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A RATIONALE FOR THE FUTURE OF ISRAEL
Robert L. Saucy*

It is generally agreed among Biblical students that the Scriptures teach a
special relationship between God and Israel. While there is much controversy
over the meaning of Israel in the NT, most will agree that the historical Israel
of the OT referred to a community of people bound together physically by
descent from Abraham through Jacob and religiously by a covenant relation-
ship with God. That this community of Israel also constituted a nation in the
usual sense of this term is clear from Scripture. When the question is raised
as to the rationale of the unique relationship of the nation of Israel with God,
there is likewise the general belief that Israel was elected and brought into a
covenant relationship with God for service to the rest of the world. The way of
this service, however, and thus the place of the nation of Israel in God’s history
evokes diverse explanations. Aside from the understanding that sees Israel and
Judaism as a legitimate way to God alongside of Christianity, a position that
has traditionally been rejected by Christians, four views regarding the mission
of the nation Israel may be noted.

The dominant position throughout most of Church history has understood
Israel’s mission as a nation to have ended with the rejection of Christ, her role
being assumed by the Church.? Many within this position do see a future sal-
vation for Israel and incorporation into the Church, but nothing of a role or
mission is retained.® A second understanding of Israel commanding support
today envisages a future for Israel that involves not only her salvation but also
some function in God’s salvation for the world.* This view, however, rejects a
literal understanding of the OT prophecies that picture Israel functioning as
the central, distinct nation among the other nations during the kingdom reign
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of the Messiah.® Brief mention may also be made of a third pesition, which
points to a present revelatory function for Israel in addition to the future role
described in the previous view. According to this interpretation Israel, in the
present disobedience to her election, serves the purpose of God by witnessing
to his judgment on obdurate man.¢ A fourth understanding of Israel’s place in
God’s plan views the nation as yet having a role in which she functions as God’s
channel or means of blessing to the world. She does this as a national entity
that in some way stands central to the rest of the nations.

That God’s creation and election of Israel had cosmic significance that en-
tailed a mission of Israel toward all nations is generally accepted. Referring to
the promise of blessing to “all the families of the earth” given with the divine
call to Abraham, Rowley says:

From this faint gleam we may trace the growing light through the passages at
which we have looked, and others which cannot be examined, to the full percep-
tion of Deutero-Isaiah that by her election Israel is called to a conscious mission
to the world, and that she can only fulfil the purpose of her election in the exe-
cution of the mission.”

Israel’s mission is described as a mediatorial role in the founding of the
nation at Sinai in Exod 19:5-6. There she is described as a special possession
of God that is set apart from the rest of the nations. Interpreting the word
“kingdom” in the expression “kingdom of priests” as a state organized similarly
to other nations, Noth points to Israel’s purpose in these words:

Israel is to have the role of the priestly member in the number of earthly states.

Israel is to do “service” for all the world (cf. also Isa. 65.5f.); this is the purpose

for which Israel has been chosen.®

It is significant to note in passing that Israel in this passage clearly has
reference to a nation among nations when referring to its purpose. Similarly
LaSor, after defining Israel as a people distinct from the Gentiles or nations,
points to Israel’s mission to the rest of the world:

Israel’s election was not an end, but rather a means to an end. Israel was chosen
in order that the world—the gentile world that knew not the true God—might
have light, might be made to see, might have understanding of the great re-
demptive love of God.®

In a discussion of the meaning of history and Israel’s place in it, John Bright
notes three beliefs that were constant in Israel’s faith:

That God controls history and in it reveals his righteous judgment and saving
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power; that God chose Israel in history and summoned her to destiny as his people;
that God has a purpose in history toward which history tends—the establishment
of his Kingdom over his people.!°

Bright goes on to focus on the mission of the servant of the Lord in the
prophecies of Isaiah. Noting that the servant is sometimes the entire nation of
Israel, sometimes the true remnant of Israel, and sometimes a messianic figure,
Bright concludes that the mission of the servant finally falls upon Israel as a
whole. He writes:

However the Servant is pictured, the Servant mission is always laid before Israel
as her destiny in history (e.g. 50:10). The Servant can no more be separated from
Israel than Christ can from his church. . . . Israel is to be the people of the Ser-
vant—that is her destiny in history. It is her destiny to be the agent of establish-
ing God’s Kingdom in the world."!

