Israel/Church Distinction

If we recall the second rule for proper prophetic interpretation of LaHaye, we are told that we need a distinction between Israel and the Church.  That in itself is one of two rules that are “essential keys” to understanding end-times events.  Where is this rule given?  It’s not found in the pages of Scripture.  It is imported from the minds of those previously committed to an anti-Semitic understanding of prophecy.

LaHaye claims that 

First, one must interpret the Bible literally unless the context provides good reason to do otherwise.  Second, we must understand that Israel and the church are distinct!  They had different beginnings, purposes, commissions, and they have different futures.  If a person fails to acknowledge these two facts of Scripture, all discussion and argument is fruitless.  The issue is not so much prophecy as it is one’s view of Scripture and the church.

What is truly staggering is that LaHaye argues that these two points are “facts of Scripture.”  Where does the Apostle Paul say “To the Corinthians, you must understand that Israel and the Church are distinct or I won’t talk to you anymore”?


Where does any author of Scripture lay claim that “all discussion and argument is fruitless” if one does not accept LaHaye’s Israel/Church distinction?  This is extremely arrogant.


“But what is the Church?” one may ask.  One believer in the pre-trib rapture helps us identify our terms as either “church includes saints of all ages,” or “applies only to a certain body of saints, namely, the saints of this present dispensation.”
  Belief in the pre-tribulation rapture necessitates the second definition, namely, that the “Church” is limited to the Saints from Pentecost to the Pre-Tribulation Rapture.


No one is claiming that the Church is actually Old Testament national, physical Israel.  It is more a matter of who is a part of the body of Christ.  How many bodies of believers are there?  Pre-tribulation believers are convinced that there are at least two different people of God.

Dispensationalism is a system of theology based on the distinction between “Israel” and the Church.  As one noted Dispensationalist claims, the “essence of dispensationalism, then, is the distinction between Israel and the Church.”
  The concept of a future Tribulation in which the Gentile Church is absent relies upon that system of theology.

Why is this important?  If there is no distinction between the Church and Israel, then there the doctrine of the pre-tribulation rapture is without purpose and is moot.  The pre-trib rapture depends on the distinction.  

If the term church includes saints of all ages, then it is self-evident that the church will go through the Tribulation, as all agree that there will be saints in this time of trouble.  If, however, the term church applies only to a certain body of saints, namely, the saints of this present dispensation, then the possibility of the translation of the church before the Tribulation is possible and even probable.

We should not be surprised, then, to discover LaHaye’s adamant protestations that “[f]ailure to comprehend that fact [his Israel/Church distinction] will hinder anyone’s understanding of prophecy.”
  But we should respond, that it does not “hinder” our interpretation of Scripture.  It does, however, stop us from drawing conclusions that necessarily result in a pre-tribulation rapture.   

Additionally, because of this foundational teaching of Dispensationalism, there arises a need for a time period in which these promises to Old Testament Israel can be completed.  If the post-Pentecost period is that time of fulfillment, the doctrine of a future Jewish-Age-Millennium fails.  Without that future Millennium, there is no Tribulation in the future where the Church will be absent.  If there is no future Tribulation, like the one described by Dispensationalists, there is no pre-tribulation rapture.

Once a particular theological bias such as the “Israel/Church” distinction is inserted into our study of Scripture, of course we will end up with what are really just foregone conclusions.  It’s not really a study at all if we set out and determine our ending place before we get there.

The book Rapture Under Attack identifies four reasons why the Church is a separate entity:

1. They have different originators.

2. They have different foundations.

3. They have different purposes.

4. Their prophetic futures are different.

The first reason given for separation between Israel and the Church is one of unity of origin.  LaHaye claims that the two are not united because Israel physically came from “a unique manner not only in the selection of Abraham and Sarah, but also in the choosing of their son Isaac’s wife to preserve their ethnic identity.”
  The Church, however, was founded on Christ’s promise, “as He promised in Matthew 16:13-20 and sent the Holy Spirit to indwell it.”
 This is based on Peter’s proclamation in Matthew 16:18, where Jesus says that He will build His church on “upon this rock.”  This is hardly a physical origin of the Church, yet this is the contrast that LaHaye offers up to the reader.


