JESUS’ MISSION

AND THE OLD TESTAMENT

Part 4 The Servant and the Mission to the Gentiles
THE SERVANT AND THE MISSION TO THE GENTILES

Turning now to the New Testament, we can begin to see not only how Jesus understood His own mission, but also how His mission to Israel is related to the later apostolic mission to the Gentiles (the nations).

As we have already shown, Jesus saw His mission in terms of the hopes of the restoration and redemption of Israel.  This was clear from the way He endorsed John the Baptist’s ministry and launched His own ministry from it.  His choice of twelve disciples was intentionally symbolic of an embryonic Israel.  He called them a “little flock” (Luke 12:32), a term for the remnant of Israel, and saw them judging the twelve tribes of Israel (Matthew 19:28).  His entry into Jerusalem, which without a word of explanation from Him, was for all to see a claim to fulfill the promised royal restoration of Zechariah 9:9ff.  His “cleansing” of the temple soon afterwards was more than just a removal of greedy traders.  It was a prophetic sign, pointing to the destruction of the temple which He also explicitly predicted. But in current Jewish expectation, the only reason the temple would be destroyed was if and when the new age of Israel’s restoration dawned, at which point a new temple was expected.  The disciples later realised that this was what Jesus meant - only the new temple was Himself.  A few nights later, He was claiming to inaugurate the new covenant, in the context of a Passover meal which pointed to His own death as the sacrificial lamb.  And three days later, He was explaining to two disciples on the road to Emmaus that the redemption of Israel which they were hoping for had indeed been accomplished through His resurrection.

There can be no doubt then, that Jesus saw Himself and His mission as directed primarily to Israel – a messianic King, a new temple, a new covenant, a new Passover and a redeemed Israel.  In all this, He clearly fitted the role of the Servant.  But what of the mission of the Servant to the nations?

There were some signs even during His earthly ministry that Jesus had a universal vision of the ultimately worldwide effect of the gospel.  His own townspeople in Nazareth were not at all pleased when He highlighted two foreigners, Naaman the Syrian and the widow of Zarephath, as models of response to God in His synagogue address (Luke 4:24-30).  Jesus rarely dealt with Gentiles, but His reaction to their faith was significant.  He not only marveled at the faith of the Roman centurion, but used it as a springboard for a remarkable vision of a great ingathering of the Gentile nations (Matthew 8:5-13).  He even used language drawn from Old Testament texts which had referred to the ingathering of the exiles of Israel to describe this Gentile ingathering, “I say to you that many will come from the east and 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…” (Matthew 8:10,11a)
The background to this ingathering is from passages like Isaiah 43:5; 49:12 and Psalm 107:3.  Like Paul when he used Hosea 1:10 and 2:23 (which referred to Israel) to refer to the ingrafted Gentiles (Romans 9:24ff), Jesus was redefining and extending the meaning of the restoration of Israel to include Gentiles.

Jesus’ resurrection became a turning point in His own focus for His disciples.  In His earthly ministry He told them “Do not go among the Gentiles or enter any town of the Samaritans.  Go rather to the lost sheep of Israel” (Mark 10:5f).  After His resurrection He tells them to “go and make disciples of all nations” (Matthew 28:19).  Luke’s record of the “great commission” emphasises the idea of “witness” which has roots in the servant passages of the Old Testament.  Luke ends his gospel with these words of Jesus – “this is what is written: ‘the Christ will suffer and rise again on the third day, and repentance and forgiveness of sins will be preached in his name to all nations beginning at Jerusalem.”  You are witnesses of these things” (Luke 24:46-48).  And he begins the book of Acts in the same way.  The disciples enquire of the risen Jesus if the time has now come for the restoration of Israel.  Jesus seems to deflect their question by redirecting their mission in exactly the same way God had done for the servant in Isaiah 49.  “You will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth” (Acts 1:8).
“You will be my witnesses” is a deliberate echo of Isaiah 43.  In that chapter, God promised that He would redeem, gather and restore Israel (vs.1-7), and then declares twice, “you are my witnesses” (vs.10,12).  This “witness” in the servant passages of Isaiah is to go “to the ends of the earth” – one of the favourite phrases of the prophet.  So the shape of the mission of the Servant in Isaiah not only explains the primary mission of Jesus to Israel, but also provides the key to the launching of the Gentile mission after His resurrection.

So the answer to the question “What were Jesus’ aims in His ministry?” is not only answered by focusing on what immediately preceded His ministry, but also what immediately followed it.  All the New Testament traditions stress that Jesus began His ministry from John the Baptist, and shared John’s vision that the expected restoration of Israel was being accomplished.  And after His death, the early church had become a dynamic movement committed to taking the gospel to the nations.  Jesus was the hinge, the vital link between these two great movements.  He was the climax and fulfillment of the hope of Israel and the beginning of the hope of the nations.

