Chapter 9: Are the Old Testament Promises for the Church?
After discussing the role of Old Testament law in the Church, we would naturally proceed to the topic of Old Testament prophecy and its possible fulfillment in the Church.  The Old Testament contains numerous promises of future glory for the people of God.  Can the Church expect to participate in these blessings, or are they reserved only for national Israel?  In connect with this arises the hotly debated question about who exactly the people of God are?  What is the relationship between Israel and the Church?  Does God still have a place for Israel in His plan?  We devote this chapter to these vital topics.  

A. Biblical Survey

1. God’s People and Promises in the Old Testament

The history of God’s people begins with Abraham, with whom God entered into covenant relationship.  The key passages outlining this relationship are the following:

Now the LORD said to Abram, “Go forth from your country, and from your relatives and from your father's house, to the land which I will show you.  And I will make you a great nation, and I will bless you, and make your name great.  And so you shall be a blessing.  And I will bless those who bless you, and the one who curses you I will curse.  And in you all the families of the earth will be blessed” (Gen 12:1-3).

“I am God Almighty; Walk before Me, and be blameless.  I will establish My covenant between Me and you, and I will multiply you exceedingly…. As for Me, behold, My covenant is with you, and you will be the father of a multitude of nations.  No longer shall your name be called Abram, but your name shall be Abraham; for I have made you the father of a multitude of nations.  I will make you exceedingly fruitful, and I will make nations of you, and kings will come forth from you.  I will establish My covenant between Me and you and your descendants after you throughout their generations for an everlasting covenant, to be God to you and to your descendants after you.  I will give to you and to your descendants after you, the land of your sojournings, all the land of Canaan, for an everlasting possession; and I will be their God” (Gen 17:1-8).

God’s promise to Abraham contained the following components: (1) personal blessing, (2) honor, (3) descendants, (4) land, (5) blessing to all nations, and (6) relationship with God.  In addition, this covenant would be eternal.  God’s promises to Abraham extended to the offspring of Jacob (i.e., Israel), with whom God confirmed His covenant (Gen 26:3-4).  

Inclusion of the Gentiles among God’s people began early in the history of Israel.  God allowed Gentiles to celebrate the Passover together with Israel (Ex 12:48-49; Num 9:14), and Moses invited Hobab (i.e., Jethro) the Midianite to share in the future blessings of God’s people (Num 10:29-32).  The descendants of Jethro, in fact, dwelt with Israel and had a share in the inheritance of Canaan (Judg 1:16).  In his farewell song, Moses invited the Gentiles to “rejoice… {with} His people” (Deut 32:43).  Later in the history of Israel, Ruth the Moabites joined the assembly of God’s people in spite of the curse that excluded Moabites from the assembly (Deut 23:3). 

The book of Deuteronomy gives special attention to Israel’s special status with God.  From the opening chapter, we see indications of God’s choice of Israel and His intention to fulfill His promises to His people.  He made the nation of Israel a “people for His own possession” (Deut 4:20; сf. Deut 27:9) not due to its own merit, but because of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob (Deut 4:37; 9:4-5), whose family He chose “above all peoples” (Deut 10:15; сf. Deut 14:2). 

A key feature of God’s plan for the Israeli people was their inheritance of the land of Canaan.  In Deut 1:8 we read, “Go in and possess the land which the LORD swore to give to your fathers, to Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob, to them and their descendants after them.”  This inheritance would be theirs “as long as the heavens {remain} above the earth” (Deut 11:21).  Even when Israel sinned, God promised restoration after chastisement (Deut 30:3-5).  In other words, even when Israel violated its covenant with God, He would nonetheless remain faithful:

Yet in spite of this, when they are in the land of their enemies, I will not reject them, nor will I so abhor them as to destroy them, breaking My covenant with them; for I am the LORD their God.  But I will remember for them the covenant with their ancestors, whom I brought out of the land of Egypt in the sight of the nations, that I might be their God. I am the LORD (Lev 26:44-45).

Even after a period of apostasy, Samuel assured God’s people, “For the LORD will not abandon His people on account of His great name, because the LORD has been pleased to make you a people for Himself” (1 Sam 12:22).

Next, we examine the period of the Davidic dynasty.  In 2 Sam 7:10-11, God confirmed His promise that Israel would dwell in the Promised Land, which inspired David to exclaim, “For Your people Israel You made Your own people forever, and You, O LORD, became their God” (1 Chr 17:22).  God also promised that David’s throne would continue forever (2 Sam 7:16).  Even if a future period of chastisement was necessary, His promise to David would stand firm (2 Sam 7:14-15; 1 Kin 11:39).  Not only David’s dynasty, but also his capital, Jerusalem, occupies a special place in God’s plan (1 Kin 11:13, 36).  Moreover, we again see an indication of the Gentile inclusion in the blessings of Israel.  During the temple dedication, Solomon prayed, 

Also concerning the foreigner who is not of Your people Israel, when he comes from a far country for Your name's sake… when he comes and prays toward this house, hear in heaven Your dwelling place, and do according to all for which the foreigner calls to You (1 Kin 8:41-43).

Not only narrative passages, but also poetic ones speak of God’s choice of Jacob and his glorious future.  Israel is “the people whom He has chosen for His own inheritance” (Ps 33:12).  God “will save Zion and build the cities of Judah” (Ps 69:35).  He “has remembered His covenant forever, the word which He commanded to a thousand generations, {the covenant} which He made with Abraham, and His oath to Isaac.  Then He confirmed it to Jacob for a statute, to Israel as an everlasting covenant, saying, ‘To you I will give the land of Canaan as the portion of your inheritance’” (Ps 105:8-11).  God gave Canaan “as a heritage, a heritage to Israel His people” (Ps 135:12).  

Furthermore, Jerusalem is God’s “tabernacle,” and His dwelling in “in Zion” (Ps 76:2).  The Lord “loves the gates of Zion more than all the {other} dwelling places of Jacob” (Ps 87:2).  There “thrones were set for judgment, the thrones of the house of David” (Ps 122:5).  Concerning Jerusalem, the psalmist exclaims, 

For the LORD has chosen Zion; He has desired it for His habitation.  “This is My resting place forever; Here I will dwell, for I have desired it.… There I will cause the horn of David to spring forth; I have prepared a lamp for Mine anointed (Ps 132:13-14, 17).

Even when they are undergoing chastisement for covenant violations, God promises His people restoration: “You will arise {and} have compassion on Zion; for it is time to be gracious to her, for the appointed time has come” (Ps 102:13).