LaHaye appears to be arguing that physical Israel is not the spiritual Church.  There is no quarrel with this claim.  But the reader may assume from the lack of definition in Rapture Under Attack, that LaHaye’s opponents are saying natural Israel is the Church.  No citations are given by LaHaye to validate his claim, and as close as we come to finding a definition of his terms is the statement about the physical origin of Israel compared to the spiritual origin of the “rock” that Jesus mentions in Matthew 16:18.  So it is rather safe to assume that he is not presenting an argument between (a) believers of all time with (b) believers between Pentecost and the pre-trib rapture.  He is rather posing the argument as one between physical/natural Israel and “gentile church” established after Jesus was crucified.

The second reason given by LaHaye as to why the Israel and the Church should be considered distinct is that “they have different foundations.”  He then gives us a definition of the physical founding of the Church as occurring “after Christ died...and ascended into heaven.”
  He then proceeds to inform the reader that Israel was founded “on God’s promises to her, which are still in force and will yet be fulfilled,”
 thus giving us a spiritual, or perhaps, goal-oriented foundation.  

One could hardly doubt that the two events, Abraham and Pentecost, are two distinct physical events and still be considered rational.  Still, it does appear that the reasons given us in Rapture Under Attack are not well-thought through or cohesive.  We shouldn’t compare physical vs. spiritual origins and then draw the conclusion that one’s opponents are guilty of this kind of slight-of-hand negligence.  Let us, instead, compare promises with future fulfillments or the lack of fulfillment if we are to determine a shared unity or disunity between these groups of believers.


Let us grant, for a moment, that LaHaye takes issue with the definition of the Church as “believers of all ages” as his colleagues do (as seen above).  How are the two groups of believers identified?  We are not primarily concerned with unbelief in the Church or in the nation of Old Testament Israel.  Our concern here is with how Scripture identifies believers only.  Are New Testament believers a part of something that includes Old Testament believers?  Are they distinct or are they united?  What is their condition in Christ?  Or do they “both” have a part in Christ at all?  


We will address the first two objections of LaHaye in the following section, since complaints are so similar regarding the spiritual foundations of “Israel” and the Church.  We will not address whether or not the physical founding of either group is identical, since Israel was brought about as a nation some 1500 years prior to Pentecost.  That would be plain silly.  We are asking, again, what role, condition or position do believers in the New Testament find themselves in relation to the promises of the Old Testament or the lack of such condition.

Unity or Disunity?

Ephesians 2:11-3:12.  

11. Therefore remember that formerly you, the Gentiles in the flesh, who are called “Uncircumcision” by the so-called “Circumcision,” which is performed in the flesh by human hands—remember that you were at that time separate from Christ, excluded from the commonwealth of Israel, and strangers to the covenants of promise, having no hope and without God in the world.
The Apostle Paul, in his letter to the Ephesians, who were Gentiles by birth and culture, prefaces the above text by stating their position in Christ.  They were “dead in their trespasses and sins” (v. 1), but God had made them “alive together with Christ” (v. 5).  He then reminds his audience that God has created them “in Christ Jesus for good works” beforehand (v. 10).  

In 2:11-12, Paul begins an even greater discourse by comparing their status in Christ to their position before they came to know Him.  They, as Gentiles, were at one time:

1. Separate from Christ.

2.  Excluded from the commonwealth of Israel. 

3. Strangers to the covenants of promise. 

4. Having no hope.

5. Without God in the world.

Having been separate from Christ (1.) in the past, the Gentiles now find themselves as being reconciled by the blood of Christ:  “But now in Christ Jesus you who formerly were far off have been brought near by the blood of Christ” (2:13)


At one time they had been excluded from the commonwealth of Israel (2.), but now they “are no longer strangers and aliens, but you are fellow citizens with the saints, and are of God’s household” (2:19).  They are now part of the commonwealth of the saints.  Notice that the “saints” mentioned here are in relation to Israel and not Gentiles.

Without Christ, they were strangers to the covenants of promise (3.), but now that they are in Christ, “the Gentiles are fellow heirs and fellow members of the body, and fellow partakers of the promise in Christ Jesus through the Gospel” (3:6).  Here we discover that “the body” was something that predated the Gentiles being brought into Christ and that the promise of the Gospel is not unique to the Gentile church.

The Gentiles had no hope (4.), but now in Christ “we have boldness and confident access through faith in Him” (3:12).

And finally, the Gentiles were without God in the world (5.), but now are “one body” (2:16), they have “access in one Spirit to the Father” (2:18), they are of “God’s household” (2:19), they have grown into “a holy temple in the Lord” (2:21) and they are “being built together into a dwelling of God in the Spirit” (2:21).  

