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Israel & the Church

I. Definitions

A. The Law refers to several things in Scripture.  However, in this study, the Law refers to the five books of Moses.  As noted on pages 112-116 of these notes, the Law as a code of conduct no longer has direct bearing on Christians since it was given only to Israel.

B. Israel refers to the physical descendants of Abraham through Isaac and Jacob.  This includes anyone from the twelve tribes which came from Jacob and his wives and their handmaidens.  This includes both believing and unbelieving descendants of Jacob.  A good synonym is the word “Jew,” so one is either a Jew or a Gentile.

C. The Church refers to the universal family of persons trusting Christ by faith for salvation.  It began on the Day of Pentecost and includes both Jews and Gentiles (Acts 11:15 looks to Acts 1:5; 2:1 as “the beginning”).

II. What continuities do both Israel and the Church share in common?

(See OTS, 118) 

III. What differences distinguish Israel and the Church?

(See OTS, 117) 

IV. Why must we discern between Israel and the Church?

A. Interpreting the Prophets
1. The issue concerns whether one will use the normal, grammatical-historical method of interpreting the prophets.  When one does so, “Israel” will then always refer to the literal descendents of Abraham (rather than to the Church).

2. The prophets often prophesy of events concerning Israel that have never been fulfilled (e.g., Ezekiel’s temple and land in chaps. 40-48).  With apparently unfulfilled prophecies the interpreter has but a few options:

a) Consider the prophecy an error and don’t worry about it (not an option for the evangelical believer).

b) Pick a past event and “squeeze” the prophecy into looking as if it has already been fulfilled then (i.e., use bad hermeneutics).

c) Spiritualize the prophecy so that it finds fulfillment only in the Church (abandon normal use of language).

d) Look for future fulfillment of the prophecy with a literal nation of Israel (i.e., take the prophecy at face value).

B. Applying the Prophets
1. “All Scripture is profitable for teaching, rebuking, correction, and training in righteousness” (2 Tim. 3:16), including the prophetic books.  As obsolete elements of the Law can still be applied in principle, so the prophetic literature applies today.

2. However, a believer must know whether a verse is directed at him/her before knowing if it applies in a direct sense.

V. Do You Agree or Disagree?

To explore your own ideas on this vital subject, please mark as A, U, or D beside each statement below to show whether you Agree, are Unsure, or Disagree with the teaching.

A. The Church is the “new Israel” in that it has replaced national or ethnic Israel due to the nation’s rejection of Christ.

B. A prophetic future for a believing remnant of national Israel still exists on God’s timetable.  

C. The term “Israel” in the Bible always applies to ethnic descendents of Abraham.

D. The abolishment of the Mosaic Covenant with Israel means that the nation no longer exists as God’s people.

E. The metaphor that God “divorced” Israel (Isa. 50:1; Jer. 3:1) means that Jews would never again be a people of God.

VI. Conclusion

Your view on Israel and the Church is one of the most important interpretive matters to decide when studying the prophetic genre.  It is the dividing line whether you will take Scripture at face value (literally) or whether you will seek some other meaning.

VII.  Journal Articles on Israel and the Church

A. Brewer, David Instone.  “Three Weddings and a Divorce: God’s Covenant with Israel, Judah, and the Church.”  Tyndale Bulletin 47 (1996): 1-25.

1. As marriage is a legally binding covenant rather than simply a metaphor, Brewer argues that in the OT God divorced Israel (Hos. 1:4-8; Jer. 3:8) but not Judah (Isa. 54:6-7).  Now, in the NT, he “married” the church as his bride.  This allows Jews of the old covenant to join to Christ since the old covenant ended with death (Rom. 7:4).

2. Brewer solves the apparent contradiction of God violating his own laws against divorce (Mal. 2:16) by allowing a united Judah and Israel to join the new covenant in the future (Hos. 1:11; Jer. 3:14-18; Ezek. 15-17) by marrying the resurrected Christ.

