Y

KOO REWEHOE! . - 0
RERREYN - bEBBEHBOES | o A &@




Human history and Israelite religion

It 1s a commonplace among students of religion that Israel stands out
in the ancient world as a uniquely monotheistic* society that resisted
the allure of the surrounding polytheistic cultures and eventually, in the
form of Christianity, triumphed over them. But equally significant is the
fact that Israel also had an awareness of human history and its impor-
tance that was without parallel. For the most part, pagan societies had a
cyclical view of time that was governed by the sun and the seasons. Even
if change could be measured over time, it was mostly perceived as a
decline from a primitive ideal, which would probably end in a conflagra-

tion, out of which a new world would emerge and the cycle would begin
all over again.
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A contemporary map of Iraq and the surrounding region showing
Mesopotamia (literally, "between rivers”).

THE MIND OF GOD AND THE DESTINY OF MAN 3




In sharp contrast to this, Israel had what was at least implicitly a linear

view of time. God had created the world mn the distant past and had
eventually chosen Abraham to be the ancestor of a new nation. The
descendants of Abraham were promised a glorious future that would
take them out of obscurity in Mesopotamia® and out of slavery in Egypt,
eventually installing them in the land of Canaan, which would be their
mheritance for ever. As the Old Testament tells it, this scenario unfold-
ed more or less according to plan until the time of David and Solomon,
after which things started to go wrong. The decline of the Davidic king-
dom was slow and uneven, but it was never successfully reversed. The
people were taken into exile, back to the land from which Abraham had
originally come, and for a time it mist have seemed that it was all over.
God was not finished with Israel though, and after two generations the
people were allowed to return to their homeland, rebuild the temple
and establish a kind of state that survived until the Romans finally de-
stroyed it in AD 70. This Jewish state was only independent for about a
century before the coming of the Romans in 63 BC, but as long as some
semblance of it existed there was a hope that God would intervene and
fulfil the promises made to the patriarchs so long before.

This was the situation when Jesus was born. We have no way of know-
ing how many Israelites were seriously expecting the ancient prophecies
to be fulfilled in their lifetime, or even at all, but there is no doubt that
the New Testament writers interpreted the birth of Jesus in this context.
Matthew stressed the fulfilment of prophecy, not only in general terms
but also in specific details, like the slaughter of the innocents at Beth-
lehem and Joseph’s move to Nazareth. Luke also portrayed the event
in the same terms, though the Old Testament passages to which he ap-
pealed were intriguingly different. There was no collusion between the
two writers and so we must assume that their shared theme of prophetic
fulfilment was fundamental to the teaching of Jesus and the message his
disciples subsequently proclaimed.
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In making the claim that the ancient prophecies were being fulfilled i
front of their eyes, the early Christians were tapping into a recognised
strand of Israelite religion, but they were doing so in an unexpected way.
Those who hoped for a restoration of the Davidic monarchy pictured it
in almost enfirely secular terms. An anointed hero, the Messiah, would
arise and deliver the people from foreign rule. He would then set up
an empire of his own and the Jews would finally come into their inher-
itance. What was not clear, and what even those who looked for the
coming of a Messiah could not explain, was what would happen then.
Would the new David start another dynasty, that might go the same way
as the original one had done? Would time somehow come to an end?
What would happen to the generations of faithful Jews who had kept the
flame alive over the centuries - would they be raised from the dead, or
was there (as the Sadducees” insisted) no resurrection and therefore no
eternal future at all?

Nobody knew the answers to questions like these, which on the whole
were never asked, and this has remaimed a problem for Judaism* ever
since. For centuries there was a latent hope that the people would return
to Palestine and restore an independent Jewish state, and of course that
hope has been realized in our own time. But what this means 1s unclear.
Jews once again have a national homeland *, but can anything more be
said about it than that? The irony is that those Jews who most fervently
await the coming of the Messiah are also the ones who refuse to rec-
ognise the state of Israel, precisely because it is not the eschatological
kingdom of their dreams. It is a secular country that pays lip-service to
religion as part of its historic identity but has no eschatological* vision of
its destiny - its main preoccupation is simple survival. Itis certainly pos-
sible to question the accuracy of their assessment of the state of Israel’s
prospects, but it should not surprise us that serious discussion of Israel’s
long-term significance should be a Christian, rather than a Jewish mter-
est, even though it is the latter who are most directly concerned. The
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reason for this is that Christianity 1s inherently eschatological in a way
that Judaism is not, and therefore Christians have to ask the question.
Perhaps God’s promises to his ancient people will not be fulfilled in
or by the present-day state of Israel, but that he has a plan for the Jews
that will be fulfilled 1s something that no Christian can doubt. Israel has
been set aside, said the Apostle Paul, in order for the elect gentiles to
be brought into the fold, but once that has happened, the blindness that
has fallen on the Jews will be removed and they will receive what they
have all along been promised. We do not know when or how that will
happen, but we believe that it will and that when it does, human history
will come to an end.

(to be continued...)

David Ben-Gurion proclaiming Israell independence from the United Kingdom on May 14,
1948, below a portrait of Theodor Herzl
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.;:. theologian and writer. He scandalized
. Christian Europe with his portrayal of
the “historical Jesus”, whose divine na-

ture he denied
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James Innell Packer is a British-born Canadian Chris-

tian theologian in the low church Anglican and Re-

formed traditions. He currently serves as the Board of
j' Governors’ Professor of Theology at Regent College in

Vancouver, British Columbia
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Francis Turretin was a Swiss-Italian Reformed scho-
| lastic theologian. Turretin is especially known as a
b zealous opponent of the theology of the Academy

. of Saumur, as an earnest defender of the Calvinistic
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Karl Barth (1886 - 1968)
Karl Barth was a Swiss Reformed theologian.
Barth 1s often regarded as the greatest Protestant

theologian of the twentieth century
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3. Zwischen den Zeiten 5 (1927), 10-30.

4. Die Theologie und die Kirche (Zurich: Zolikon, 1928), 291; ET xiv/222.
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audiesce with the Sola 5t criptura.

31



FREARE « §nlnessy - Rambrandt Chrst i the Storm on the Lake of Galdee, Rembrandt (1606-1669)
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