Their condition has changed.  They are no longer separate from the people of God (Israel), but have been brought near.  It was this that Isaiah prophesied of in Isaiah 57:19, “And He came and preached peace to you who were far away, and peace to those who were near.”  It is this very verse from the Old Testament that the Apostle Paul uses to justify his theological point about the Gentiles being brought into the commonwealth of Israel.  They are no longer far off aliens and strangers; they have been brought into “one body” and made a part of “God’s household.”

As Edmund Clowney observes:

  Separation from Christ meant exclusion from all the privileges of God’s chosen people.  Withouth Christ, heathen Gentiles were also without citizenship in Israel.  They had not stake in God’s promises, nor were they joined to his covenant.  They were without hope because they were without God.

  But then come the total change.  Those who were afar off are brought near through the blood of Christ.  He has made Jews and Gentiles one, reconciling them both in his one body through the cross.  Both have the same access, in one Spirit, to the Father.  No longer are Gentile Christians aliens from the commonwealth of Israel; they are now fellow-citizens with Jewish saints, included in God’s covenant, heirs of his promises, members of the household of God.

We should remember, however, that the one of the two most important rules to interpreting prophecy, according to LaHaye, is that “we must understand that Israel and the church are distinct.”
  It is also important to remind the reader that if he or she fails to keep that distinction, “all discussion and argument is fruitless.”  Well, so much for the book of Ephesians.  Out it goes!

Did the Apostle Paul suddenly stop being a part of Israel when he became a Christian?  How about the other Apostles?  When Pentecost arrived, did they suddenly stop being a part of Israel?

One very well known advocate of the Israel/Church distinction went so far as to claim: 

The expression ‘in Christ’ is uniformly used in the New Testament, wherever it has theological meaning, as a reference to those who have been baptized by the Spirit into the body of Christ, and is never used in reference to saints before the Day of Pentecost.
 [emphasis added]

Let’s briefly turn back to Ephesians 2:11-22.  “Therefore remember that formerly you, the Gentiles...were at that time separate from Christ, excluded from the commonwealth of Israel...but now in Christ Jesus...you are fellow citizens with the saints...” and in 3:6, “the Gentiles are fellow heirs and fellow members of the body, and fellow partakers of the promise in Christ Jesus through the Gospel.”  

It should be fairly obvious that the term “in Christ” does appear and it is in direct reference to Israel.  It appears at least three more times earlier in chapter two.  Both “categories” of people are mentioned as being in Christ.  Israel and the Gentiles are not separate; they are one in Christ our Lord.

Romans 11:11-24


There remains much debate on the implications of a future for the physical nation of Israel in the plan of God.  Our discussion and conclusions do not necessarily rely on one interpretation over another.  Whether a large-scale conversion of physical Israel is yet future or whether Paul was speaking simply of a continual and growing conversion of ethnic Jews before the second coming of Christ, does not affect the single question we are raising here.  Namely, “what is the condition of Gentile believers in relation to believing Israel?”  Do we see one group of believers (of all ages) or do we see different and distinct groups of believers separated by Pentecost and the pre-tribulation rapture?


Assuming that Paul is speaking of national, ethnic, natural, physical Israel in the first 10 verses of Romans 11, should not meet with much controversy by LaHaye or others who hold his position.
  


In verse 17, we learn that some branches of “the olive tree” have been broken off.  Some branches have also been grafted in to the true olive tree from a wild olive.  The wild branches, having now been grafted in to the “cultivated olive tree” (v. 24), have “become partaker with them of the rich root of the olive tree.”  Who are the wild branches?  The “Gentile” believers mentioned in verses 11-13.  The natural branches “were broken off for their unbelief,” in reference to “natural” or “unbelieving” Israel.  


So the wild branches are now partaking of the benefits of the rich root of the natural olive tree.  They are now part of and supported by the root (v. 18).  These wild branches are grafted in based on faith, not of natural origin.  If branches are taken out based on unbelief, Paul argues, then do not be arrogant or conceited concerning your newfound inheritance.  

Tim LaHaye must deny that Gentile believers are united with believing Israel, for if he doesn’t deny the connection, his pre-tribulation rapture doctrine will fail.  He would have us believe that there are two distinct olive trees.  He argues that believers “of this age” have a different origin and foundation than Israel.  It is as if, in LaHaye’s view, there must be two trees, planted at different times in different gardens.  

