JESUS AND THE FUTURE OF ISRAEL
Part 1 The Church’s Attitude
Does Jewish Israel still have a special place in God’s history of salvation? Once, Jewish Israel was the people with whom God established His covenant and to whom He made promises. Does that original covenant still hold? Can Jewish Israel legitimately claim the promises?

If Jesus is the one through whom God’s promises to Israel are fulfilled, can there still be fulfillment outside Jesus? If, as the promised descendant of Abraham and David, Jesus represents the whole of Israel in His person and mission, can an ethnic group existing outside of Him still have a special place in God’s history of redemption? Can Jewish people still claim to be the elect people of God even after they refuse to believe the claims of Jesus who has in Himself taken on that election? Or does their unbelief effectively cancel the legitimacy of their claims?
The Gospels
The Gospels speak of judgement on those who reject the claims of Jesus. After demonstrating that the Old Testament promises made to Israel were fulfilled in Jesus, Matthew concludes that the kingdom of God will be taken from those who reject the authority of the Son of God and fail to produce the fruit of the kingdom (Matthew 21:43). Similarly, the Gospel of John rejects any appeal to Abraham and Moses by those in Jewish Israel who refuse to acknowledge the claims of Jesus. Instead belief in Jesus is presented as the only way to appropriate the promises made to Abraham and his seed (John 5:46; 8:34-59). It is the disciples of Jesus who receive the promised blessings and are viewed as the true or renewed Israel, even if this is only stated implicitly (Matthew 13:16,17; John 3:16; 15:1-11).
If this is the teaching of the Gospels, can there be room in God’s covenant for another Israel who still has the right to claim the promised inheritance? Both the Gospels and Acts teach that this judgement fulfills the prophetic word of Isaiah:
“‘Go and tell this people:

“’Be ever hearing, but never understanding;

 be ever seeing, but never perceiving.’

Make the heart of this people calloused;

Make their ears dull 

and close their eyes.

Otherwise they might see with their eyes, 

hear with their ears,

understand with their hearts, 

and turn and be healed.””
                                                                       (Isaiah 6:9,10)

Does this prophetic judgement of blindness and failure to repent that has fallen on Israel signal the end of Jewish Israel as the people of God? Have they lost forever the right to claim the covenant?

It is important to observe that the Gospels and Acts never explicitly make a definitive judgement on the future of unbelieving Jewish Israel. Instead they focus on the present manifestation of unbelief, the judgement that necessarily falls on such unbelief, and the consequent present loss of covenant blessings. The wording of this harsh judgement is borrowed from Old Testament prophets, especially Isaiah. Covenant prophets had always spoken forcefully to those in Israel who did not believe and obey, because from its very beginning the covenant contained the promise of blessing and the threat of the curse. Failure to believe and obey brought judgement on Israel, not blessing. It brought death and not life. Because the covenant promises have been fulfilled in Jesus, failure to believe and obey brings judgement and loss of covenant blessings.

But are these judgements final? Will they ever be lifted? On this issue the Gospels are silent. The future of unbelieving Israel is not explicitly addressed. In Paul’s writings they obviously are, but it is important to note at this point that Paul described the present state of unbelieving Israel as under God’s judgement (Romans 11) just as the Gospels and Acts do. While Paul differs from the Gospels and Acts in explicitly addressing the question, he is strikingly similar to them in announcing present judgement in words borrowed from the Old Testament covenant. We must be careful not to isolate the Gospels and Acts from the Old Testament covenant background and then extrapolate answers to the question of the future of unbelieving Israel, a question that lay beyond the conscious horizons of the authors.
The Church’s Attitude – Past, Present and Future

The Church’s attitude to the future of Jewish Israel has varied widely over the centuries. Already by the second century of the Church’s existence the dominant view was that the significance of Jewish Israel as a people had been forfeited, that they were no longer the elect people because the Church had totally superseded Israel. While this view remained strong and even dominant, it was never the Church’s sole view. Paul’s teaching in Romans 11 that though Israel was an enemy of the gospel, that she remained God’s elect formed a barrier to any deduction that Jewish Israel had been completely rejected by God.
The tragic events of the Holocaust and the re-establishment of the state of Israel have forced the issue of ethnic Israel’s future back into the forefront of many peoples’ thinking. Some basic questions have to be answered. Is there one covenant or two? Is Jewish existence as the elect people of God in history without any necessary relationship to Jesus Christ a reality? Does the Church have an obligation to evangelise the Jews?
Any informed answers on the question of Israel and the Church must grapple with Romans 9 to 11. These are the only chapters in the New Testament that explicitly discuss the future of Jewish Israel and are the subject of the following studies in this series.

This study is principally a summary of Jesus and Israel by David E. Holwerda (William Eerdmans Publishing Company, Grand Rapids Michigan.1995) pp.148-51
