JESUS AND THE LAND OF ISRAEL
Part 7 The Land: A New Testament Perspective
The promise of the land is central to the Old Testament but receives very little mention in the New Testament. Is this because the promises of the gospel are spiritual and heavenly and intended to be contrasted with the “earthiness” of the Old Testament promises? Some would think so but this would mean there is a marked discontinuity between the Old and New Testaments. If there is a strong continuity between the Testaments then what has happened to the promises of the land?

What of the apostle Paul and his silence on the issue of the land? A common interpretation argues that together with the law, the land had become irrelevant. For Paul all the Old Testament promises are now fulfilled and have become personalised in Christ. Territory is insignificant and place does not matter.
Obviously the ‘in Christ” relationship is the key to Paul’s understanding of the fulfillment of the promises. But if as some suggest Paul considers the promises fulfilled in Christ to be spiritual realities only, then how do we explain Ephesians 6:1-3 where Paul writes ‘Honor your father and your mother – which is the first commandment with a promise – that it may go well with you and that you may enjoy long life on the earth’? Significantly, Paul’s quotation modifies the original Old Testament form of the promise by omitting ‘that the Lord your God is giving you’ (Deuteronomy 5:16), a phrase referring to the land of Canaan. By leaving this out, Paul declares that now in Christ the promise applies to any land. The promise has been universalised but it still refers to land. What was once a blessing promised to God’s people in the particular land of Canaan (given by God as a gift), is now promised to God’s people living anywhere on earth (which was given by God as a gift).

Paul’s silence on the land is not because he thinks the land has become irrelevant. Universalising the land doesn’t speak of irrelevance. It is, in fact, what the prophets anticipated.
Paul’s letter to the Galatians bears this out. He is deeply concerned with the promises made to Abraham but nowhere does he specifically mention the land. The central phrase on which Paul’s entire argument rests, ‘and to your seed’ (Galatians 3:16), is found only in promises relating to the promise of the land. Paul’s argument though doesn’t concern the content of the promises but the identity of its recipients and the means by which the promises will be inherited. Paul says that Christ is the embodiment of Abraham’s seed (Galatians 3:16). He is the one who represents and even defines the authentic covenant family line. In Christ the inheritance of the promises is not by law but by promise. The inheritance is a gift of God’s grace (as was Canaan in the Old Testament) to those who believe. All those who had faith, as Abraham had faith, who now believe in Jesus Christ are ‘Abraham’s seed, and heirs according to the promise’ (Galatians 3:29).
What promise? Romans 4:13 tells us the promises to Abraham and his descendants can be summarised in the promise ‘that he would be heir of the world’. For Paul the promise to Abraham included not just the land of Canaan but the entire inhabited world. While Judaism tended to place a national and restricted territorial stamp on the promises to Abraham, Paul saw in Christ their universal scope, something Isaiah associated with the future Jerusalem. Just as this future Jerusalem, heir to the nations, had become for the prophets a symbol of the kingdom of God (the particular city where God ruled), so Paul now perceived the kingdom of God as the content or substance of the inheritance. Every time but once when Paul uses the verb “inherit” its object is the kingdom of God.
 The promise that the land will be inherited has become the promise that the kingdom of God, which embraces all nations, will be inherited. In Christ believers already possess all things, and that includes ‘the world’ (1 Corinthians 3:21f). Paul’s attention is focused not on the land of Canaan but on the powers that hold this present creation in subjection (Romans 8:17-25).
It’s not that Paul has forgotten the land. The horizons of the land have been shaped by the revelation of Jesus Christ. His previous Jewish focus on a particular fulfillment has been transformed into a Christian universalism focused on the new creation. Just as in Christ the temple has become a universal dwelling place, and the seed of Abraham has been transformed into a universal people, so the promise of the land already embraces the world. Christ is already established in His universal role, but there is a time and an order for the complete manifestation of the fulfillment of the promises (1 Corinthians 15:20-28). The final enemy has not been defeated; the final resurrection has not yet occurred and so the creation has not yet experienced its full release from bondage to freedom (Romans 8:18-23). Because Christ is the means by which the inheritance is received and by which the conditions for possessing the earth are met, a time has been set aside for the proclamation of the gospel, a time of grace, in which the Father and the Son delay the manifestation of their claim to the earth and delay the final elimination of evil. But the renewal is already real in Jesus Christ and has been manifested in His resurrection from the dead. The ultimate goal of the creation has appeared within history. So the gospel goes out to the nations with its urgent appeal to believe.
A similar universalising of the promise is found in Hebrews. The promised rest, symbolised by the land, was never really enjoyed in the Old Testament. The rest, joyfully proclaimed by Joshua, became no more than a temporary blessing before being lost. As faith was required then, so Hebrews declares that now faith in Christ is required to enter that rest (Hebrews 4). The rest can’t be achieved within the territorial boundaries of any specific land on earth because it is a blessing associated with a heavenly country and city, a land and a city whose builder and maker is God (Hebrews 11). 

The Gospels speak more implicitly than explicitly about the land. But since the land can be focused in the city and the city is a symbol of the kingdom of God, the Gospels are permeated by a concern for the land. The kingdom, however, is a universal reality, and its embrace of the land is universal in scope. The kingdom has been established by Christ because He already possesses ‘all authority in heaven and on earth’ (Matthew 28:18). The citizens of that kingdom receive the blessings promised to those who receive the land in the Old Testament: comfort, satisfying of hunger, righteousness, joy and peace (Matthew 5:1-11; Luke 6:20ff). The meek and the poor – those who place their trust and confidence in God and even in the midst of poverty and oppression expect everything from God – inherit the kingdom and the earth.
But the Gospels, like Paul, place a time reservation over the inheritance. Though the kingdom has been inaugurated by the ministry of Jesus and established by His death and resurrection, its full manifestation has been deferred. Because that kingdom means the overthrow of the oppressor, the defeat of evil, and the unhindered rule of God, the gospel of that kingdom must first be proclaimed to the nations before the end can come. Jesus’ disciples are exhorted to manifest the presence of the kingdom by giving to the poor and seeking the things of that kingdom (Luke 12:31ff). Such a gospel is not a “spiritualised” adaption of an earthly promise, but the very means by which the Old Testament promise will be fulfilled.
Unlike the other gospels, John speaks little of the kingdom of God. His focus is instead on eternal life as its chief blessing. Even though this eternal life is a present blessing prior to the resurrection of the body, John insists on the resurrection of the body as the culmination of the life that Jesus gives (John 6:39,44,54). The term “eternal life” is literally “the life of the age” and meant to those who heard the term, the life of the age to come, the life of the future age. This is John’s tension. We experience now in part the life we will experience in full in the coming age. This tension will be resolved on the last day. However much the future blessings are experienced in the present as spiritual blessings, entrance into the full experience awaits the resurrection because the resurrection accomplishes the final entrance into the land.  
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