During the period of the divided kingdom, both Israel and Judah forgot God and spurned His covenant.  Nonetheless, God always preserved a faithful remnant.  For example, during Israel’s apostasy in the time of King Ahab, God comforted His prophet Elijah with the words: “I will leave, in Israel, all the knees that have not bowed to Baal and every mouth that has not kissed him” (1 Kin 19:18).  When the Assyrian forces invaded Judah, God again preserved a remnant (2 Kin 19:30-31).  God gave special protection to Judah and Jerusalem for the sake of David, His servant. (2 Kin 8:19; 19:34; 20:6). 

Nonetheless, a continual enjoyment of God’s blessing and protection required obedience: 

In this house and in Jerusalem, which I have chosen from all the tribes of Israel, I will put My name forever.  And I will not make the feet of Israel wander anymore from the land which I gave their fathers, if only they will observe to do according to all that I have commanded them, and according to all the law that My servant Moses commanded them (2 Kin 21:7-8).

The time came, however, when first, the northern kingdom of Israel, and then the southern kingdom of Judah, were exiled from the Promised Land, and David’s dynasty came to an end. 

Yet, God did not withdraw His promises to His covenant people – through the prophets He promised restoration.  It is interesting to note that nearly all the Old Testament prophets foretold a glorious time of restoration and prosperity for Israel.  Here are a few examples:

Hosea: “‘My heart is turned over within Me, all My compassions are kindled…. They will come trembling like birds from Egypt and like doves from the land of Assyria.  And I will settle them in their houses,’ “declares the LORD” (11:8-11; also see Hos 2:23; 3:1, 5; 6:11).

Amos: “‘I will also plant them on their land, and they will not again be rooted out from their land which I have given them,’ says the LORD your God” (9:15; also see Amos 3:2; 9:8-9). 

Micah: “I will make the lame a remnant and the outcasts a strong nation.  And the LORD will reign over them in Mount Zion from now on and forever” (4:7; also see Mic 2:12-13; 4:1-13; 5:1-15; 7:11-20).

Isaiah: “Now it will come about that in the last days the mountain of the house of the LORD will be established as the chief of the mountains, and will be raised above the hills.  And all the nations will stream to it” (2:2).

Joel: “Then the LORD will be zealous for His land and will have pity on His people.  The LORD will answer and say to His people, ‘Behold, I am going to send you grain, new wine and oil, and you will be satisfied {in full} with them; and I will never again make you a reproach among the nations’” (2:18-19, also see Joel 2:32; 3:1ff).

Obadiah: “On Mount Zion there will be those who escape, and it will be holy.  And the house of Jacob will possess their possessions” (17).

Zephaniah: “‘At that time I will bring you in, even at the time when I gather you together.  Indeed, I will give you renown and praise among all the peoples of the earth, when I restore your fortunes before your eyes,’ says the LORD” (3:20; also see Zeph 3:12-20).

Jeremiah: “Thus says the LORD, who gives the sun for light by day and the fixed order of the moon and the stars for light by night, who stirs up the sea so that its waves roar; the LORD of hosts is His name: ‘If this fixed order departs from before Me,’ declares the LORD, ‘Then the offspring of Israel also will cease from being a nation before Me forever’” (Jer 31:35-36).

Ezekiel: “I will deliver them from all their dwelling places in which they have sinned, and will cleanse them.  And they will be My people, and I will be their God.  My servant David will be king over them, and they will all have one shepherd; and they will walk in My ordinances and keep My statutes and observe them.  They will live on the land that I gave to Jacob My servant, in which your fathers lived; and they will live on it, they, and their sons and their sons' sons, forever; and David My servant will be their prince forever.”

Clearly, Israel’s future restoration and prosperity is one of the most frequently encountered themes in the writings of the prophets.  These prophets reassure God’s people that: (1) God will always preserve a remnant, (2) Israel will return to its land, (3) the northern and southern kingdoms will be reunited, (4) Israel will triumph over its enemies, (5) God will pour out His Spirit on His people, (6) Israel will become an obedient people, (7) David (i.e., Messiah) will rule over them, (8) Messiah’s reign will extend over the whole earth, which will lead to universal peace and prosperity.  These utopian conditions will exist for God’s people forever: Jerusalem “will not be plucked up or overthrown anymore forever” (Jer 31:40). 

Is it also clear that God’s promises to Israel were not completely fulfilled during its restoration from Babylonian exile.  Even a quick glance at Old Testament history shows that during the Second Temple Period, the spiritual and political situation in Judea could not be compared with the glorious future the prophets foretold.  Along with this, prophets living in this period also spoke of a glorious time to come for Israel: 

Thus says the LORD, “I will return to Zion and will dwell in the midst of Jerusalem.  Then Jerusalem will be called the City of Truth, and the mountain of the LORD of hosts {will be called} the Holy Mountain” (Zech 8:3).

And the LORD will be king over all the earth; in that day the LORD will be {the only} one, and His name {the only} one (Zech 14:9).

We must also note that the prophecies of restoration for Israel include special blessings for Gentiles as well.  God will appoint Messiah “as a covenant to the people, as a light to the nations, to open blind eyes, to bring out prisoners from the dungeon and those who dwell in darkness from the prison” (Isa 42:6-7).  In those days, the Gentiles will seek the Lord together with Israel.  To the God of Israel “the nations will come from the ends of the earth and say, ‘Our fathers have inherited nothing but falsehood, futility and things of no profit’” (Jer 16:19).  Moreover: “Many peoples will come and say, ‘Come, let us go up to the mountain of the LORD, to the house of the God of Jacob, that He may teach us concerning His ways and that we may walk in His paths” (Isa 2:3).  Finally, Zechariah predicts:

Thus says the LORD of hosts, “{It will} yet {be} that peoples will come, even the inhabitants of many cities.  The inhabitants of one will go to another, saying, ‘Let us go at once to entreat the favor of the LORD, and to seek the LORD of hosts; I will also go.’”  So many peoples and mighty nations will come to seek the LORD of hosts in Jerusalem and to entreat the favor of the LORD.  Thus says the LORD of hosts, “In those days ten men from all the nations will grasp the garment of a Jew, saying, ‘Let us go with you, for we have heard that God is with you’” (Zech 8:20-23).

Many nations will join themselves to the LORD in that day and will become My people (Zech 2:11).

2. God’s People and Promises in the Intertestamental Period
Although the material to follow does not necessarily reflect the biblical view, it will nonetheless be profitable to glance at how God’s people viewed the Gentiles in the intertestamental period.
  For the most part, the Jews of this period held a negative view.  It was thought that Gentiles were under the power of Satan, led immoral lives, were excluded from the covenant with God, worshipped idols, and despised, even sometimes persecuted Jews. 

