JESUS AND THE QUESTION: WHO IS ISRAEL?
Part 5 Promises Fulfilled

‘Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is near’ (Matthew 4:17). With Satan overcome through the wilderness temptations, Jesus can now make open proclamation of the kingdom. Centuries of waiting have come to an end. The blessings promised long ago can now be poured out on God’s people. Jesus’ ministry inaugurates a kingdom, the kingdom of God
, a kingdom not made with hands, a kingdom of peace and justice that will stand forever (Daniel 2:34,35).
The prophets had promised a future in which God would rule, healing would occur, sin and evil would be overcome, God’s people would be gathered, and righteousness would break out before the nations (Ezekiel 34; Isaiah 61). Jesus announces the arrival of that future. ‘… if I drive out demons by the Spirit of God, then the kingdom of God has come upon you’ (Matthew 12:28). God’s kingdom ‘has come upon you.’ The miracles of Jesus openly display the sin-revoking, healing presence of God. Jesus’ very words reveal the dynamic power of the word of God. What is spoken immediately happens. Through the word of the kingdom, planted like a seed, the kingdom of God is taking root in the soil of human hearts and human history (Matthew 13:18ff). In Jesus the blessings of the kingdom are being poured out and promises are being fulfilled.
To highlight the note of fulfillment, Matthew immediately places Jesus’ ministry in Galilee in the light of fulfilled prophecy, quoting Isaiah 9:1f (Matthew 4:15f)

Land of Zebulun and land of Naphtali, 

the way to the sea, along the Jordan.

Galilee of the Gentiles
The people living in darkness
have seen a great light;

on those living in the shadow of death

a light has dawned
Jesus began His ministry in a place no one had expected. Isaiah 9:1f had never been interpreted as a messianic prophecy. But at the point when Jesus withdraws into Galilee after the arrest of John the Baptist, Matthew proclaims a two-fold connection between this prophecy and Jesus:

 (1) the prophecy promises light and salvation to people living in Galilee

 (2) the context of Isaiah 9:1f promises that this salvation will be brought by the promised Son of David
      who will establish the eternal kingdom

That Jesus ministered in Galilee is not noted just as a matter of geography but as a revelation that the zeal of Yahweh is now working in history, establishing the rule of the justice and righteousness of the promised Davidic kingdom (Isaiah 9:6f)

Originally Isaiah had prophesied that Zebulun and Naphtali would be brought into contempt. This occurred in 734-732BC when the Assyrians conquered the northern territories of Israel and assimilated them into their empire. From that time on Galilee became a melting pot of the nations, a mixture of Jews and Gentiles considered an impure race by Judea and Jerusalem. Even at the time of the New Testament Jews considered Galileans ceremonially unclean because they did not properly observe the stipulations of the law. They were a people living in darkness, ‘in the shadow of death.’  
But Isaiah had also prophesied that ‘in the future’ God would ‘honor Galilee of the Gentiles, by the way of the sea, along the Jordan’ (Isaiah 9:1). Nothing had happened from the time of the return from exile until the time of Jesus that remotely resembled a fulfillment of Isaiah’s words. The dawning light begins in the ministry of Jesus in Galilee.
The light of the dawning kingdom begins to shine in Galilee but is not restricted to Galilee. The Isaiah 9 prophecy announces the coming of the eternal, universal kingdom of the Son of David. The fulfillment begins in ‘Galilee of the Gentiles’ but extends Jesus’ authority as His disciples ‘make disciples of all nations’ (Matthew 28:19). Contrary to Jewish expectations this kingdom does not arrive in its fullness all at once. There is a future that has not yet arrived in which the forces of evil will be removed from the earth (Matthew 13:40-43). Jesus is the dawning of a new day, a day that begins in His ministry in Galilee and to the entire house of Israel, continues in the ministry of His disciples to the nations, and climaxes in the events surrounding the final coming of the Son of Man.
A central theme of the Old Testament expectation of the coming kingdom is the gathering of the people, a gathering that includes the nations of the world. One of Jesus’ first actions is the calling of the disciples to follow Him with the promise ‘I will make you fishers of men’ (Matthew 4:19). The disciples become Jesus’ agents, gathering people into His kingdom. ‘The kingdom of heaven is like a net that was let down into the lake and caught all kinds of fish’ (Matthew 13:47). The disciples are gathering the people of God, the citizens of His kingdom.
So this task of gathering God’s people is begun first by Jesus Himself. Both at the beginning and the conclusion of His Galilean ministry Matthew describes a scene in which crowds come to Jesus and receive the blessings of the kingdom. At the beginning in Matthew 4:25 the crowds come not only from Galilee and the Decapolis but also from Judea, Jerusalem and beyond the Jordan. The crowds represent the whole of Israel. The people of God are being gathered and blessed, the sick are healed and all hear and are astonished at the authority of Jesus’ words (Matthew 7:28).
The second gathering scene is in Matthew 15:29-31. Here again Jesus goes up onto a mountain, and crowds bring Him sick people to Him to be healed. Matthew records ‘The people were amazed when they saw the mute speaking, the crippled made well, the lame walking and the blind seeing. And they praised the God of Israel.’ The description of Jesus’ ministry contains a clear allusion to Isaiah 35:5f where the prophet refers to nearly the same four categories:
 Then will the eyes of the blind be opened

and the ears of the deaf unstopped. 

Then will the lame leap like a deer

and the mute tongue shout for joy

These are blessings promised to Israel as they moved on the highway to Zion (Isaiah 35:8ff). The crowd gathered around Jesus ‘praised the God of Israel’ because they were experiencing the compassion and mercy of the promised kingdom. They were being gathered by the Davidic Shepherd-King (Ezekiel 34) who came for ‘the lost sheep of Israel’ (Matthew 15:24), a shepherd who ‘had compassion on them, because they were harassed and helpless, like sheep without a shepherd’ (Matthew 9:35). 
Although the focus of Jesus’ earthly ministry was restricted to ‘the house of Israel,’ it was not exclusively so. In Matthew 15 a Canaanite woman begs Jesus to have mercy on her by casting a demon out of her daughter. Jesus initially replies to her ‘I was sent only to the lost sheep of Israel …It is not right to take the children’s bread and toss it to their dogs’ (Matthew 15:24,26). But the woman persists ‘even the dogs eat the crumbs that fall from the master’s table’ (Matthew 15:27). Because of her ‘great faith’ her daughter was healed. A Gentile woman and her daughter share in the compassion of the Davidic Shepherd-King, even though she only receives the scraps from the table and not the overflowing abundance with which Israel is fed. 
The gospel of Matthew contains much more about promises fulfilled. The promised kingdom and its Davidic kingdom have arrived. The scattered flock is being gathered, healed and miraculously fed. The blessings prophesied for the citizens of this renewed Israel are pronounced in the beatitudes, as well as the righteousness that must spring forth before the nations (Isaiah 61:11). So in gathering disciples Jesus is re-establishing Israel on earth, filling them with the promised blessings and expecting them to take on themselves His ‘easy yoke’ of God’s way of righteousness.

This study is principally a summary of Jesus and Israel by David E. Holwerda (William Eerdmans Publishing Company, Grand Rapids Michigan.1995) pp.48-53 
� Matthew usually refers to God’s kingdom as the ‘kingdom of heaven’ while the other gospels use ‘kingdom of God.’ Matthew’s intended reading audience would be decidedly Jewish and would avoid speaking God’s name. Matthew accommodates this by using ‘kingdom of heaven’ rather than ‘kingdom of God.’ The meaning of the two phrases is the same





