THE CONTEXT OF THE COVENANTS SERIES

Part 4 The Promise Jesus Fulfills
A destination is not just the end of a journey; it is also the point of the journey. The journey begins with a purpose and commitment in mind; the purpose or commitment is fulfilled when the journey reaches its destination. In the Old Testament God has declared His purpose, shown His commitment to redemption and made it known in all kind of ways to and through Israel – especially in the prophets. This purpose has been fulfilled in the arrival of Jesus.

The Messiah was Israel’s representative. He completely identified himself with the Hebrews. He stood in place Israel. He personified the nation. The Messiah was the completion of all Israel had been put in the world for – to reveal God and His work of redemption. Jesus shared in the uniqueness of Israel. What God had been doing through no other nation, He now completed through no other person but His Son, Jesus. Israel was unique because God had a universal goal through them. Jesus embodied that uniqueness and achieved that universal goal. As the Messiah of Israel He could be the Saviour of the world.
Matthew seems to have been particularly cognizant of Jesus’ representative position for the Jewish nation. He continually recounts events of Jesus’ early life that remind the reader of parallel events in the life of Israel.

The first two chapters of Matthew’s gospel repeat with some variation ‘All this took place to fulfill what the Lord had said through the prophet’ (Matthew 1:22: 2:5,15,17,23). Matthew is doing more than just saying Jesus fulfilled Old Testament prophecies. He wanted his readers to see that Jesus was not just the completion of the Old Testament story at a historical level but also in a deeper sense that He was its fulfillment. Not only does the Old Testament tell the story that Jesus completes, it also declares the promise that Jesus fulfills.
The first of Matthew’s ‘fulfilled’ scriptures in 2:22,23 is quoting Isaiah 7:4 ‘The virgin will be with child and will give birth to a son, and they will call him Emmanuel – which means “God with us” ‘ Matthew wants us to see here not a prediction fulfilled as much as the ultimate demonstration of God’s sign that his proceeding, delivering word would be fulfilled (as it was historically with king Ahaz).
In 2:6 Matthew quotes Micah 5:2 that the Messiah would be born in Bethlehem, the only real prediction of Matthew’s list historically and exclusively fulfilled in Jesus. 

Matthew wants us to see that Jesus represents Israel. He did what Israel did. In 2:15 Matthew quotes Hosea 11:1 ‘Out of Egypt I called my son.’ Jesus had been taken to Egypt but then brought out and came into Israel – as did the Jewish nation.
 Matthew is not suggesting the Hosea text was a prediction but what he is saying is that what God had done for Israel (in fact the greatest thing God had done for them) had its counterpart (even in a purely physical sense) in the life of Jesus.
Matthew then records Herod’s slaughter of young boys in Bethlehem. He links this in 2:18 to Jeremiah 31:5 about Rachel weeping and mourning for her children. The verse refers to the events after the fall of Jerusalem in 587BC when the defeated Israelites were marshaled in Ramah for their long march into exile in Babylon. That was the cause of Rachel’s mourning. There was a tradition that Rachel was buried in Ramah. So Matthew observes that Jesus’ exile to Egypt was followed by an outburst of grief and mourning and he likens it to the grief of Israel’s exile in Babylon.
The fifth of Matthew’s five ‘fulfilled’ scriptures ‘And he went and lived in a town called Nazareth. So was fulfilled what was said through the prophets: ”He will be called a Nazarene”’  (Matthew 2:23) may be an allusion to several scriptures. Or Matthew may have been thinking of Isaiah 11:1 ‘A shoot will come up from the stump of Jesse; from his roots a Branch will bear fruit.’ So from the root of Jesse will grow a branch - a new beginning from the royal house of David. Because the Hebrew word for branch is nazir which is also the root for “Nazareth,” Nazareth and the new beginning are closely associated.
So these five scriptures cover the early life of Jesus, from conception, through His birth in Bethlehem, His temporary stay in Egypt, up to His settling in Nazareth. By repeated use of the ‘fulfilled’ wording, Matthew wants his readers to see that Jesus was not only the completion of the Old Testament story at a historical level, but also that He was fulfilling Israel’s call.

Jesus’ willingness to be baptised by John expresses his identification with the nation. ‘It is proper for us to this to fulfill all righteousness’ (Matthew 3:15). The continuing use of ‘fulfill’ is designed to catch our eye and attention. In the next two verses (Matthew 3:16,17) Jesus will come up from the waters of the Red Sea, receive God’s Spirit (God’s wind, God’s breath) in a new way and be declared God’s Son. Some 1500 years earlier Israel had come up out of the waters of the Red Sea, been given God’s law and confirmed their status as God’s son.
Tom Wright comments on these same Matthew 3:15-17 scriptures “Yes, he is coming to fulfill God’s plan, the promise which God made ages ago and has never forgotten. Yes, these are promises which will blow God’s wind, God’s Spirit, through the world, which will bring the fire of God’s just judgement on evil wherever it occurs, and which will rescue God’s penitent people once and for all from every kind of exile to which they have been driven. But if he, Jesus, is to do all this, this is how he must do it: by humbly identifying himself with God’s people, by taking their place, sharing their penitence, living their life and ultimately dying their death.”

These are not the only events from Jesus’ life that draw parallels with Israel but are sufficient to make anyone who knows Israel’s story begin to see parallels.

This study is principally a summary of Knowing Jesus through the Old Testament by Christopher J. H. Wright (InterVarsity Press. Downers Grove IL. 1992) pp.55-64
� The Moses story is echoed on a still deeper level – the hostile king, the threat to the child’s life, the flight in the midst of suffering to others, the death of the hostile king, the return


� Tom Wright Matthew for Everyone (2) (Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge, London, 2nd ed. 2004) pp.21,22


� In Knowing Jesus through the Old Testament (InterVarsity Press, Downer Grove, IL., 1992) pp.56-63, Christopher Wright explains in greater detail the material touched on in this study plus many other allusions not mentioned here


In some of Jesus’ sayings He intentionally takes upon Himself pictures of Israel. For instance in John 15:1-8 Jesus calls Himself ‘the true vine.’ Within Jewish tradition the vine was a picture of Israel. God brought a vine out of Egypt and planted it in the promised land (Psalm 80:8-18). It had been ravaged by wild animals and needed protecting and re-establishing. In Isaiah 5 the prophet says the vineyard of Israel has borne wild grapes and not proper ones. In calling Himself ‘the true vine’ Jesus is saying that He is the true Israel. He is the one on whom God’s purposes are now resting





