JESUS AND THE LAND OF ISRAEL
Part 6 The Land after the Exile
Israel did repossess the land as God had promised. Beginning with Cyrus’ edict which opened the way to a return from exile, many Israelites returned from Babylon to rebuild the temple and the city. Under the leadership of Ezra, Nehemiah, Zerubbabel and Joshua, and with the needed encouragement of the prophets Haggai and Zechariah, the foundation of the temple was laid, the city walls rebuilt, and the temple completed. God Himself returned to Jerusalem and promised prosperity and comfort (Zechariah 1:16,17; 8:1-13). But in spite of such promising beginnings, the land did not blossom as Isaiah had described earlier. Safety, peace and rest were never properly secured. Violence and oppression were never far away and it was soon apparent that the conditions for possessing the land had not been met.

God was on the side of the returning exiles. His purpose was ‘to do good again to Jerusalem and Judah’ (Zechariah 8:15). But to experience that good, Israel would have to speak the truth, avoid evil and practice the justice that makes for peace (Zechariah 8:14-17). Both Ezra and Nehemiah struggled to form a people obedient to the covenant and separated from their pagan neighbours, a people who kept the Sabbath, oppressed no one by receiving interest and followed the Torah. But in spite of the covenant renewal ceremonies, Israel failed to keep the covenant and the land of promised freedom became a land of slavery. Ezra complained to God that they were slaves in the land that God had given their ancestors to enjoy (Nehemiah 9:36). Foreigners dominated their affairs from the return from exile right through until the destruction of Jerusalem by the Romans in 70AD. There was one brief period of independence won by the Maccabees and maintained by their descendants from 142 to 65BC but even this period of freedom was marked by conflicts and internal fighting. Ezra’s complaint that the people were slaves in the Promised Land became an accurate description of the post-exilic period. Politically Israel was in bondage to foreign powers.

Where was the prophesied Jerusalem filled with the glory of God and a blessing to the nations, the Jerusalem that would ‘feed on the wealth of nations’ (Isaiah 61:6) rather than having its wealth devoured by the nations? The fulfillments received after the exile were less than what had been promised.
Why had fulfillments that had begun not continue to their fullness? The covenant gives an answer. In spite of Israel’s post-exilic zeal for the law, which produced the synagogues, the reforms under Ezra, the Maccabean revolt, and the struggle for independence from Rome, righteousness had not been achieved. Without righteousness and holiness the land could not really become in its fullness the Promised Land. Jesus noted that unless anyone’s righteousness exceeded that of the Pharisees, they could not enter the kingdom (Matthew 5:20). Both Jesus’ and Paul’s prophetic critique stemmed not from something outside God’s covenant with Israel but from the very demands of the covenant itself. This is exactly what the prophets had been saying when they declared that righteousness achieved by humanity would always be insufficient as the basis for inheriting the promises because any sin at all destroys righteousness (Ezekiel 33:12). The New Testament gospel of salvation provides the answer. It proclaims a righteousness that comes as a gift from God and atonement through the cross of Christ that cleanses from the guilt of sin and bestows holiness through the Holy Spirit. This is the only way the conditions for inheriting the land or entering into God’s kingdom can ultimately be reached and kept. The Promised Land cannot be taken by force, secured by treaties or merited by human righteousness. Only holiness can make the land flourish and to be what God promised it would be – but this holiness is beyond human grasp.
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