JESUS AND THE LAND OF ISRAEL
Part 5 The Land the City and the Earth
While the promise of the land always looms large in the Old Testament, as the exile approaches and then occurs, the hopes begin to shift and become focused on the city. The lament over the destruction of the land and the exile into Babylon is expressed in Lamentations as a lament over Jerusalem. The people are called the daughter of Jerusalem, the virgin daughter of Zion. Jerusalem has become the symbol of the people of God because it is in Jerusalem that God dwells. Though Ezekiel is concerned about the restoration of the entire land, he devotes a large portion of his writings to a restored temple in a renewed city. The essence of the hope for the land is the assurance that God will dwell there.

In Isaiah too Jerusalem becomes the essence of Israel and of the land. Jerusalem lies at the centre of the promises. The message of comfort to Israel is addressed to Jerusalem

‘Comfort, comfort my people,
says your God.
Speak tenderly to Jerusalem’
                                                                  Isaiah 40:1,2

The promised salvation is coming; return from exile lies ahead but its hopes are focused on the comfort of Zion, that is, Jerusalem (Isaiah 51:3)

‘The ransomed of the Lord will return.

 They will enter Zion with singing; 

everlasting joy will crown their heads.

Gladness and joy will overtake them,

and sorrow and sighing will flee away’

                                                                     Isaiah 51:11

Jerusalem will be rebuilt and God Himself will lead the procession to Zion. It will be called ‘Sought after, and city no longer deserted’ (Isaiah 62:12). So Jerusalem can be confident for its future. The heralds ‘bring good news … proclaim salvation’ and ‘say to Zion, “Your God reigns”’ (Isaiah 52:7).
The scope and the glory of this future Jerusalem is hard to contain within the walls of a rebuilt city. As Isaiah’s prophecy from the near horizon of the promised return from exile to the far horizon of the new heavens and the new earth unfolds, the scope and glory of Jerusalem expands to embrace the whole earth. This city’s children will be more numerous than Jerusalem’s before the exile and she will need to enlarge her habitations to contain them. Their descendants will possess the nations. Her husband is the God of the whole earth (Isaiah 54:1-5) and He will vindicate Jerusalem before the nations. The wealth of the nations will come to her (Isaiah 55:5; 60:5; 61:6). The promised salvation will be a time of joy and singing, an end of oppression and violence. The curse of creation itself will be reversed and ‘all the trees of the field will clap their hands’ (Isaiah 55:12f). Behind this renewed and enlarged glory of Jerusalem stands the glory of God. ‘The Lord rises upon you and his glory appears over you’ (Isaiah 60:2). This future Jerusalem will be the City of God (Isaiah 60:14) and her inhabitants will be called ‘the Holy People, the Redeemed of the Lord’ (Isaiah 62:12).
When will this be? Is the earthly city the heavenly Jerusalem, or the Jerusalem of the new creation? The prophet doesn’t make these distinctions. Jerusalem is simply called Jerusalem. It will be God’s city, the centre not only of Canaan but of the world. It will be totally unlike any other city because it will reverse creation’s curse, will only be inhabited by those who are holy and will have no need of the sun or moon because God will be its light and glory (Isaiah 60:19). Has this Jerusalem become part of the new creation (Isaiah 65:17ff)?

Much uncertainty about these and similar questions could have been avoided if Isaiah had clearly distinguished the phases through which Jerusalem will pass. But prophets in their visions tend to see the whole sweep of history rather than its parts. Even prophets are not given the insight to know all the times and seasons. Jerusalem is for Isaiah a single entity embracing the city to which the exiles returned and the city that will embody the salvation promised to the whole earth. This future city is a universal city, and just as the former Jerusalem represented the land of Canaan, so the Jerusalem of the future will be the quintessence of the new earth.
Does the history of salvation subsequent to Isaiah reveal God fulfilling promises concerning the land and the city? What kind of fulfillment happened from the time of the return from exile to the time of Jesus? How does fulfillment of the promises in Christ affect the promised inheritance of land and city? And last but by no means least, does the return of Israel to the land in 1948 shed any light on the fulfillment of the promises concerning the land and the city?
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