The Apostle Paul reveals that there are not two distinct trees with different roots, but that believing Gentiles have been brought into the one, true root, believing Israel.  It is just as he argued in the previous chapter of Romans, “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” (Romans 10:12).  Believing Gentiles are represented, not as a different tree with a different purpose and different origin, but as wild branches that have been made a part of a single olive tree.  There are not multiple trees with separate purposes having different origins and foundations.  One tree, with a purpose of “the righteousness based on faith” (9:23-10:13), with its origin in the mercy of God (Romans 9:1-22).

The Apostle Paul is quite clear when he informs us in Romans 9:6-8 that

  For they are not all Israel who are descended from Israel; nor are they all children because they are Abraham’s descendants, but: “Through Isaac your descendants will be named.”  That is, it is not the children of the flesh who are children of God, but the children of the promise are regarded as his descendants.

It is not our physical origin that determines our status in the promise of Christ.  Those who are counted as having faith in Christ are truly the descendants of Abraham and heirs according to promise (Galatians 3:29).  

Galatians 3:6-29, especially 16, 29


By citing the events surrounding Cephas’ hypocrisy in front of the Gentiles, Paul reminds the Galatians that receiving the Spirit did not come by the works of the Law, but by “hearing with faith” (3:5).  To emphasize his point, the Apostle reflects on the real root of righteousness and blessing, that it is not through inheritance based on law otherwise it would not be a promise (v. 18).


Paul, in 3:6, quotes Genesis 15:6 to demonstrate that Abraham was not blessed because of the law, but because he believed God.  “Therefore,” Paul continues, “be sure that it is those who are of faith who are sons of Abraham” (v. 7).  He then proceeds in verse eight to demonstrate that the Scriptures prophesied “God would justify the Gentiles by faith” and this Gospel was the same that was “preached beforehand to Abraham, saying, ‘All the nations will be blessed in you.”  Here, we see Paul quoting Genesis 12:3, fulfilling the promise Old Testament promise of granting to Abraham the almost unbelievable promise of blessing to many nations and families.


It is not ethnic ancestry that makes one a descendant of Abraham.  In one rather explicit teaching, John the Baptist forcefully instructs the Pharisees and Sadducees that it is not their physical lines of genealogy that makes them children of Abraham, “for I say to you that from these stones God is able to raise up children to Abraham” (Matthew 3:7-9).

 “Now the promises were spoken to Abraham and to his seed” and find their fruition in Christ (v. 16) “so that the promise by faith in Jesus Christ might be given to those who believe” (v. 22). But the author of Rapture Under Attack still professes that “God’s promises to her [Israel]...are still in force and will yet be fulfilled.”
  

Paul proceeds to drive the point in Galatians that “Christ redeemed us from the curse of the Law...in order that in Christ Jesus the blessing of Abraham might come to the Gentiles, so that we would receive the promise of the Spirit through faith” (vs. 13-14).  

Paul, in numerous places, teaches us that we “are all sons of God through faith in Christ Jesus” (v. 26).  But if we recall the argument of Walvoord, “The expression ‘in Christ’ is...a reference to those who have been baptized by the Spirit into the body of Christ, and is never used in reference to saints before the Day of Pentecost,”
 we can see that some simply deny this beautiful doctrine of Scripture.  To preserve their end-times views, the unity of God’s people is forfeited.



Commenting on Galatians 3:29, Clowney clarifies:

Gentiles become full members of God’s people because they are joined to Christ, whose death is the only atoning sacrifice for Jew or Gentile.  As Adam represented the old humanity, bringing death on all, so a new humanity is created in Christ (Rom. 5:12ff).  The sin of those represented by him is put to his account, and his righteousness is put to theirs.

Not only are believing Gentiles fellow citizens, partakers, part of the same household, included in the commonwealth of Israel, grafted into the true olive tree and the fulfillment of Old Testament promises made to Abraham, but also, “if you belong to Christ, then you are Abraham’s descendants, heirs according to the promise” (v. 29).  And since “there is neither Jew nor Greek...you are all one in Christ Jesus”  (v. 28). 


In Philippians 3:1-11, we find the same concept of “true” in contrast to “false” Israel.  As Paul presents his argument, he uses the idea of “true circumcision” as opposed to “false circumcision” as a matter of belief in Christ, reminding us of his words in Ephesians chapter two.  It is “that which is through faith in Christ, the righteousness which comes from God on the basis of faith” that is the determining factor in one’s condition.

