JESUS AND THE QUESTION: WHO IS ISRAEL?
Part 2 A Geographical Answer

The promises and actions of God in the Old Testament are closely associated with nations. This makes nations and geographical areas prophetically significant. Egypt is a case in point. She was the classic land of refuge for God’s Old Testament people as well as the classic oppressor of Israel. As God’s providence had placed the patriarch Joseph ‘to accomplish what is now being done, the saving of many lives’ (Genesis 50:20) so His providence will again lead another Joseph to Egypt to protect the life of Israel (Matthew 2:13-15). Egypt had been Israel’s evil master and God had intervened by signs and wonders to lead Israel out of Egypt into the Promised Land. So now, once again, Jesus is prophetically called out of Egypt with overtones of a new exodus, one that will finally bring to an end the oppression of God’s people and fulfill the promises God made to Israel.
Old Testament stories associated with Egypt shape Matthew’s presentation of the story of Jesus. Persons, events and even places that were important in the redemptive history of the past become important again in the redemptive history of the present because what happened in the past provides types of the person and life of Jesus. There are resemblances between the birth stories of Moses and Jesus. Both were threatened by a king’s decree at birth. Just as Moses’ birth story is significant for the life and salvation of Old Testament Israel, so Jesus’ birth story in Matthew is significant for the life and salvation of a renewed Israel. Like Moses, Jesus is protected by God so that an exodus out of bondage can occur. Matthew doesn’t quote specific proof texts linking Jesus to Moses because his interest is more in the Israel that Moses represents.
The focus on Israel is seen in the word of prophecy that Matthew attaches to the story of the flight into Egypt, ‘So he got up, took the child and his mother during the night and left for Egypt, where he stayed until the death of Herod. And so was fulfilled what the Lord had said through the prophet: ‘Out of Egypt I called my son’’ (Matthew 3:14,15). Matthew’s quote from Hosea 11:1 initially seems out of place. In Matthew the context is about a flight into Egypt for safe haven. In Hosea it is about the original exodus from Egypt, about escape from slavery and God’s providential deliverance. The parallel lies in the symbolism of Egypt in the history of redemption. Egypt is the land of bondage from which God’s people came to enter into a new life of freedom. Jesus must come out of Egypt as Israel did one and a half millennia before. 

Matthew intends Hosea 11:1 (‘When Israel was a child, I loved him, and out of Egypt I called my son’) to be understood in its original context. Behind this is a principle employed by a number of New Testament authors who quote Old Testament texts. Frequently, texts are quoted to represent a larger context. The New Testament author selects a key verse with the understanding that this key verse carries with it into the New Testament the meaning it had in the original Old Testament context. The verse quoted is only part of a whole but the writer wants the reader to grasp the whole and not just the part.
Hosea 11:1 is a formal complaint that God lodges against Israel, His son, because Israel has not responded to His love. Even though she experienced God’s liberation in the exodus from Egypt, Israel has spurned that love in favour of the fertility cult associated with Baal. For all the good that Israel had received from God, Baal was given the credit (Hosea 11:2,3). God’s intention in the exodus was being thwarted in history because of Israel’s disobedience. A new judgement was coming, a new oppression, a return to bondage under a foreign power of Assyria (Hosea 11:5).
But this is not the end of the matter. God cannot and will not destroy His son (Hosea 11:8-11). Return from exile is promised, a return from Egypt (Hosea 11:11). In this context Hosea 11:1 uses the picture of a first exodus to point to a second. A new exodus will occur by which God will create on earth His true people, His obedient son, all that Israel historically failed to become. 

Wasn’t Hosea’s promise of a new exodus fulfilled when Israel returned from exile in 538BC? Those who returned initially thought so but subsequent history proved otherwise. Even those who returned continued to live under foreign domination. The Maccabean revolt gained a brief period of political independence (142-63BC) but the cruelty of the Maccabean descendants (the Hasmonean rulers) turned hope into despair. Israel fell once more under foreign rule as Palestine became part of the Roman Empire. Rome still ruled through Jesus’ time and Israel knew the promise of a new exodus had not yet been fulfilled.
Jesus’ stay in Egypt is the sign that the new future has begun. By declaring Hosea 11:1 fulfilled Matthew is proclaiming not only that in some sense Jesus represents Israel, God’s son, but also that the long awaited exodus has begun. It will finally be through the cross that Jesus is acknowledged as God’s Son but the shadow of the cross and the hint of promised deliverance are already contained in this earthly event in Jesus’ life. In Him the history of Israel is relived and fulfilled.

A second prophecy containing a geographical reference also shows how Jesus relives and fulfills the history of Israel. Matthew establishes a connection between Herod’s killing of the infants around Bethlehem and the oppression of Israel in exile. Jeremiah spoke of that exile and described its pathos:

‘A voice is heard in Ramah,
 mourning and great weeping,

Rachel weeping for her children 

and refusing to be comforted, 

because her children are no more
                                                                                                            (Jeremiah 31:15)

Ramah was the scene of national grief as the captives of Judah were gathered in chains to be sent to exile in Babylon (Jeremiah 40:1). Rachel, the favourite mother of Israel, had died centuries earlier and was buried on the way from Bethel to Bethlehem-Ephrata, not far from Ramah. As Israel journeys into exile the prophet “hears” Rachel weeping over the loss of her children. But God instructs Rachel to stop weeping because ‘your work will be rewarded’ and her children will return (Jeremiah 31:16,17). Israel returned from exile but her oppression from foreign powers continued. So Matthew, like Jeremiah, hears Rachel still weeping over the loss of her children. In Herod’s slaughter of the infants, the oppression and destruction of Israel continues. Matthew quotes Jeremiah 31:15 not only to establish the continuity of Israel’s grief but also to signal the fulfillment of Israel’s hope. Jesus escapes the slaughter and therein lies the fulfillment of Israel’s hope. Because Jesus now represents Israel, is Abraham’s true seed and God’s true Son, God’s promise to Rachel of a restored family is on its way to fulfillment. The hope promised for her future is being realised. Jesus relives Israel’s history and in so doing restores Israel.
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