JESUS AND THE LAND OF ISRAEL
Part 8 The City: New Testament Fulfillment
Reading the Old Testament prophets highlights how Jerusalem dominated the landscape of the future as the essence of the land and the symbol of the people of God. The blessings of peace, prosperity and joy were contained within that city. 

Jerusalem held a unique status among the cities of Israel and the world. God Himself had chosen Jerusalem for His dwelling place (Psalm 132:13). It was called the City of God, a city that God establishes forever (Psalm 48:1f; 132:14). God’s eternity is not ascribed to any other city because God’s presence was not in any other city like in Jerusalem. God promised to dwell in the midst of Israel forever (Ezekiel 43:7) and so the temple in which God dwelt was the symbol of Jerusalem’s eternal quality. Because God dwelt in the city Jerusalem was called ‘the City of the Great King,’ ‘the Throne of the Lord,’ the city from which God will rule the nations and to which the nations will gather (Jeremiah 3:17). Because God dwells in it Jerusalem is the Holy City (Isaiah 52:1). Jerusalem will be holy and its citizens will be holy. Its citizenship rolls contain the names of those destined for life (Isaiah 4:3). A little surprisingly, this roll of Zion’s citizens is not restricted to Israelites but includes people from the nations of the world (Psalm 87).

Obviously, Jerusalem embodied the promise of the land. All that had been promised concerning the land – security, peace and prosperity – depended on Jerusalem’s status as the City of God. God would have to dwell in the midst of any people for there to be the essential quality of holiness necessary for possessing the land. All attention focused on Jerusalem. Israel’s hopes for salvation, freedom and peace were entwined with the destiny of the city.

But tragic events enveloped the city in New Testament times. The ‘eternal’ city was destroyed. The war machine of the Roman Empire overran the City of Peace. What happened to the promise?

The first part of the answer is found in the Gospels. The promises were not fulfilled in Jerusalem because its people rejected Jesus as they had formerly rejected the prophets: ‘O Jerusalem, Jerusalem, you who kill the prophets and stone those sent to you’ (Matthew 23:37). The consequence of rejecting the Messiah would be the loss of the land. The kingdom would be taken from the nation (Matthew 21:33-44).The leaders did not fulfill the conditions for remaining in the inheritance. They lost the peace their obedience would have secured (Luke 19:42). God had visited the city in the person of His Son, desiring to gather the children of Jerusalem ‘as a hen gathers her chicks under her wings’ but they were unwilling. So Jerusalem stood forsaken, devoid of the promised presence of God and exposed to horrendous judgement (Matthew 23:37f; Luke 23:28ff). Even the temple would be destroyed (Matthew 24; Luke 21). In place of prosperity there would be destruction; in place of peace, violence and in place of joy, weeping. Jesus wept over the future of this once great city (Luke 19:41ff).

A second part of the answer is made by Paul in his strong comment about Jerusalem in Galatians 4. He has in the earlier chapter noted that Abraham’s inheritance was given in promise form and received by faith. The law could not be the means of receiving the inheritance because it could only pronounce a curse on human sin. Paul then directs an allegory against those who think that through submission to the law the promised inheritance can be received. Two covenants are represented by two women. Hagar represents the covenant stemming from Sinai and her children are children of slavery. The surprise is not that Hagar’s children are associated with slavery. The surprise is that Hagar represents Sinai ‘and corresponds to the present city of Jerusalem, because she is in slavery with her children’ (Galatians 4:25). Paul is saying that the city of Jerusalem in his day, which as a symbol of Judaism requires submission to the law as the means of gaining righteousness and inheriting the promises, has become a city of slavery. No longer is Jerusalem the city of freedom. Historic Jerusalem has lost its significance as the promised Holy City, the city of salvation.

What then of the promises associated with Jerusalem? Paul speaks of another Jerusalem, represented by Sarah as the mother of Isaac. This Jerusalem is not yet visible. This Jerusalem is ‘above’ and is the promised city of salvation. All the salvation promises are now associated with this Jerusalem because ‘she is our mother’ (Galatians 4:26). So this Jerusalem is the fulfillment of Isaiah’s prophecy that the future Jerusalem would have more children than pre-exilic Jerusalem, because its citizens are already being gathered on earth (Galatians 4:26f). All who accept the promise through faith in Christ are the children of this free woman and inherit the promises given to Abraham and focused on Jerusalem.

For Paul then, the historical disobedience of Jewish Israel has shattered the salvation significance of historical Jerusalem. The unbelief of Jewish Israel has broken the unified picture of Jerusalem into two distinct Jerusalems: the geographic city in history, now a symbol, not of salvation but of slavery under the law, and Jerusalem above, whose citizens are already being gathered on earth to inherit the promises. In this contrast, only the Jerusalem above can be considered the City of God.

A third part of the answer to the question about the promises made about Jerusalem is found in Hebrews. Here also a distinction is made between earthly Jerusalem and heavenly Jerusalem which is to come. Attention is focused on the better things that God intended. The Old Testament saints did not receive what was promised during their historic pilgrimage on earth because ‘God has planned something better for us so that only together with us would they be made perfect’ (Hebrews 11:40). Fulfillment of the Old Testament promise of land and city in God’s plan required the inclusion of the New Testament saints. This means the earthly Jerusalem is no longer the embodiment of hope. The embodiment of hope is now the heavenly Jerusalem, which God designed and built (Hebrews 11:10,16). As in the Gospels, the guilt of the earthly Jerusalem comes into view in the crucifixion of Jesus. Because He was crucified outside the gate of the city, the earthly city is no longer the eternal city. Eternity belongs to the city that is to come (Hebrews 13:14).