Nonetheless, God-fearing Gentiles were allowed a place among the people of God.  After all, God is God over all.  Such Gentiles were permitted entrance into the outer courtyard of the temple and to fellowship with Jews.  Some Gentiles (so-called “proselytes”) actually converted to Judaism and received circumcision, while others (so-called “God-fearers”) merely worshipped the God of Israel without undergoing circumcision.  Some intertestamental books even include a blessing for godly Gentiles (see Sibylline Oracles, 4.24-34, 162-70; Josephus, Against Apion, 2.39).  Some intertestamental books speak of the Gentiles’ inclusion in the Kingdom of God. 

In the end times, however, the Gentiles will oppose Israel and war against it (see 1 Enoch 90.18-19; Philo, On Rewards and Punishments, 16 [95-97]; Psalms of Solomon, 17, 2 Baruch 39.7-40.2; 70.2, 6-9; 4 Ezra 12.32-33; 13.26-38).  In the age to come, though, the Gentiles will worship Yahweh, walk according to His laws, and bring gifts to Israel (see Testament of Simeon, 7:1-2; 1 Enoch, 90.30; Sibylline Oracles, 3.702-31; Psalms of Solomon, 17.31). 

Not only did the Jews exert an influence over some Gentiles, but the opposite was also true.  Hellenism gained momentum among some Jews, which led to their adapting Hebrew faith to the philosophical views and customs of the Greeks.  Hellenism influenced Jews not only in the Diaspora, but even in Palestine.

3. God’s People and Promises in the Gospels
What do the Gospels have to say about the people of God?  On the one hand, God continues to be faithful to His Old Testament nation, offering them salvation through Messiah Jesus.  He sent a Savior to Israel “in remembrance of His mercy, as He spoke to our fathers, to Abraham and his descendants forever” (Lk 1:54-55).  Similarly, Zechariah exclaims that God acted “to show mercy toward our fathers, and to remember His holy covenant, the oath which He swore to Abraham our father” (Lk 1:72-73).

Jesus Himself acknowledged that He was “sent only to the lost sheep of the house of Israel” (Matt 15:24) and gave the directive to His disciples: “Do not go in {the} way of {the} Gentiles, and do not enter {any} city of the Samaritans; but rather go to the lost sheep of the house of Israel” (Matt 10:5-6).  In His conversation with the woman from Samaria, Jesus announced, “Salvation is from the Jews” (Jn 4:22). 

In response to God’s invitation to salvation, however, the Jews, in general, rejected the promised Messiah and crucified Him (Lk 23:1-25; Jn 1:11).  In some of His parables, Jesus predicted His rejection by God’s old covenant people (Matt 21:33-46; Lk 14:16-24).  Israel’s behavior here differed little from its history of rejection of those sent to it by God.  Jerusalem “kills the prophets and stones those sent to her” (Lk 13:34). 

Due to the rejection of the Messiah by the majority of Jews, the Israeli people will themselves be rejected.  Jesus declares, “The kingdom of God will be taken away from you and given to a people, producing the fruit of it” (Matt 21:43; cf. Lk 20:16).  The original heirs of the kingdom “will be cast out into the outer darkness; in that place there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth” (Matt 8:12).  The rejection of Messiah will have not only spiritual consequences, but political ones as well.  The Jews will again forfeit the Promised Land, because “you did not recognize the time of your visitation” (Lk 19:44).

Here, we see a transition in God’s relation to His people.  Israel is to be replaced by a people “producing the fruit” of the kingdom.  This transition is pictured by “a patch of unshrunk cloth on an old garment,” and “new wine in old wineskins” (Matt 9:16-17).  Earlier, John the Baptist also warned that physical descendent from Abraham did not guarantee inclusion in the people of God (Matt 3:9-10).  The coming of Messiah creates a breach in ethnic Israel between believing and unbelieving Jews (Matt 3:12; Lk 2:34-35).  Many Jews at the time of Jesus demonstrated by their behavior that they were not truly sons of Abraham, but rather sons of the devil (Jn 8:33-39).  Many feel that in Matt 21:19, Jesus compared Israel with an unfruitful fig tree, which He cursed with the words: “No longer shall there ever be {any} fruit from you.”

Along with this, the Gospels contain not a few indications of the Gentiles’ inclusion in God’s kingdom.  As early as the birth of Jesus, it was said of Him that He would be “a light of revelation to the Gentiles” (Lk 2:32).  Jesus Himself predicted that His ministry would include outreach to Gentiles (Lk 4:25-27; сf. Matt 28:18-20).  Amazed at the faith of the Roman centurion, Jesus exclaimed, “I have not found such great faith with anyone in Israel.  I say to you that many will come from east and west, and recline {at the table} with Abraham, Isaac and Jacob in the kingdom of heaven” (Matt 8:10-11).  Even though, as mentioned above, Jesus was sent to the sons of Israel, He was still eager to serve foreigners (Jn 4:7-26) and even praised the faith of a Canaanite woman (Matt 15:21-28).  Finally, Jesus announced that His plan was to unite all believers in Him into one fold (Jn 10:16).

Even though Jesus revealed a change in unbelieving Israel’s status and the status of believing Gentiles, He still spoke of a future conversion of national Israel.  In the context of His rebuke of Jerusalem, He gave this note of hope: “For I say to you, from now on you will not see Me until you say, ‘Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord!’” (Matt 23:39).  Additionally, He predicted of a time when “the times of the Gentiles are fulfilled” (Lk 21:24).

4. God’s People and Promises according to the Apostles
We draw our final thoughts on the people and promises of God from the book of Acts and the epistles of the apostles.  In Acts, we see a continuation of the thematic thrust found in the Gospels, namely that the gospel must be first preached to the sons of Jacob.  Peter announced to the Jews in Jerusalem: “It is you who are the sons of the prophets and of the covenant which God made with your fathers.… For you first, God raised up His Servant and sent Him to bless you by turning every one {of you} from your wicked ways” (Acts 3:25-26).  Likewise, Paul’s typical strategy was to preach first to the Jews in the town he was visiting (see Acts 13:26; 18:6).
  In such a way, God was honoring His ancient covenant with Israel.

Nevertheless, as it was in the days of Jesus, the majority of the Jews rejected the gospel, and, as a result, the apostles began appealing to the Gentiles.  After unsuccessful ministry to the Jews of Pisidian Antioch, Paul announced, “It was necessary that the word of God be spoken to you first; since you repudiate it and judge yourselves unworthy of eternal life, behold, we are turning to the Gentiles” (Acts 13:46).  After a similar experience in Rome, Paul announced to the Jews there as well, “Therefore let it be known to you that this salvation of God has been sent to the Gentiles; they will also listen” (Acts 28:28).  Even though the Old Testament had predicted the inclusion of the Gentiles into the people of God (which the Jerusalem Council affirmed in Acts 15:14-18), the Jews of that time did not perceive or receive it (Acts 22:21-22).