One can only wonder if Simeon fully comprehended his own prophetic word when he held the infant Jesus in his arms and spoke of Him not only being the fulfillment of all the hopes for Israel, but also of God’s promises for the nations, “Sovereign Lord, as you have promised, you now dismiss your servant in peace.  For my eyes have seen your salvation, which you have prepared in the sight of all people, a light for revelation to the Gentiles, and for glory for your people Israel” (Luke 2:29-32).
All this helps us understand why the early church needed angels, rooftop visions, persecutions and scattering to take up its Gentile mission. The first disciples, following Jewish expectation, believed that while the restoration of Israel and the ingathering of the Gentiles would take place together, Israel’s restoration came first.  Peter’s preaching in Acts 3 passionately appeals to his fellow Jews to believe his witness to Jesus, so that “times of refreshing may come” (Acts 3:19) – i.e. the redemption of Israel.  The events have reached that point.  The Servant has been sent first to Israel, so that God can fulfill His promise to Abraham and bless the nations.  Notice how Peter’s message follows the pattern: Israel first, then the nations. “You are heirs of the prophets and of the covenant God made with your fathers.  He said to Abraham, ‘Through your offspring all peoples on earth will be blessed.’  When God raised up his servant, he sent him first to you to bless you by turning each of you from your wicked ways” (Acts 3:25,26)
While many turned to Christ, the nation as a whole did not.  The apostles still waited for Israel to be visibly restored before embarking on a mission to the Gentiles.  Cornelius’ conversion astonished not only Peter (Acts 10:44), but ultimately the rest of the church (Acts 11:1-18).  Here was a Roman centurion who respected the Jewish God but initially knew nothing about Jesus.  The conversion of large numbers of Greek speaking Gentiles in Antioch (Acts 11:19-21) drew the early church together to determine why these things were happening. The Gentile mission was clearly an act of God before it ever became a strategy of the church.

In the wake of even more remarkable stories of the first missionary journey of Paul and Barnabus, the council of Jerusalem, representatives and leaders of all the early church, gathered, discussed and listened as James interpreted these most recent events, “Brothers, listen to me.  Simon has described to us how God first showed his concern by taking from the Gentiles a people for himself.  The words of the prophets are in agreement with this, as it is written: ‘After this I will return and rebuild David’s fallen tent. Its ruins I will rebuild and I will restore it, that the remnant of men may seek the Lord and all the Gentiles who bear my name, says the Lord who does these things that have been known for ages’ “ (Acts 15:13-18 quoting Amos 9:11f).  The considered apostolic interpretation of events was that the inclusion of the Gentiles into the new messianic community was an eschatological act of God.  The important point of his judgement was that this turn of events not only fulfilled prophecy concerning the nations but also demonstrated that the prophesied restoration of Israel and its Davidic kingdom was being fulfilled. If God was gathering the nations, then Israel too was being restored.

Paul was at that council.  No doubt he agreed with James’ conclusion.  But while he was clearly the vanguard for this new ingathering of the Gentiles, his heart was still for his people, the Jews.  He constantly went into Jewish synagogues first in all his journeys, but continued to see considerably smaller numbers of Jews respond than Gentiles.  To some, it seemed God had abandoned Israel, forgotten His promises and turned instead to the Gentiles.  This very serious observation was faced by Paul and answered in Romans 9-11.
In Romans 1-8 Paul demonstrated that our salvation depended entirely on God and not on ourselves.  Specifically, it depending on God’s grace and God’s promise, as the Hebrew scriptures proved. But then the question arises:  how can we trust God’s promise to ourselves if God has failed to fulfill His promise to Israel?  Unless Paul could show that God had not failed Israel, his talk about salvation to the Gentiles would be hollow.

So Paul set out to prove two affirmations: that God’s promise had not failed (9:6) and that God had not rejected Israel (11:1,2).  He did so by pointing out that even in the Old Testament not all Israelites were among those who truly responded to God.  The prophets spoke of a remnant, through whom and to whom God would fulfill His promises.  That remnant, to whom Paul himself belonged, now included both Gentiles and Jews who believed in the Messiah, Jesus, and received God’s righteousness by faith.  Gentile believers therefore, were not a new people to whom God had transferred His favours.  They were like wild olive shoots that had been grafted into the original stock. They had in fact become part of Israel.  And that grafting in of the Gentile nations was nothing less than God’s original purpose in calling Israel in the first place.  It was by that means, in that way, that “all Israel will be saved” (11:26).

So, Paul argued, the salvation of the Gentiles, far from proving that God had rejected Israel, proved the opposite. The restoration of Israel had already taken place in the resurrection of Christ (Acts 13:32,33) and yet still lay ahead in its fullness.  The mission to accomplish the ingathering of the nations fills the gap between these two poles of Paul’s thinking.
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