Clowney adds:

In the apostolic church, the controversy over circumcision took place only because both sides thought of the church as the true Israel.  Those who required Gentile Christians to be circumcised obviously thought that those converts were being added to God’s people.  Paul never challenged this.  He never explained that Christians were joining a new entity, the church, and not Israel, and that circumcision was therefore inappropriate.  On the contrary, he claimed for the church the true spiritual circumcision of Christ, gained by union with him.  Apart from Christ, circumcision was only mutilation of the flesh.

Which is true Israel?  True Israel is defined by the Apostle Paul as those who share belief in Christ.  Paul never identifies a believing Israel apart from a believing Gentile Church.  The Gentiles share in the “spiritual things” of those saints (Romans 15:27).  Natural, physical, ethnic Israel is a false circumcision.  The true Israel of God is one that is in Christ by faith and heirs of the promise.

Hebrews 11:39-40


Much of the same imagery and content found in the passages above are condensed in the words of Hebrews 11.  The motif of interest to us here is that if one endures in suffering for the sake of Christ, their “better possession” and “great reward” is none other than receiving “what was promised” (vs. 10:34-36).  

Verses 37 and 38 of chapter ten inform the reader of the content of that promise: “For yet in a very little while, He who is coming will come, and will not delay.  But my righteous shall live by faith; and if he shrinks back, My soul has no pleasure in him.”  We read the statement that “we are of those...who have faith” in verse 39, launching the writer of Hebrews into a lengthy treatise on examples and the definition of faith beginning in 11:1

We are shown examples of the faith of Abel, Enoch, Noah, Abraham, Sarah, Isaac, Jacob, Joseph, Moses, Rahab, Gideon, Barak, Samson, Jephthah, David, Samuel, the prophets, women and “others” (vs. 4-38).  

But none of them “did not receive what was promised” even though they gained approval through their faith (v. 39).  They “died in faith, without receiving the promises, but having seen them and having welcomed them from a distance” (v. 13).  These noted believers had faith, and though they did not receive the fulfillment of the promises, they saw them and “welcomed them from a distance.”  

What is the promise?  The answer is found in Hebrews 10:37.  “He who is coming will come, and will not delay.”  These Old Testament believers endured in their faith, conscious that they might not see the promise come to be realized in their time.  They were content in their faith in God.

Why did they not receive this promise?  “Because God had provided something better for us, so that apart from us they would not be made perfect” (v. 40).  Apart from who?  Those who have faith in Christ.  We are the ones who have seen the promise fulfilled.  It is Christ who is “the perfecter of faith” (12:2), in whom we have become as sons to God, enduring in His name, showing gratitude toward God “with reverence and awe” (12:28).  

We who believe in Christ will not be made perfect apart from those saints of old.  We share a common faith, we share the same promise and the “perfecter” of our faith is Jesus Christ our Lord.

Charles Haddon Spurgeon, evangelist and preacher, stated

Difference of dispensation does not involve a difference of covenant; and it is according to the covenant of grace that all spiritual blessings are bestowed. So far as dispensations reach they indicate degrees of knowledge, degrees of privilege, and variety in the ordinances of worship. The unity of the faith is not affected by these, as we are taught in the eleventh chapter of the epistle to the Hebrews. The faithful of every age concur in looking for that one city, and that city is identically the same with the New Jerusalem described in the Apocalypse as "a bride adorned for her husband.”

The foundation of our faith is Christ, the Messiah.  He is the one who was prophesied of as “He who is coming will come” and He has.  The promise to the Old Testament patriarchs, saints and martyrs has been fulfilled with us in mind and is not apart from us.  The promise of the Messiah is for all believers of all ages so that we will not be apart from any, but of one group, just as we are all descendants of Abraham according to the promise of God.

1 Peter 1:10-2:10


The Apostle Peter states that of all the trials that attend the believer, we will obtain “as the outcome of your faith the salvation of your souls” (v. 9).  And it is to “this salvation, the prophets who prophesied of the grace that would come to you...” (v. 10) sought to know what would follow and how events would transpire.  And it “was revealed to them that they were not serving themselves, but you, in these things which now have been announced to you” (v. 12).


This passage contains much of the content, in a more summarized fashion, as in Hebrews 11-12.  The prophets of the Old Testament prophesied of this grace that has come upon those living after the crucifixion and after Pentecost.  They were serving those who have now believed by making careful searches and inquiries in “these things which now have been announced to you through those who preached the gospel to you by the Holy Spirit sent from heaven” (v. 12).  