One final note from the book of Acts.  On the day of Pentecost, Peter, in explaining the phenomenon of the baptism in the Holy Spirit, cites the second chapter of the book of Joel.  Peter claims that what was happening at that time was the fulfillment of what Joel had predicted (Acts 2:16).  This means that the promised outpouring of the Spirit found fulfillment not in Israel, as expected, but in the Church (at least at that time). 

Going on to the epistles, in Peter’s writings, we make an interesting observation.  In the second chapter of his first epistle, he draws a parallel between Israel’s status in the Old Testament and the Church’s in the New: 

And coming to Him as to a living stone which has been rejected by men, but is choice and precious in the sight of God, you also, as living stones, are being built up as a spiritual house for a holy priesthood, to offer up spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ.  For {this} is contained in Scripture: “Behold, I lay in zion a choice stone, a precious corner {stone,} and he who believes in him will not be disappointed.”  This precious value, then, is for you who believe; but for those who disbelieve, “the stone which the builders rejected, this became the very corner {stone,}” and, “a stone of stumbling and a rock of offense”; for they stumble because they are disobedient to the word, and to this {doom} they were also appointed.  But you are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people for {God's} own possession, so that you may proclaim the excellencies of Him who has called you out of darkness into His marvelous light; for you once were not a people, but now you are the people of God; you had not received mercy, but now you have received mercy (1 Pet 2:4-10).

Notice here that the Church is built on the cornerstone of the Messiah of Israel (Jesus), a privilege granted to Israel in Isaiah 28:16.  Concerning the natural heirs of the promise, they “stumble because they are disobedient to the word.”   Now, the Church occupies the place of “a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people for {God's} own possession.”  It is “now… the people of God.”  In this passage, Peter unmistakably affirms the change in status for Israel and the Church, which the Gospels previously foretold. 

What does Paul have to say?  Paul directs more attention to God’s covenant with Abraham than His covenant with Israel.  He claims that true descendants of Abraham are not his physical offspring, but those who imitate his faith (Gal 3:3-29).  He teaches that “those who are of faith who are sons of Abraham” (v. 7) and, “those who are of faith are blessed with Abraham, the believer” (v. 9). 
In addition, since Jesus is the true heir of Abraham’s promise (v. 16), He becomes the source of that blessing for all who belong to Him: “And if you belong to Christ, then you are Abraham's descendants, heirs according to promise” (v. 29).  Therefore, Paul can dare to call the Church “the Israel of God” (Gal 6:16).
  Concerning God’s Old Testament promises, in Christ they are “Yes” (2 Cor 1:20).  Ethnic Israel, who rely on the Law, is compared to Ishmael, who is in slavery and “shall not be an heir with the son of the free woman” (Gal 4:21-31).

Paul’s epistle to the Romans echoes these thoughts.  True circumcision happens not in the flesh, but in the heart, and a true Jew “is one inwardly” (Rom 2:28-29).
  As in the epistle to the Galatians, true descendants of Abraham are those who imitate his faith (Rom 9:6-8), and the blessing of Abraham belongs to all who possess such faith: both circumcised and uncircumcised (Rom 4:9-12).  Abraham is the olive tree, to which “wild branches” (i.e., Gentile Christians), are grafted, and from which “natural branches” (i.e., unbelieving Jews) are broken off (Rom 11:17).  

So then, Paul believes in the unification of all believers in one Body of Christ.  In Christ “there is no {distinction between} Greek and Jew” (Col 3:11; Gal 3:28); “For by one Spirit we were all baptized into one body, whether Jews or Greeks, whether slaves or free, and we were all made to drink of one Spirit” (1 Cor 12:13); “For there is no distinction between Jew and Greek; for the same {Lord} is Lord of all, abounding in riches for all who call on Him” (Rom 10:12). To the Ephesians he writes,

For He Himself is our peace, who made both {groups into} one and broke down the barrier of the dividing wall, by abolishing in His flesh the enmity, {which is} the Law of commandments {contained} in ordinances, so that in Himself He might make the two into one new man, {thus} establishing peace, and might reconcile them both in one body to God through the cross, by it having put to death the enmity (Eph 2:14-16). 

Although God’s people are a unity of believing Jews and Gentiles, in Romans 11 Paul reveals that at the end of the present age, God will bring national Israel to Himself in faithfulness to His covenant with the natural descendants of Abraham: 

For I do not want you, brethren, to be uninformed of this mystery – so that you will not be wise in your own estimation – that a partial hardening has happened to Israel until the fullness of the Gentiles has come in; and so all Israel will be saved; just as it is written, “The deliverer will come from zion, he will remove ungodliness from Jacob.  This is My covenant with them, when I take away their sins” (Rom 11:25-27).  

So then, God’s promise to Israel does indeed find fulfillment in His chosen people in agreement with the Old Testament expectation, since “the gifts and the calling of God are irrevocable” (Rom 11:29). 

Let us examine the book of Hebrews.  The goal of this epistle is to urge Jewish believers not to return to the Old Testament order, but to hold fast to their faith in Christ.  Throughout his entire letter, the author presents Jesus as the One who is superior to the Old Testament order in every respect.  Although Hebrews does not comment on the status of Israel as God’s people, it clearly teaches that the old system has passed away and has been replaced by faith in Messiah Jesus.  It is also significant that the author claims that Jeremiah’s prediction of a new covenant finds fulfillment among followers of Jesus (Heb 8:7-13).  In other words, the new covenant promised to Israel in Jeremiah 31 is already active in the Church. 

Concerning the book of Revelation, one must note that in the first part of the book, Israel is depicted as the enemy of God’s kingdom.  The Lord Jesus even hesitates to speak of unbelieving Jews, who are persecuting the Church, as genuine Jews.  They are the συναγωγή τοῦ σατανᾶ, i.е. “synagogue of Satan” (Rev 2:9; 3:9).  In Revelation 11:8, Jerusalem is derogatorily called “Sodom and Egypt.” 

On the other hand, believers in Jesus inherit the kingdom of God and will reign with Him on the earth (Rev 5:9-10).  The Church is called “a kingdom, priests” (Rev 1:6).  The devil, through the Antichrist, will persecute the Israeli people (Rev 12:13, 15).  Yet, God will intervene to preserve them (Rev 12:13-16), which indicates that He is not through yet with national Israel.