Even the appellations of honorifics to Israel’s king found primarily in the
Psalms are only meaningful if they have significance beyond the tiny state of
Israel. Eichrodt writes:

Such language was made possible only by the belief in election, which awoke the
sense of the nation’s special mission in the service of the unique God of Israel;
the right to universal dominion could therefore be ascribed to the Israelite king
as the “son” of the covenant God without risk of megalomania.'?

Finally we might point to Israel’s relationship to God’s ultimate purpose to
glorify himself in the world. Concerning this purpose von Rad notes that to “an
extraordinary degree . . . the ka@béd of God is . . . a theme of religious hope and
an established part of eschatological expectation.” This is manifest in many
statements such as the psalmist’s declaration: “And may the whole earth be
filled with his glory” (Ps 72:19). That Israel serves God’s purpose in this goal
as an instrument through which he intends to get universal glory is frequently
mentioned in the OT prophets. Von Rad, referring to the great eschatological
saving acts of God through which he attains universal glory, points to the
central place of Israel when he says that “it makes little difference whether it
is said that Yahweh will become kdbéd for Israel or that Israel is created for
Yahweh'’s kabod™ (cf. Zech 2:8; Isa 43:7).

There is little question that from the OT perspective the mission of Israel
meant the fulfillment by Israel as being a distinct people with national exis-
tence in the world. This same belief that Israel’s destiny is linked to her na-
tional existence is maintained in Judaism today. Jocz explains:

In the Jewish view, Judaism and Jewish nationhood are interdependent: there is
no Judaism without the Jewish people and there is no Jewish people without
Judaism. . . . Israel and Israel’s message are inseparable; the message is vested
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in the people and the people exists by the message. Israel, in order to fulfill his
historical vocation, must exist.!*

Martin Buber asserted this same position in an open letter to Gandhi in
1939 concerning the land of Palestine. For him the mission of Israel called for
“a way of life that cannot be realized by individuals in the sphere of their
private existence, but only by a nation in the establishment of its society.”*s

While the Jewish understanding cannot be followed all the way—especially
in their tie to the old covenant—in the light of the mission of Israel as a nation
portrayed in the OT Scriptures, it is incumbent on us to ask whether these
prophecies still relate to the Israel that continues with us today. We would
suggest that they do and that Israel’s mission as a nation in the historical plan
of God is not yet complete. This mission may be viewed around two focal points,
neither of which in our understanding of God’s plan of salvation for the world
is yet entirely fulfilled.

I. ISRAEL’S ROLE AS THE CHANNEL OF REVELATION

One aspect of Israel’s mission that remains to be complete is her role as a
channel of revelation. That such a purpose is crucial to her role as a priestly
people is evident both from Scripture and history. The psalmist praises God,
saying, “He declares his words to Jacob, his statutes and his ordinances to
Israel. He has not dealt thus with any nation; and as for his ordinances, they
have not known them” (Ps 147:19-20; cf. Deut 4:6—8). The apostle Paul simi-
larly declares that God had entrusted to Israel “the oracles of God” (Rom 3:2).
It is evident from history that not only in OT times but even to the present the
special canonical revelation that God has communicated to mankind has come
through those related to Israel. Not only the verbal Word of God but also the
living Word in the person of Christ has come through the Jews.

Now while it is true that the NT teaches that God’s revelation of himself is
complete and final in his Son and therefore we do not expect any revelation
outside of him, the question remains whether that revelation through Christ
has been totally disclosed. Can we say with Boettner that God chose the Jewish
nation to be the exclusive channel of revelation to the world?

But now that the Messiah has come and God’s revelation to mankind has been

completed, written in a book and made available to the people of all nations with

nothing more to be added, there is no further need for a separate people or nation
to serve that purpose.'®

Or is it possible to see a place for Israel yet in the service of Christ’s reve-
lation to the world? As we have seen, Barth along with others sees Israel today
even in unbelief in the service of God’s revelation. If it is true that the continual
preservation of Israel is God’s doing, then it does seem reasonable to conclude
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that he desires to reveal something through this activity.