3. One problem with Brewer’s thesis is that if God only separated from Judah rather than divorced her, why would a marriage to Christ be necessary?

B. Lincoln, Andrew T.  “The Church and Israel in Ephesians 2.”  The Catholic Biblical Quarterly 49 (1987): 605-24.

1. This progressive dispensational view argues for both continuity and discontinuity.

2. Continuity between Israel and the church is affirmed in salvation always being by grace, the existence of only one people of God and the replacement of the Jerusalem temple with the spiritual temple, the Church (Eph. 2).

3. Discontinuity is advocated in abolishing of the law, Israel and the church remaining distinct even as fellow-heirs, and Israel continuing to exist as a nation.

C. Van Buren, Paul M.  “The Church and Israel: Romans 9-11.”  The Princeton Seminary Bulletin 1 (Suppl., 1990): 5-18.
1. The author addresses three problems: (a) the relationship between today’s Christian and the Jewish people, (b) the relationship between Israel’s God and the Gentiles in the first century, and (c) the believer's responsibility to handle Scripture.

2. His solution is to sympathize with Judaism as Paul was not anti-Semitic.  Paul did not condemn Judaism per se but the Jewish attitude towards Gentiles of his day.  Van Buren advocates modern Jews to uphold the Torah but not require this of Gentiles.  The key problem of this thesis is that it denies salvation by faith in Christ alone.

D. Walvoord, John F.  “Does the Church Fulfill Israel’s Program?” in The Bib Sac Reader (Chicago: Moody, 1983), 40-51.

1. Walvoord argues for a distinction between Israel and the church, based on a literal interpretation of prophecy.  The view that includes Gentile believers as part of Israel is seen as reading theological presuppositions into the text.

2. This article defends a revised dispensational perspective against non-dispensational interpretations of four texts (Gal. 6:15-16; Rom. 9-11; Phil. 3:1-3; Heb. 8).

VIII. Hermeneutics of Theological Systems

A. When getting help for sources to study the prophetic genre, one must know the starting point, ending point, and methodology of the interpreters.   

B. Below are simplified contrasts between two vastly different evangelical interpreters: Robert Chisholm (Interpreting the Minor Prophets) and Willem Van Gemeren (Interpreting the Prophetic Word):

	
	Chisholm
	Van Gemeren

	
	
	

	Basic Hermeneutic
	Grammatical-Historical (Literal)
	Spiritual (symbolic)

	Eschatology
	Premillennial
	Amillennial

	Focus of Study
	Book structure/historical setting
	Canonical function

	Methodology of study
	Formal and technical
	Poetic

	Concern in Research
	Depth
	Breadth

	Context to Hear Prophets
	Their time and space
	Our time and space

	Emphasis
	Biblical
	Theological

	Fulfillment of OT Promises
	Some past, others future
	Extended to church

	Fulfillment Frequency
	Single or dual
	Multiple, to each generation

	Distinguishes…
	“What it meant” vs. “what it means”
	“What it means to me”

	Fulfilled/unfulfilled Texts
	Vital in interpretation
	Not as important

	Use of Time Diagrams
	Frequent among premillennialists
	Rare for amillennialists

	Church and Israel
	Distinct
	Church as “new Israel”

	Future for National Israel
	Yes
	No

	Key Stylistic Devices 
	Wordplay, irony, inclusio, chiasmus
	Metaphor, simile, imagination

	Key Themes
	Exodus and Exile
	Historic-redemptive

	Concern in Interpretation
	How and when prophecies fulfilled
	Who prophecies reveal

	Covenants
	Abrahamic foundational
	Fulfillment in Christ

	Judgment Structure
	Accusation then announcement
	Judgment and salvation

	Background of Reference
	Moses (Mosaic covenant)
	Hosea

	Application
	Within its historical context
	Reapplied to new contexts

	Relation of OT and NT
	Understand OT first, then NT
	Read NT back into OT
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