5. Conclusions

In summarizing the biblical view of the people and promises of God, we may conclude the following.  God made a covenant with Abraham to bless him and his descendants, and through him, all peoples of the earth.  This blessing to his descendants included possession of the Promised Land, i.e., Canaan.  In addition, God made a covenant with David, promising him and his offspring an eternal kingdom.  Although Israel (and, at times, the Davidic dynasty) violated their covenant relationship with God, He remained faithful to it, and through the prophets gave a word of hope of a future time of prosperity and spiritual renewal for Israel.  

When Messiah Jesus came, He focused attention on ministry to the Jewish people, offering them participation in God’s kingdom through repentance and faith in Him.  The book of Acts shows that the apostles initially continued this practice.  Yet, Israel rejected its Messiah and His gospel.  Jesus had anticipated this and predicted a transition in God’s plan – Israel would forfeit the kingdom, and believers in Him would inherit it, including believing Gentiles.  At the same time, Jesus spoke of a future conversion of Israel when the “times of the Gentiles” had been fulfilled.  

This transition in God’s plan is clear in the epistles of the apostles.  Peter wrote that the Church is “a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people for {God's} own possession.”  Yet, those who were formerly called God’s people “stumbled over the stumbling stone.”  Paul affirmed that the true descendants of Abraham and the true Jews are those who walk by faith and have an inward circumcision of the heart.  Paul also taught that in the Body of Christ, God has taken down the barrier between Jews and Gentiles, and has created one new man – the Church.  This means that in Christ “there is neither Jew nor Greek.”  Additionally, the writer of Hebrews informs us that the old covenant has passed away and has been replaced by a new one, which is fulfilled now among followers of Jesus.  Not only the book of Hebrews testifies of this fact (Heb 8:7-13), but also other key passages, such as Acts 2:16-18 and Acts 15:14-18.

Nevertheless, Old Testament promises concerning the future prosperity of Israel have not yet been fulfilled, and we must not interpret them symbolically, as if they refer only to the Church or to the eternal state.  The Scriptures are clear that in the last days, God, who remains faithful to His covenant with Abraham and His physical descendants, will bring all ethnic Jews living at that time to faith in Messiah Jesus.  Pate aptly notes that we must not speak strictly of the “replacement” of Israel by the Church.  On the one hand, “What was promised to Israel has now been fulfilled in the church, in Christ, especially the Spirit and the new covenant.”
 Yet, on the other hand, “Although the church is a progression beyond Israel, it is not the permanent replacement of Israel (see Rom. 9–11, esp. 11:25–27).”
 

Therefore, when interpreting the Old Testament promises, we must respect the original context and intention of the original author.  This means that the promises to the Jewish people still await literal fulfillment in them.  Yet, since the Church has been “grafted into the olive tree,” i.e., the family of Abraham by faith, these promises find fulfillment in it as well, both in a spiritual and material sense.  So then, the Church now enjoys the spiritual blessings of the new covenant, which Israel will inherit in the future after its conversion to faith in Messiah Jesus and subsequent spiritual renewal.  Then, when Jesus returns, the Church along with converted Israel will rule the earth under the headship of Messiah Jesus.  

B. Historical Survey

Regarding our question of the identity of God’s people and their inheritance of God’s promises, there are two main schools of thought, which correspond to our previous study of God’s Law in the New Testament: covenant theology and dispensationalism.  In this chapter, we will look more closely at these theological movements to try to understand their basic positions better, as well as investigating their attitude toward Old Testament promises. 

1. Covenant Theology

а. Description of Covenant Theology

The essence of this teaching is that there exists only one, uninterrupted covenant between God and humanity, based on His grace and stretching back to Adam.
  Although the Bible mentions various covenants,
 they are, in fact, one continuous and developing covenant between God and the human race.  Robertson comments that all covenants “unite into a single relationship.”
  The unity and uninterrupted nature of these covenants is seen in that some of them are called “eternal.”
  Although one can date this theory back to the beginning of church history, its most famous proponent was John Calvin.  

According to covenant theology, before the Fall, God established certain requirements for humanity, namely regarding the tree of the knowledge of good and evil.  After the Fall, God established a covenant of grace with humanity, by which He promised salvation through the seed of the woman (Gen 3:15).  This covenant of grace continues until now and serves as the foundation for all subsequent covenants.  Adherents of covenant theology traditionally name God’ relation to humanity before the Fall the “covenant of works,” and after the Fall – “the covenant of grace.”

God’s covenant with Noah, then, was a continuation and further development of this general covenant.  God saves Noah and his family from the Flood, promises never again to flood the earth, and commands Noah to multiply and replenish the earth, similar to what He originally commanded Adam and Eve.  Moreover, God’s promise to Abraham recalls the Adamic covenant as well – Canaan is the new Garden of Eden.  In addition, from Abraham’s family will come the Deliverer, echoing the promise of the Seed of the woman. 

In the Sinaitic covenant, God establishes the conditions in which His covenant people may enjoy the blessings of the Abrahamic covenant.  God’s purpose in the Sinaitic covenant, though, was never salvation by works, since it was established with sinful people, who were not able to save themselves.  Through the Davidic covenant, God promises to raise up a great leader, who will mediate the covenant blessings to God’s people.   Yet, we see that the Davidic dynasty, which was eventually disbanded, never fulfilled that goal.  The messianic Son of David, who now sits on David’s throne in heaven and rules over the Church, would accomplish it.

The highest expression of God’s covenant agenda is the “new covenant,” to which the Old Testament testifies (Jer 31:31-34; 32:36-41; Ezek 37:21-28).  It is the culmination and fulfillment of all previous covenants between God and humanity.  All that God had promised in previous covenants is realized in the new covenant.  For example, when the new covenant is described in Ezekiel 37:21-28, we see allusions to the Abrahamic covenant, the Davidic covenant, and Sinaitic covenant (сf. Jer 31:31-34).  Robertson writes, “In the end, all the promises of the ancient covenants of God with His people find their fulfillment in the new covenant.”
 

When the new covenant came into being, it did not annul the Sinaitic covenant, but rather renewed it.
  The Sinaitic covenant, namely in its moral aspect, remains in force.  Yet, now God provides the means for it to be observed – the Law written on the heart by the Holy Spirit.  The new covenant contains still another new element – the inclusion of the Gentiles. 

The new covenant came into being through Jesus Christ.  He announced the establishment of this covenant during the Lord’s Supper (Lk 22:20).  The shedding of blood was necessary for the covenant’s establishment, which Jesus did through His death (Heb 9:15-20).  So then, all the covenants find their fulfillment in Jesus Christ.  He is the “Seed of the woman,” the “Seed of Abraham,” and the “Son of David,” through whom all the promised covenant blessings come.  He fulfilled all the conditions required by God in all previous covenants.  In Him, all God’s promises are “Yes” (2 Cor 1:20).