When we turn to Scripture, particularly to the prophecies of Ezekiel, we
find numerous references to God revealing himself to the nations through his
actions with the nation of Israel. Referring to Ezekiel, Zimmerli says, “The
prophetic word announces that what happens to Israel historically is in fact
Yahweh’s own dealing with both his people and the nations.”" This is true with
prophecies dealing both with the judgment of his people and their restoration.
Concerning judgment, Zimmerli explains:

The recurring direct association of this judgment of Israel with the strict state-

ment of recognition virtually identifies it as the locus at which Yahweh reveals

himself in his most personal essence. Yahweh'’s revelatory self-introduction is to

be recognized in his judgment over Israel.®

Ezekiel’s prophecy in 21:5—“Thus all flesh will know that I, the LORD, have
drawn my sword out of its sheath”—along with numerous others makes it clear
that both Israel and the nations are to come to know God through God’s judg-
ment on Israel (cf. 5:13; 6:14; 7:9; 12:15 ff.; 15:7; 39:21-24). This same effect of
knowledge is connected to the prophecies concerning the restoration of the
nation. God says in Ezek 39:27, “When I bring them back from the peoples and
gather them from the lands of their enemies, then I shall be sanctified through
them in the sight of the many nations.” Likewise the psalmist predicts that
Yahweh will arise and have compassion on Zion. In consequence he says that
“the nations will fear the name of the Lord, and all the kings of the earth thy
glory” (Ps 102:13-15). This effect includes Israel herself (cf. Ps 59:13; Isa 41:17—
20; 43:10-12; 49:26; 60:16).

It is difficult to see all of these predictions as fulfilled in the Babylonian
deportation and subsequent return. Clearly there is in these contexts an es-
chatological situation. The question remains therefore whether they can be
explained in terms of God’s universal spiritual work in the Church without
reference to the literal nation of Israel.

In response it is immediately evident that Israel has continued to exist as
a people and now as an actual nation. Their experience since NT times follows
exactly the predictions of a worldwide dispersion with an attendant persecution
and unrest (Lev 26:33; Deut 28:64—68; Jer 24:9; 25:18) and the apostle’s expla-
nation of their partial divine hardening (Rom 9:25). One is therefore tempted
to agree with Barth that the present situation of Israel is indeed revelatory of
God’s judgment. But such is the case only to believers; the nations do not yet
see any revelation of God. According to the prophets this disclosure to the world
would only take place when God reestablished Israel as a people and bestowed
his bounteous grace on-them. As a result of God’s mighty acts of deliverance
on behalf of Israel, the only explanation of their previous downtrodden state
will be the knowledge that they were under the hand of God’s judgment. Any
revelatory function of God’s judgment for unbelief that Israel might serve today
therefore necessitates a future display of God’s gracious power on their behalf
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in a change of their present status among the nations. »

Beyond what one might argue for a future restoration of Israel on the basis
of a continuing revelatory function is the question of the real nature of God’s
revelation. Is it enough to say with Boettner that God’s revelation was com-
pleted with Christ’s coming and is written in a book that is available to all
people?® It is clear from the Scriptural record that God’s revelation involves
not just the revelation of the message of truth but historical actions as well.
Contrary to the gods of the philosophers, the knowledge of whom is related to
abstract thought, the God of the Bible shows himself by direct intervention
within history. That God’s historical actions with Israel of old as well as his
message through the prophets were revelatory to the world is evident from the
Scriptural record. Given this understanding of the Biblical nature of God and
his revelation—i.e., he makes himself known in direct intervention within his-
tory and intends to do so even more evidently in the future—is it correct to
conclude that Israel does not yet have a role to play in God’s revelation on the
actual historical plane? Since Israel is a divinely appointed channel of the
revelation of God to the nations, is it enough to say that it has fulfilled that
role toward the nations in bringing the gospel of Christ contained in the Scrip-
tures? Perhaps more basically we must ask whether God might still intend to
reveal himself to the nations through clear historical actions other than a
climactic judgment that brings history to a close.

We would concur with those who view God’s action with historical Israel as
inherent in his revelatory activity to the world. Jocz states:

Jewish history is the visible, empirical act of revelation. It demonstrates to all
who want to see that the God of Israel is not a philosophical concept, but the
living God. He cannot be imprisoned in a book, no matter how sacred, and rele-
gated to the past. He is still the enactor of history; he is still a Presence in human
affairs and still acts against and on behalf of his people.”

A significant aspect of the revelatory nature of Israel’s history is seen in its
being the object lesson of God’s dealing with all of mankind. It would seem
reasonable in the light of the prophetic Scriptures that we have noted concern-
ing God’s revelation of himself to the nations through the judgment and res-
toration of Israel to believe that he has not completed that revelation through
the realities of history and that he yet intends to display his redemptive power
overtly in the restoration of his people as a people.