And, because of this new realization, believers are called to exemplify the beauties and excellencies of Christ.  Peter appeals to this group of people by reminding them that they are a “chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people for God’s own possession” and that “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” (vs. 9-10).  


The group that was “not a people” have become the people of God, a holy nation.  They have been brought into something they were previously foreign.  They were outside the mercy of God, and have now received mercy (cf. Hosea 2:23).  This group is part of the people of God of all time.  The prophets prophesied of this salvation that would come upon a future people.  This passage speaks all of inclusion into one race and nation without allowing any room for exclusion except for anything but unbelief.

The teaching according to Rapture Under Attack denies any shared foundation between believers of all ages.

2.  They have different foundations.

  Jesus Christ is the living foundation of the church (1 Corinthians 3:11).  He had not even been born at the time of Israel’s foundation....

  Israel was not founded on the finished work of Christ on the cross but on God’s promises to her, which are still in force and will yet be fulfilled.
  

A certain amount of caution should be exercised at this point.  LaHaye never explicitly defines Israel or the Church except to give “origins” and “foundations” of each.  We do find the Church described as being believers from Pentecost to the pre-tribulation rapture.  


LaHaye is not careful to avoid confusion on this issue.  He contrasts physical origins of Israel compared to spiritual promises to the Church as proof of his thesis.  He then compares physical origins of the Church and contrasts that with spiritual promises made to Israel in an attempt to prove different foundations.  This lacks consistency and coherency and destroys credibility.


Rapture Under Attack continually refers to promises that have yet to be fulfilled, but it is the Apostle Paul himself who argues strongly that we, as Gentiles, are in fact counted among the “Jerusalem above” for she is free and “she is our mother” (Galatians 4:26).  Abraham had two sons; one son was by “the free woman through the promise” (v. 23) and we “like Isaac, are children of the promise” (v. 28).  The other woman’s son “was born according to the flesh” (v. 22) and “corresponds to the present Jerusalem” (v. 25).  Gentile believers are born according to the Spirit and are included in the promise just as in the same condition as Isaac.


Additionally, LaHaye presents his argument as if there are numerous people who believe that national, physical, ethnic Israel is now the Church.  Our purpose here is not an attempt to prove that ethnic Israel has become the Church.  As we have seen in multiple texts, the “promise” made by God in the Old Testament has been fulfilled and this fulfillment is found to be inclusive of believers of all ages.  

This teaching is not some novelty invented in our present day.  The Scripture are replete with this instruction and so, too, was taught by those in the first generation of post-Apostolic believers.  Justin Martyr (100-165 AD), and early Christian “Church Father, taught the same.  In a “Dialogue with Trypho” (a Jew), Martyr comments:

As therefore from the one man Jacob, who was surnamed Israel, all your nation has been called Jacob and Israel; so we from Christ, who begat us unto God, like Jacob, and Israel, and Judah, and Joseph, and David, are called and are the true sons of God, and keep the commandments of Christ.

There are no multiple plans of God, one for Israel and one for the Gentile Church.  All the texts we have looked at speak quite clearly of “one household of God,” “one body,” “fellow citizens,” as Paul says, “for you are all sons of God through faith in Christ Jesus” (Galatians 3:26) and “heirs according to promise” (3:29).  This is truly an amazing and beautiful plan of God.  He has brought those who were outside and delivered them into His fold.  That is grace and that is wonderful mercy; God fulfills His promises!

Revelation 21:9-14

John, the Apostle, is given a vision of the “great city, the holy Jerusalem” (vs. 1, 2, 10).  This city has twelve gates and “names were written on them, which are the names of the twelve tribes of the sons of Israel” (v. 12; cf. Ezekiel 48:31).   “The New Jerusalem is the eternal residence of the children of God, and this is indicated at every gate.  None can enter who do not belong to that people; all who are within are understood to be of their number.”
  On the walls of this city are the names of the “twelve apostles of the Lamb” (v. 14).  


This city has several important features:

1.  It is a great city, the holy Jerusalem.

2.  It has a foundation built on the prophets and apostles.

3.  Christ is the chief cornerstone.

It is fascinating to note the similarity between this description of the “city of God,” this “heavenly Jerusalem” of Revelation 21, and the description of the Church in Ephesians 2:20-22.  Paul speaks of the church as “having been built on the foundation of the apostles and prophets, Christ Jesus Himself being the cornerstone” (v. 20).  Not only are we built on this foundation with Christ as the cornerstone, but “the whole building” is “growing into a holy temple in the Lord” and that this building is “being built together” from what had previously been two distinct groups (v. 21-22).