Robertson provides the following example of the interconnectedness of all the covenants.  First, the initial Passover in Egypt, which subsequently became prescribed in the Sinaitic covenant, accomplished the deliverance promised to Abraham (Gen 15:13-14).  Second, in the covenant of Sinai, God mentions Israel’s deliverance from Egypt in fulfillment of His promise to Abraham (Ex 20:1).  In addition, God commissioned Joshua to conquer the land that He previously gave as an inheritance to Abraham and his descendants.  Yet, possession of the land depended on keeping the Law (Deut 28).  Furthermore, one can note a connection between the Sinaitic and Davidic covenants in that David charged his son Solomon to observe the Law of Moses (1 Chr 22:13).  In the end, however, Israel forfeited the kingdom due to disobedience to the Law. 

The epistles of the apostles also allegedly indicate the uninterrupted nature of the “covenant of grace.”  Paul apparently sees the continuation of circumcision in the rite of water baptism.  Circumcision symbolizes the removal of the sinful nature in the new covenant (Col 2:12).  Furthermore, Paul considers the gift of the Spirit a part of the Abrahamic covenant (Gal 3:14; сf. Ezek 36:27).  It seems that over time, the Abrahamic covenant “expanded” to include elements of subsequent covenants. 

Finally, proponents of covenant theology see in the oft-repeated phrase “I will be their God, and they will be My people” an indication of the interconnectedness and interdependence of the covenants.
  God’s purpose in all the covenants was the same – fellowship with people. 

Robertson, along with other covenant theologians, suggests that the blessings promised to Israel in the Old Testament belong to the Church.  In particular, the predicted reunification of the Northern and Southern Kingdoms of Israel (Jer 50:4; Ezek 34:23) is accomplished through the unification of all believers in Jesus Christ (Jn 10:16).
  Israel’s restoration to the Promised Land (i.e., Canaan) symbolized the coming of a new heaven and a new earth.
  The prophetic predictions for the city of Jerusalem are for the Church (Heb 12:22-23; Gal 4:25-26).  So then, many elements that once referred to the material blessing of Israel typologically represent spiritual blessing for the Church.  The kingdom of Christ is a spiritual kingdom.
  

Along with the “classic” covenant view that Israel no longer holds any special place in God’s plan, there exists a more moderate view called “historical premillennialism.”  It teaches that there is only one people of God – the Church.  At the same time, in light of Paul’s teaching in Romans 8:29 and Romans chapter 11, at the end of time all national Israel, living at that time, will believe in Messiah Jesus and come into the Church.  Thus, believing Jews along with believing Gentiles will compose a unified people of God and inherit together all God’s promises. 

b. Evaluation of Covenant Theology

Covenant theology has its good and bad points.  It correctly affirms the unity of God’s people (see Eph 2:13-16; Rom 11:17-18).  As we saw in our biblical survey, believers in Jesus are the true descendants of Abraham, and, through Christ, the Church is the heir of the blessings of Abraham and the kingdom of David.  It is also correct to say that over the course of time God’s covenants undergo development and find their culmination in the new covenant, which was promised in the Old Testament and established by the Lord Jesus for the Church (Lk 22:20). 

Yet, there are significant problems with this approach.  First, there is no recognition of the “law of Christ” replacing the Mosaic legislation, as demonstrated in the previous chapter.  Second, this school of thought rejects the clear teaching of God’s blessing for Abraham’s physical descendants, i.e., ethnic Israel, for whom the Old Testament promises will also find fulfillment. 

It is also misguided to think that the Church completely replaces Israel, or that the Old Testament promises to Israel typologically relate only to the Church.  Here, the moderate view “historical premillennialism” is far superior to the classic view.  Adherents of this view, on the one hand, hold to the unity of God’s people, yet correctly view God’s end time plan for national Israel.  At the end, the Jews, living at that time, will turn to Messiah Jesus and will enjoy all God’s blessings together with Christ’s Church.  

2. Dispensationalism

а. Description of dispensationalism 

Dispensationalism was popularized in the 19th century by John Darby, a leader among the Plymouth Brethren.  It gained momentum through Charles Scofield’s publication of a well-received Bible with commentary based on this view. 

The term “dispensationalism” comes from the word “dispensation.”  According to Scofield, a dispensation is “a period of time during which man is tested in respect of obedience to some specific revelation of the will of God.”
  Blaising describes a dispensation as “a distinctive way in which God manages or arranges the relationship of human beings to Himself.”
  In other words, periodically God alters His relation to humans, establishing different requirements and offering different promises.  Adherents of dispensationalism believe that in the course of human history, God made various covenants with various groups of people.

The initial dispensation was the “dispensation of innocence,” which relates to the time before the Fall.  The second dispensation was the “dispensation of conscience” from Adam to Noah.  During that time God required obedience to conscience.  The third dispensation was the “dispensation of human government” from Noah to Abraham, during which people were expected to obey human leaders.  In the fourth dispensation, the “dispensation of promise” from Abraham to Moses, God expected His people to believe in the promise made to Abraham.  The fifth dispensation was the “dispensation of Law” from Moses to Christ, which applied to the children of Israel, who were expected to observe the Mosaic legislation.  The sixth dispensation, the “dispensation of grace,” lasts from the first until the second coming of Christ and applies to the Church.  In it, salvation comes by grace through faith in Jesus Christ. 

The final dispensation will be the “dispensation of the millennial kingdom” from the second coming of Christ to Judgement Day, when Jesus will rule upon the earth.
  Classic dispensationalists believe that this period belongs exclusively to national Israel.  Although during the Great Tribulation, most of the Jews will support Antichrist, a select group (144,000 in number) will be faithful to God, acknowledge Jesus as Messiah, and inherit together with Him the messianic kingdom.  During the millennium, the Old Testament Law will be reenacted, as well as the temple order, the Jewish feasts, and animal sacrifices (not for the purpose of redemption, but for thanksgiving).
 

It is thought that it was necessary for God to make various covenants, because none of them fully succeed.  In each system, God is not able to establish His kingdom among people and secure their obedience.
  According to Scofield, even God’s covenant with Abraham was unsuccessful, since when the Law came, Israel rejected the way of grace offered in the Abrahamic covenant.
  Early dispensationalists even claimed that the sixth dispensation, the “dispensation of grace,” will also fall short of expectations, since the Plymouth Brethren, founders of the movement, saw the Church in a pitiful condition and, therefore, separated themselves from other Christian confessions.
 