Further significance for Israel’s revelatory mission to the nations might be
noted in her Biblical mission as a model of community or societal salvation.
Buber speaks of “the true communal living to which Israel was summoned by
the Covenant with God.” He goes on to relate this purpose to others:

The prophets call upon a people which represents the first real attempt at ‘com-

- munity’ to enter world history as a prototype of that attempt. Israel’s function is
to encourage the nations to change their inner structure and their relations to
one another.?
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It may be justifiably argued that this Jewish view does not do justice to the
prophetic teaching on spiritual redemption, especially the ramifications of the
predicted new covenant. But it may also be asked whether the so-called spiri-
tual prophecies for Israel exhaust the prophetic message for Israel’s future. In
Rowley’s understanding they do not. Although he sees Israel as failing and
therefore replaced by the Church, he nevertheless interprets the OT prophets
as calling the nation to an obedience of God that would reveal itself in the
totality of life. If the nation responded, Rowley says, the prophets believe that

the life of Israel would be imcomparably glorious and happy; the hand of God
would protect her from all her foes and peace and prosperity would be her portion;
and other nations be so moved by the sight of her happiness that they would come
to her to learn its secret and would find it in her religion.?

Such a coming to Israel to learn the ways of God is the teaching of several
prophetic passages (cf. Isa 2:2—4; 51:4). Since these passages teach that the
nations will learn the Word of God and his paths by coming to Zion, it would
appear impossible to place the fulfillment of the prophecy in the eternal state
when all people know God. The question therefore remains as to whether they
can be said to be fulfilled through the Church, and that question finally relates
to the meaning of the ways of God. Do they actually mean a community or
society in which his ways prevail and in which the very laws are expressions
of his righteousness and justice, or are they limited to the more individual
expression of spiritual and ethical righteousness in the Church? It must be
remembered that in the Church age we yet deal with the two realms of Caesar
and Christ. And while we seek righteousness in the public sphere, Scripture
gives no indication that Christ assumes the realm of Caesar until he returns
to destroy the antichrist.

If therefore the meaning of the ways of God includes the totality of human
life, it becomes obvious that only in a nation and an age when these two realms
are unified can the ways of the Lord become a reality and thus be learned by
all nations. This brings us to our final issue relating to the question of Israel’s
future, and that is the understanding of the nature of God’s salvation.

II. ISRAEL’S ROLE IN THE COMPLETION OF SALVATION

It is well known that one of the chief stumbling blocks for the Jews toward
the recognition of Jesus as the Messiah lies in the problem of the unfulfilled
promises of the OT. They are concerned not only with those that relate specif-
ically to the nation of Israel but also with those that promise salvation for the
world. In their understanding of the prophetic Scriptures, when the Messiah
came he would redeem Israel, restoring them as a nation, and through them
bring the blessings of divine salvation to all nations. They obviously see that
the promises with regard to their people are not fulfilled, but they also point
to those concerning the salvation of all nations as not yet realized. Martin
Buber graphically makes this point using his own people as the example when
he says, “Standing bound and shackled in the pillory of mankind, we demon-
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strate with the bloody body of our people the unredeemedness of the world.”

The Christian cannot accept this total negative understanding with respect
to the fulfillment of the promises. Jesus has come as the Christ in fulfillment
of the prophetic Scriptures. This is the consistent apostolic witness. But some
Christian interpreters are also willing to acknowledge that while some of the
OT prophecies are fulfilled in Christ, there remain many that are yet unful-
filled. With specific reference to Israel LaSor says:

There are countless prophecies in the Old Testament concerning Israel and the
land of promise which have not been fulfilled in the Christian church, and, in my
opinion, can never be fulfilled in the church. They can be fulfilled only in Israel

The Church has frequently seen herself as the “new Israel” fulfilling Israel’s
promises through the realization of the new covenant. But the question must
be asked as to whether we have experienced the full reality of this covenant
and its implication for salvation as prophesied for Israel. Pointing to the fact
that the covenant had implications for society, the Roman Catholic writer Rose-
mary Ruether argues for the lack of fulfillment. According to her the new
covenant was “the messianic destiny of the covenant with Israel ... which
overcomes the ambiguities of historical existence and human self-alienation.”
While perhaps exaggerating the lack of fulfillment, she goes on to say:

Must we not say today that this messianic covenant lies as much ahead of the
historical reality of Christianity as it does that of Judaism? Before God, must we
not see the Christians as being in the same historical position as the Jews? ... .
Christians are not yet encamping in the Promised Land. .. .The Christian, as
much as the Jew, is still on the way through the desert between the Exodus and
the Promised Land.®

Parkes, pointing specifically at the concept of OT salvation as involving
even the political structures of nations, argues that every time the Church
makes a distinction between “secular” and “religious” she repudiates her in-
tention of fulfilling the OT.?