All three points outlined from Revelation 21 are found in Ephesians 2.  (1) The Church is described as a holy temple, a building that God has designed.  (2) This group is built on the “foundation of the apostles and prophets” and (3) Christ is the chief cornerstone.  We certainly don’t find two different foundations, as Tim LaHaye would have us believe.

It is just as Hebrews 12:22 describes us coming to “the city of the living God, the heavenly Jerusalem” so that our citizenship is a current reality.  We are surrounded by a “great cloud of witnesses” (12:1), ranging from Abel and Enoch to Moses, Abraham and David and that in this city of God, we have also come to the “general assembly and the church of the firstborn” and “to the spirits of the righteous made perfect” (v. 23).  In this “heavenly Jerusalem,” we have come to “Jesus the mediator of a new covenant” (v. 24), whose blood is better than that of Abel.

Here again, we see much language that is later echoed in Revelation 21.  (1) This is the city of the living God, the heavenly Jerusalem.  (2) It is a place where we find the “general assembly,” the “church of the firstborn who are enrolled in heaven” and the “spirits of the righteous made perfect.”  And finally, we have come to (3) Jesus, the mediator and His blood.  This kingdom we receive cannot be shaken.

In still another passage, the Apostle Peter informs us that the prophets prophesied of “this grace that would come to you,” which salvation “was revealed to them” before our time (1 Peter 1:10-12).  Peter describes believers as “as living stones” that are being “built up as a spiritual house for a holy priesthood” and that Christ Himself is “a choice stone, a precious corner stone” (2:1-8).

All three ideas found in Revelation 21 are to be found here in 1 Peter.  (1) It is a spiritual house, (3) laid on the chief cornerstone, Christ Jesus.  It is that which the (2) prophets prophesied of in the Old Testament.

So it is in Revelation 21:10-14, that we find believers of all ages brought together into one city, the city of the living God, the heavenly Jerusalem.  It’s foundation is made up from the Old Testament prophets and New Testament Apostles.  Their faith is our faith.  Christ Himself is the tie that binds us all together:  “And if you belong to Christ, then you are Abraham’s descendants, heirs according to the promise” (Galatians 3:29).  

Spurgeon’s comment on this them is insightful:  “The faithful of every age concur in looking for that one city, and that city is identically the same with the New Jerusalem described in the Apocalypse as ‘a bride adorned for her husband.’”

It is based on the texts above that the Church is not “Israel” as if there is one smooth continuous, national association.  The Church is the fulfillment of the promises made to Israel, made up of all believers of all ages, through, and only through Christ: “For as many as are the promises of God, in Him they are yes, therefore also through Him is our Amen to the glory of God through us” (2 Corinthians 1:20).

“3.  They have different purposes.”

Now we come to the third objection for an Israel/Church distinction.  Apparently, since “Israel was never given the great commission,”
 and the “church was given the promise and presence of the Holy Spirit with which to fulfill Christ’s ‘great commission,’” we should not confuse the two groups.  Israel’s purpose, according to Rapture Under Attack was to be a “torchbearer of God’s faithfulness” in order to “enjoy his blessings,” but mostly Israel “was a testimony to God’s judgment on sinners....”

It is at such an important juncture that LaHaye again fails to give any Scriptural support for his outlandish claims (no pun intended).  He does tell us that the “gates of hell shall not prevail against” the church and that the Great Commission is found in Matthew 28:19-20.  Yet neither passage says anything about a distinction between Israel and the Church.

And though we have already seen many passages that speak of a common purpose between believers of all ages, we should also take some time to look at additional passages that may further assist our study.

Genesis 12:1-3.

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 will 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.

Genesis 12:1-3 lay the foundation for three very important promises made to Abraham.  These three distinct blessings are given to Abraham in what is termed by theologians, the Abrahamic Covenant and are found repeated throughout Genesis:

1.  A promise of a seed (Genesis 12:2; 13:16; 15:5; 16:10; 17:2-6; 18:18; 22:17; cf. 20:4; 28:4, 14; 32:12)
.

2.  A promise of a land (Genesis 12:2, 7; 13:15, 17; 15:7, 18; 24:7; cf. 28:4).

3.  A promise of many nations/families (Genesis 12:3; 18:18; 22:18; cf. 26:4; 28:14).

Since LaHaye’s objection at this point has to do with differing “purposes,” let us see what we can gather from key passages concerning Old Testament promises and their purpose in God’s plan.