Old Testament prophecy about the future of Jerusalem is affected by history. What Isaiah did not and could not distinguish concerning Jerusalem of the future now becomes clearer. Even though for some time the earthly Jerusalem was the central focal point of the redemptive promises, its response to the coming of Jesus shattered that focus. Israel’s historical disobedience though, did not shatter the promises. All the promises associated with Jerusalem continue but the earthly city can no longer be the agent and object of their fulfillment. God Himself must build the city of fulfillment and create the citizens who meet the conditions for inhabiting the city. The city that God builds is now above – where Christ is – and the citizens who inherit that city are those who believe in Christ and keep the covenant.

An underlying premise of New Testament teaching is that the promises that once were attached to the earthly Jerusalem are now attached to the heavenly Jerusalem. Believers in Christ have been born in Zion because Jerusalem is our ‘mother.’ Because their names are on citizenship rolls, ‘our citizenship is in heaven’ (Philippians 3:20) and our names ‘are in the book of life’ (Philippians 4:3). The author of Revelation clearly equates the book of life with the citizenship roll of Jerusalem, proclaiming that ‘nothing unclean shall enter [the city] … but only those who are written in the lamb’s book of life’ (Revelation 21:27). This is a clear reference to Isaiah 52:1 which promises that no longer would the unclean or uncircumcised enter the holy city, and Isaiah 4:3 which promises that ‘those who are left in Zion, who remain in Jerusalem, will be called holy, all who are recorded among the living in Jerusalem.’  The New Testament clearly affirms that believers from every tribe and nation are citizens of Jerusalem and heirs of its promised salvation. Jerusalem has become a universal city, a symbol of the new earth.

Names for Jerusalem reflecting the presence of God there, are also prescribed to the heavenly and the new Jerusalem. Hebrews proclaims that Christians ‘have come to Mount Zion, to the heavenly Jerusalem, the city of the living God’ (Hebrews 12:18). The Jerusalem that will come down out of heaven is called the City of God and its citizens are those who conquer by faith (Revelation 3:12). The city is the holy city because God dwells in it. There is no temple there because the city has become the temple of God (Revelation 21). This city is the goal of human history into which the nations enter and by whose light the nations will walk (Revelation 21:24). It is the royal city from which God reigns, whose presence on earth means peace and prosperity will transform the land, the city in which God’s servants will reign forever (Revelation 22).

So the New Testament is more interested in the land than seems initially apparent. Two principles must be kept in mind in pursuing the New Testament’s focus though. Firstly, like some of the Old Testament prophets the New Testament focuses on Jerusalem as the essence of the promise of the land. Secondly, since fulfillment happens in Christ, a time delay hovers over the final fulfillment. Possession of the land and the appearance of the city are not yet seen. The present fulfillment is found only in Christ. Since the conditions for inheriting the land are fulfilled only in Christ and since He is the temple where God dwells, the New Testament locates Jerusalem where Jesus is. Jesus is in heaven and so is Jerusalem. Claims to citizenship are established by faith in Christ and so members of the Church, the body of Christ, are also citizens of that city. Both the Church and the new Jerusalem are called the bride of Christ, indicating the members of the Church and the citizens of the city are the same (2 Corinthians 11:2; Revelation 21:2,9; 22:17). Christ has only one bride.

The New Testament has neither forgotten nor rejected the promise of the land. Earthly Jerusalem has been transcended but the present location of the city in heaven is seen within the continuing history of redemption, which will culminate on the renewed earth. The heavenly Jerusalem will descend as the New Jerusalem, but not until its citizens have been gathered from among the nations. From this perspective, the original land of Canaan and the city of Jerusalem were only anticipatory fulfillments of God’s promise. They function in Scripture as a sign of the future universal city on the renewed earth, the place where righteousness dwells.

So does the New Testament simply defer the promise of land to the future? While the promise waits for the descent of the New Jerusalem, the Church is commissioned to function as an anticipation of that city. Jesus appointed His disciples to be a city on a hill whose light cannot be hidden (Matthew 5:14). This is the function of the New Jerusalem. The light the city manifests originates in the glory of God, which has risen on them (Matthew 4:16). The light is revealed to the world by the righteous lifestyle of Jesus’ disciples. The ultimate purpose of their commissioning is to ‘make righteousness and praise spring up before all nations’ (Isaiah 61:11; Matthew 5:1-20). The New Jerusalem asserts its claims and manifests itself in the present time. The mission of the Church to the nations, making disciples and teaching them to observe all that Jesus commanded, fulfills the role of Jerusalem among the nations (cf. Isaiah 2:1-4 where the law of God is being issued to the nations and the nations are coming to learn God’s way).

So the blessings of Jerusalem are already available in the present time and Jerusalem is to some degree being established on earth. But the demonstration of its presence is only in the form of a sign. The full reality has not yet been manifested but a sign still functions as part of the reality to which it points. The New Jerusalem has not yet come but is already here in the form of a sign as Jesus’ disciples proclaim and live the righteousness that will fill the whole earth. Enjoyment of the promise of the land has already begun but only as a sign anticipating the future.
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