We are well aware of the interpretation that sees the fulfillment of the
societal aspects of salvation as reserved for the new earth and eternal state.
This view, however, has two serious problems that can be mentioned only
briefly. First, it does not provide room for the OT prophecies that speak of a
particular people (whether Israel or the Church) as being God’s agents in bring-
ing this societal salvation to the other peoples. Surely in the eternal state there
will be no more mediation of salvation on the part of some people to others.
Under this view, therefore, the salvation that is mediated through a special
people must be only the present individual spiritual salvation that is experi-
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enced in the Church and not the complete salvation of society’s structures.
Second, a societal salvation in the eternal state would no longer be part of the
Messiah’s peculiar work of mediating God’s kingdom to the world. The apostle
Paul teaches that Christ gives up the kingdom to the Father at the inception
of the eternal age (1 Cor 15:24-28). Christ’s subjection of the hostile powers
yet at work in society’s structures would then be fulfilled in their destruction
but not in a positive restoration of these structures in salvation.

The question then remains: What is the full nature of the messianic sal-
vation that Christ is to bring to man? Borowitz argues that the real problem
of man is “the problem of his collectivities.”? It is the problem of true communal
living among the peoples of the world that is not yet solved. Exactly at this
point is where many see a place for the nation of Israel in the plan of God—
namely, to be a model of such a society, which serves as a center from which
the characteristics of such a society radiate out to transform all peoples. Ex-
pressing the Jewish understanding of Israel’s role, Borowitz explains: “Israel
is brought into history to show that the might of man unified can be subjected
to and perfected through the divine sovereignty.” Explaining more specifically
he says:

Judaism called men to subject their particularities to the covenanting King so
as to make their group the sort through which universalism can become real in
history. Nationhood subordinated to messianism, collectivities faithful to God,
real lambs lying down with real lions. That remains the continuing vision of
Jewish particularity.? .

Again without accepting the totality of the perspective of Judaism, is it not
conceivable that the messianic salvation that God has designed for man in this
history does include the total structures of his society as well as the spiritual
structures of the Church?

That God’s salvation for mankind includes a worldwide society in which
justice and righteousness prevail and the nations walk in the paths of God is
clear from Scripture. That Israel was to be a channel in the service of God in
some way to bring this to the nations is also clear. Whether this Israel refers
to the nation or the Church remains in dispute. But given the nature of this
salvation, we would suggest that this mediatorial role is best understood as
fulfilled through a real nation, the restored Israel of God. We would concur
with the reasoning of Buber when he says that

only an entire nation, which comprehends peoples of all kinds, can demonstrate
a life of unity and peace, of righteousness and justice to the human race, as a sort
of example in beginning. A true humanity, that is, a nation composed of many
nations, can only commence with a certain definite and true nation. Only the
fulfillment of this truth in the relations between the various sections of this
people, between its sects and classes, is capable of serving as a commencement
of an international fulfillment of the truth and of the development of a true
fellowship of nations, a nation consisting of nations. Only nations each of which
is a true nation living in the light of righteousness and justice are capable of

21Borowitz, “Dialectic” 568.
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entering into upright relations with one another. The people of Israel were
charged to lead the way toward this realization.”

III. CONCLUSION

The question of the future of Israel is complex. Because it relates to one’s
understanding of the vast scope of God’s salvation history, it impacts almost
every area of theology. It is therefore not surprising that some difference of
interpretation would be found among students of Scripture. The presence of
Israel today as a nation and its continual significance in contemporary world
affairs, we believe, call for increasing theological consideration. That God has
been providentially involved in the historically unique preservation of the peo-
ple of Israel up to this point is difficult to deny. That he has done so because
Israel yet has a role to play in his plan for the world seems most reasonable in
the light of the prophetic Scriptures.

®Buber, Israel 186-187.