Dispensationalists seek confirmation of their theory both in Scripture and in church history.
  They rely heavily on the New Testament term ὸικονομία (oikonomia), found in Ephesians 1:10; 3:2, 9 and Colossians 1:25, which they equate with a dispensation.
  In Galatians chapters 3-4, we read of a transition from the “time of the Law” to the “time of Christ.”  The second century Church Father, Irenaeus, spoke of four covenants between humanity and God, and Augustine spoke of various 1000-year dispensations in history.
  

Dispensationalism has undergone certain adaptations.
  The original teaching, advanced by Darby and Scofield, is now called “classic dispensationalism.”  In the 1960’s, some dispensationalists made modifications in the system and formed “revised dispensationalism.”  In the 1990’s, still other developments took place resulting in “progressive dispensationalism.”  We will investigate each in turn.   

Classic dispensationalism works off the conviction that there exists two types of saved individuals: the earthly and the heavenly.
  “Heavenly people” are those who, in their time, observed the requirements of their dispensation and, therefore, are worthy to participate in the resurrection from the dead and dwell eternally with God in heaven.  The Church, to whom belongs the sixth dispensation, is part of this “heavenly throng.”  The “earthly people” will live eternally on the new earth in immortal bodies following the culmination of the messianic kingdom.  Their eternal dwelling will be the New Jerusalem.  Concerning the dispensational approach to biblical interpretation (hermeneutics), the literal meaning of the text reveals God’s plan for His earthly people, whereas a typological approach shows us what He has planned for his heavenly people.
 

Classic dispensationalism also teaches that the sixth dispensation was a “parenthetical dispensation.”  This means that if Israel had accepted Jesus as Messiah, the fifth dispensation would have led directly into the seventh dispensation, that is, the messianic kingdom.  So then, the sixth dispensation was “parenthetical” and came into existence due to Messiah’s rejection by His Old Testament people. 

Classic dispensationalism also holds that the “Kingdom of God” differs from the “Kingdom of Heaven,” of which Matthew writes in his Gospel.  The “Kingdom of God” is God’s personal reign over the lives of believers in Him in all dispensations.  Matthew’s term “Kingdom of Heaven,” however, refers to God’s earthly reign over His people.  All believers in all dispensations are participants in the Kingdom of God, but only Israel qualifies for the Kingdom of Heaven.  It is thought that Jesus preached to the Jews of His day not the gospel of grace, but the gospel of the kingdom, that is, the invitation to inherit the messianic kingdom (the Kingdom of Heaven) through faith in Him.  The gospel of grace was only first preached during Paul’s time.  After the rapture of the Church, the gospel of the kingdom will again be preached.
 

Concerning God’s covenants, the Sinaitic and Davidic covenants were made with Israel, yet debate exists about who participates in the new covenant spoken of in the Old Testament (i.e., Jeremiah 31).
  Some claim that the new covenant applies only to Israel, while others theorize two “new covenants”: one for Israel and another for the Church.  Still others hold that, although the new covenant is for Israel, it may typologically apply to the Church as well.  As far as the Abrahamic covenant, dispensationalists assume that Abraham has two sets of offspring: physical (Israel) and spiritual (Church). 

“Revisional dispensationalism” suggests the following adaptations to the classic form.
  First, God’s people are not separated into “heavenly” and “earthly” people.  All believers share the same inheritance, whether in heaven, or on earth.  However, the distinction between Israel and the Church is preserved – there are separate people of God, and He accomplishes His plans for them separately.  Unlike classic dispensationalism, revisional dispensationalism rejects a typological/allegorical interpretation of Scripture.  When the Old Testament talks about Israel, it means Israel alone.
 

Revisionists also object to the claim made by some early dispensationalists, that during the fifth dispensation, salvation was obtained by keeping the Mosaic Law.  All dispensationalists today believe that salvation has always come by grace through faith.
  Walvoord states that the various dispensations propose “rules of life,” not “ways of salvation.”
 

Furthermore, revisionists draw no distinction between the Kingdom of God and the Kingdom of Heaven.  The terms are used interchangeably in Scripture.  Instead, they propose different understandings of God’s kingdom.  The typical view is that God has a “universal kingdom,” which concerns His sovereign position over all creation, and a “mediatorial kingdom,” which various individuals have administrated in their day, like Abraham, Moses, or David. At present, God’s “mediatorial kingdom” is inoperative, but will be restored when Christ returns.  Some revisionists, though, are ready to say that one can term God’s present rule over the Church as His “spiritual” or “hidden” kingdom, which, nonetheless, differs from His messianic reign through the coming Son of David.
  

The final type of dispensationalism is “progressive dispensationalism.”
  According to this view, each dispensation continues on and develops further in the next dispensation, that is, it “progresses.”
  Additionally, progressive dispensationalists are open to more modern hermeneutical approaches and more ready to allow typological interpretation of the Old Testament.

In progressive dispensationalism, the main character in God’s plan is Abraham, to whom God promised to bless not only his physical descendants, but also all nations through him (Gen 12:3).  So then, the word of promise: “I will bless you” (Gen 12:2), which includes all the blessings of the new covenant, applies both to ethnic Israel and to the Church.  The Old Testament prophets echo the hope of the Gentiles inclusion in the blessing of Abraham (Isa 49:6-8; 55:4-5).  Therefore, believers in Jesus inherit the blessing of Abraham.  The Church qualifies for these blessing due to their position in Christ, which includes their future participation, as Christ’ bride, in the millennial kingdom of Messiah.
 

At the same time, the Church’s inheritance of Abraham’s blessing does not imply that God’s new covenant people have replaced His old covenant people.  God’s Old Testament promises are fulfilled in the Church in an “inaugural” sense only.  Their ultimate fulfillment belongs to Israel, the physical descendants of Abraham.  By God’s grace, the Church is allowed to participate in the blessings that by rights belong to Israel.

Although progressive dispensationalism teaches that both Jews and Gentiles are equal members of Messiah’s kingdom, all dispensationalists of every variety agree that one must preserve the distinction between ethnic Jews and non-Jews.  Before God, these two groups maintain their special status, and God’s promises are fulfilled in them in different senses.

Progressive dispensationalism, then, differs radically from the previous two types, which consider each dispensation as a closed system to be examined separately.  In fact, proponents of classic and revisional dispensationalism consider the “progressive” variety a distortion of true dispensationalism.
  Unlike progressive dispensationalism, the more traditional views tend to reject any fulfillment of Old Testament promises in the Church, and feel that when New Testament authors cite Old Testament verses, it is simply for the purpose of comparison or illustration.
  

