out, the end is truly near.

Anti-Semitism in the Church
From popes to reformers to modern-day preachers, the church has had its share of anti-Semitic leaders that have sullied the cause of Christ in the world.  Unfortunately, racial prejudice in many forms has found its way into the church and, despite the efforts of Christian ministries and individuals who have reached out to the Jews at many times and many beautiful ways, there have been far too many examples of anti-Semitism in  the church.

Paul speaks to the Gentile Christians regarding their attitude toward the Jews and says, “Do not be arrogant, but be afraid.  For if God did not spare the natural branches, he will not spare you either.  Consider therefore the kindness and sternness of God: sternness to those who fell, but kindness to you, provided that you continue in his kindness. Otherwise, you also will be cut off” (Romans 11:20-22).  Gentile Christians have always been in danger of becoming conceited about their own relationship to God over and against that of the Jews.  Paul specifically addresses the Gentiles and cautions them against a trap of religious pride, especially in the way that they thought about the Jews. In the span of 32 verses in Romans, Paul warns the church five times against becoming proud.  In 11:22 he tells them not to be arrogant about the fact that the Jews have become broken off branches while the Gentiles have been grafted in.  In 11:25, his desire is they not be ignorant about the Jews so as to prevent them from becoming conceited.  In 12:3 he tells them to not think of themselves more highly than they ought. And in 12:16 he says: “Do not be proud” and, “Do not be conceited.”
The antidote for such pride: Fear.  Paul tells the Gentiles, “Do not be arrogant, but be afraid.”  Afraid of what?  That they too could be cut off from life in God if they fail to continue in his kindness.  If God did not spare the natural branches because of their unbelief, we should not expect God to act any different toward we who have been grafted in.  If the natural branches were cut off because they failed to produce fruit, then what makes us think that we would be spared if we too should fail to produce the fruit for which God is looking from his people?  The remedy for this high mindedness is the realization that if it weren’t for the grace of God we would not have an inheritance with or as the people of God.  To forget this is foolishness and to not to fear the possibility of our own demise is arrogance.  

Adopting Jewish Customs
There are many things that I have seen in the church that do not make sense to me.  Near the top of the list is Gentile Christians who think that their experience in the Lord is somehow deficient apart from adopting certain Jewish customs.  I am not talking about the benefits of understanding the shadows Old Covenant theology and practice that outline the meaning of our salvation in Jesus.  I am referring to non-Jewish Christians who become culturally Jewish, adopting practices that have nothing to do with New Testament Christianity.  For example, one fellow in our church sincerely believed that you should blow the shofar at the beginning of every worship service because “when you blow the shofar, it brings the anointing of God.”   

For those whose lives are rooted in a Jewish heritage, it makes perfect sense for them when they come to faith in Yeshua to continue to participate in the traditions and customs of their forefathers because the ultimate meaning of these traditions are fulfilled by the coming of Messiah.  But for Gentile Christians to become Jewish in their orientation of the gospel makes about as much sense as Africans wearing tuxedos and white wedding gowns because they want a Christian wedding.  We are not to be converted to Jewish customs to fulfill our Christian faith any more than Africans should convert to European culture to bring fulfillment to theirs.  And yet, I see well-meaning Gentile Christians who are convinced that unless they celebrate the Old Testament feasts, observe the Jewish calendar, speak Hebrew, make pilgrimage to the “Holy Land,” wear the tallit and kippah, eat kosher, blow the shofar, and use only fragrant anointing oil imported from Israel—they are somehow deficient to their Messianic brothers and sisters in their experience in the Lord.
I am not saying that these traditions have no biblical basis or that some of these couldn’t have prophetic significance or enhance our experience in worship.  Nor am I saying that doing all of the above would be inappropriate for someone who is called by God to reach the Jewish people with the gospel.  As E. Stanley Jones exemplified as he wore the dhoti among the Indian people, contextualization is important.  To become all things to all men that by all possible means we may win them is the heart of the evangelist.  

I am speaking mainly of Gentile Christians who believe the more “Jewish” they can become, the closer they will get to God.  But the New Testament speaks of these kinds of observances as shadows (Hebrews 8:5) and weak and beggarly elements (Galatians 4:9 KJV).  The reality is found in the person of Christ.  To rely on the observance of these Jewish customs is really no different from the “sacramentalism” that pervades many of the liturgical churches.  The ritual increasingly becomes the focus at the expense of true personal worship.

I suspect that this desire to become more Jewish is one of the factors behind the current trend I’ve noticed where a number of Christians are suddenly discovering that they have Jewish ethnic heritage.  I do not mean to disparage those for whom this is truly the case and precious to them, but for some, “discovering” that they are Jewish is just the thing that they are looking for to put them over the top in their spiritual life.
Conclusion
I once heard a messianic minister say, “Yes, the scriptural promises of God that apply to Israel can be applied to the church, but when you are done with them, put them back so that we can use them too.”  My point is that whether someone is Jew or Gentile, those in Christ are the people of God (1 Peter 2:10).  There is no longer Jew nor Greek but we are one in Christ Jesus.  All the promises of God are now “yes” and “amen” in Jesus.  If all the promises of God are fulfilled in Christ why would we think that there is another stream or another way—even for the Jews?  And why would we think that the saving knowledge of Jesus Christ in our context and culture would not be enough—that we would need to orient ourselves to a Jewish flavour in order to be all that God has called us to be?
I have not covered here all of the issues regarding Israel and the church but I am convinced that Jesus is all and in all and totally sufficient for both Jew and non-Jew alike.  He is God’s only provision for the salvation of all of humankind and worthy of the devotion of all the peoples of the earth.
Let us continue to pray for the peace of Jerusalem knowing that the only lasting kind will come to Israel when they recognize the Prince of Peace, their Messiah.

1 Indianapolis rally, 1986
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