The hottest dispute between progressive dispensationalism and the more traditional views, though, is the question of the Davidic covenant.  Progressive dispensationalism teaches that Jesus is presently enthroned in heaven on the throne of David and rules in that capacity over the Church in anticipation of his future millennial reign on earth.  Peter indicates this in his Pentecost sermon (Acts 2:34-36). 

For it was not David who ascended into heaven, but he himself says: “The LORD said to my Lord, ‘Sit at My right hand, until I make your enemies a footstool for your feet.’”  Therefore let all the house of Israel know for certain that God has made Him both Lord and Christ this Jesus whom you crucified.

Classic and revisionist dispensationalists insist that the Davidic kingdom in now on hold, to be resumed only at Jesus’ second coming.
  Jesus was announced the Messiah at His birth (Lk 2:11), but He does not fill that role until He comes again in glory.  Progressive dispensationalists, though, do not differentiate the Davidic kingdom from the “spiritual” kingdom of Messiah.  They teach a unity in God’s kingdom, recognizing two aspects in it: spiritual and political, which come into force sequentially or progressively.   

Dispensationalists of all types, though, insist that the New Testament never speaks of the Church as the “new Israel.”
  The term “Israel” always refers to the physical descendants of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.  When, in Galatians 6:16, Paul speaks of the Church and the “Israel of God” separately, he thereby indicates their separate status before God.  We see a separate listing of the two groups as well in 1 Corinthians 10:32: “Give no offense either to Jews or to Greeks or to the church of God.”  

When, in Ephesians 2:15, Paul speaks of “one new man” in Christ, consisting of both Jews and Gentiles, he has in view believing Jews and believing Gentiles together in the Church.  National Israel remains a separate entity and God’s plan for it is accomplished separately.  Similarly, Romans 2:25-29 and Romans 9:6 do not equate believing Gentiles with Jews.  Paul is simply making the point that believing Jews differ from unbelieving Jews. 

Furthermore, all dispensationalists affirm that God has temporarily suspended the accomplishment of His plan for Israel.
  Jesus offered the kingdom to the Jews of His day through repentance, but the majority rejected it.  Daniel also speaks of the suspension of God’s plan for Israel in his prophecy about the 70 weeks, where the fulfillment of the final week awaits a far future date (Dan 9:24-27).  God is nonetheless committed to fulfill His promises specifically to Israel, and will in time bring them to pass. 

We will conclude with further arguments in support of dispensationalism as a whole.  First, God’s covenant with Israel is eternal (Gen 13:15; 17:7; 2 Sam 7:16; 2 Kin 21:7).  Second, Jesus predicted the fulfillment of the “the times of the Gentiles” (Lk 21:24).  Third, Jesus foretold that Israel would someday cry out, “Blessed is he who comes in the name of the LORD” (Matt 23:39), i.е. Israel will acknowledge Jesus as Messiah.  Moreover, Paul taught that the gifts and calling of God are irrevocable (Rom 11:29), which means that His promises to the Jews are still in force.  In addition, Romans speaks of a massive Jewish conversion to Messiah during the last days (Rom 11:25-27).

Dispensationalists also note that Jesus chose the term translated ἐκκλησία (ecclesia) to describe His Church.  In the Septuagint, the word ἐκκλησία (ecclesia), as a rule, does not apply to Israel.  If Jesus had meant that the Church would replace Israel, then one might expect to see it described by the term συναγωγή (sunagoge) instead, which in the Septuagint denotes Israel.  Finally, Jesus spoke of new wineskins for new wine (Mk 2:22), which again indicates the existence of two peoples of God: the old wineskins, i.e., Israel, and the new ones, i.e., the Church.  

b. Evaluation of Dispensationalism

One cannot dispute the claim that, according to Scripture, God will keep His covenant with the people of Israel and, in the end, lead them into His kingdom.  It is unthinkable that after such a long and painful history with His Old Testament nation, God would now abandon them and renege on His covenant with Abraham.  In addition, the idea of Israel’s future restoration fully agrees with Paul’s teaching in Romans 11.  On that basis, it is fair to assume a future massive conversion of the Israeli nation to Messiah Jesus.

We may also comment that the more contemporary approaches to dispensationalism have made some needed corrections to the classic form.  Based on Scripture, we may reject the mistaken distinction between the Kingdom of God and the Kingdom of Heaven, since in the Bible they are totally synonymous.  Similarly, it is improper to divide God’s people by the categories “heavenly” and “earthly” with different outcomes in eternity.  We also applaud the rejection of the teaching that the fifth dispensation required salvation through the Mosaic Law.  Also erroneous is the idea that God had to make various covenants because the previous ones failed.  Bases on our previous study, we can clearly see development in God’s plan through the progression of covenants to a successful conclusion. 

Dispensationalism also made a giant step forward when some began to acknowledge that the new covenant is now being fulfilled (at least in part) in the Church.  Even a superficial understanding of Scripture is sufficient to see the implausibility of dispensationalism’s earlier claim.  Jesus clearly established the new covenant with His disciples at the Last Supper (Lk 22:20) and Paul calls himself a “minister of the new covenant” (2 Cor 3:6).  One must also acknowledge that the prophecy of Joel 2:28-29 was fulfilled in the Church (Acts 2:16-21). 

Progressive dispensationalism also correctly claims that Jesus Christ now reigns as Messiah, as was clearly proven earlier.  In addition to what was said then, in Acts 15:14-18, James bases his claim that the Gentiles are now welcome in the Church on the fact that the “tabernacle of David” has been restored by Christ.  It seems that, in the final analysis, progressive dispensationalism shares many features with the covenant theology variant “historical premillennialism” described earlier.

Yet, the dispensationalist system itself is subject to several criticisms.  First, why coin a new term, i.e., “dispensation,” to describe a biblical phenomenon that is otherwise clearly depicted in Scripture under the term “covenant?”  In fact, the division of the biblical material into “covenants” by some, and so-called “dispensations” by others, for the most part overlap. 

We may also challenge the claim that during the millennial kingdom, the temple rituals will be reinstated, including animal sacrifices.  We know that Jesus fulfilled the old covenant in its entirety, including the sacrificial system.  The only passage of Scripture that may indeed support that theory is Ezekiel chapters 40-48.  Yet, here we are dealing with a symbolic representation of the last days, expressed in apocalyptic form.  It is improper to base an entire doctrine on such a passage without support from other didactic passages in the Bible. 

Another weakness is preserving the distinction between Israel and the Church beyond the establishment of Messiah’s earthly kingdom.  Both groups will reign with Christ, inherit all the promises of God, experience the resurrection from the dead, and live forever on the New Earth.  Why, then, maintain this distinction?  If God has already joined the Jews and Gentiles in one Body in Christ, then who has the right to divide them for the sake of consistency in a theological system? 
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