Of the many passages that speak of a promise of a seed given to Abraham, let us turn to Genesis 22.  We have just witnessed the offering of Isaac as a demonstration of Abraham’s faith in God.  Because Abraham was willing to give his only son, God repeats His promise that He “will greatly bless you” and that Abraham’s “seed shall possess the gate of their enemies” (v. 17).  Through this promise “all the nations of the earth shall be blessed” (v. 18).  

In an attempt to interpret Scripture as accurately as possible, we should try to find language of the same form with the same concept of meaning.  We do find similar statements in the New Testament.

The Seed


In Matthew 16:13, Jesus identifies Himself as the Son of Man.  Only one time does the Old Testament use the term, “the Son of Man,” and that is in Daniel 7:13.  In Daniel’s account, the Son of Man comes before the Ancient of Days and was given “dominion, glory and a kingdom” and “His dominion is an everlasting dominion which will not pass away; and His kingdom is one which will not be destroyed” (v. 14).  


It is Stephen, in Acts 7:48-49, that informs us that “the Most High does not dwell in Houses made by human hands; as the prophet says: Heaven is my throne, and earth is the footstool of My feet....”  In verse 56, Stephen says, “Behold, I see the heavens opened up and the Son of Man standing at the right hand of God.”


And as we witnessed earlier in this study, the Apostle Peter, in Acts 2, describes the fulfillment of the Davidic Throne promise as taking place at the resurrection.  It is this event that Daniel foresaw in the Old Testament.  Jesus has been seated on David’s throne and is reigning now.  The Son of Man has a kingdom that cannot be shaken (Hebrews 12:28), as in Acts 2:25 where we read “He is at my right hand, so that I will not be shaken.”


But now, in Matthew 16:18, Jesus blesses Peter with the words “upon this rock I will build My church; and the gates of Hades will not overpower it.”  That is, upon the confession that Jesus is “the Christ, the Son of the living God” (v. 16).


“The gates of Hades” will not overcome the church.  The gates of any city are not offensive weapons as some have considered it.  They are defensive barriers to the intrusion of a force offensively intruding into the city.  They are defensive and protective.  They guard against and keep safe the occupants who are hid behind.  Christ’s Gospel breaks down and will not be overcome by the defenses of the enemy.  There is nothing that is able to stand against His Word.


In Genesis 22:17, we find Abraham being blessed so that his “seed” will be numerous and that his seed will “possess the gate of their enemies.”  Here is the victory prophesied to Adam.  The enemies of the seed will be crushed.  The enemy cannot stand against the promised seed.  


The purpose of the seed in Genesis 22:17 is to possess that which belongs to its enemies.  But who is the seed?


Now the promises were spoken to Abraham and to his seed.  He does not say “And to seeds,” as referring to many, but rather to one, “And to your seed,” that is Christ” (Galatians 3:16). And just a few verses later, we find that “if you belong to Christ, then you are Abraham’s descendants, heirs according to the promise” (v. 29).  


With these texts in mind, we discover the following:

1. We find that Abraham’s seed will “possess” the gates of its enemies (Genesis 22:17).

2.  Christ is the “seed” of Abraham (Galatians 3:16).

3.  The Church is that which is based on faith in Christ (Matthew 16:18; Galatians 3:26).

4.  His kingdom is now in effect; He is enthroned beside the Father (Acts 2:25, 29-36).  The kingdom of the Son of Man is a dominion that cannot be shaken , nor will it be overcome (Daniel 7:13-14; Acts 2:25; Hebrews 12:28).  

5.  The enemies of the Church will never prevail because the Church is founded in Christ and He is the fulfillment of God’s promise to Abraham.  We are heirs of Abraham because, and only because, we are in Christ, the true seed (Matthew 16:18; Galatians 3).

Recalling the critique of LaHaye opposed to any continuity between believers of all ages (true Israel of the Old Testament and believers since Pentecost), we find that “the church, by contrast” is given the Great Commission and “according to our Lord’s promise, ‘the gates of hades shall not prevail against’ [the Church].”


Romans chapter nine is filled with language that speaks to advocates of an Israel Church distinction, as do the other letters of Paul.  Jesus Himself addresses the issue in quite a few places, as does the Council of Jerusalem.  The Scriptures speak much more to this issue in direct contradiction of LaHaye’s statements, as we shall see.

The Land


Belief in the pre-tribulation rapture also hinges on the “land promise” given to Abraham.  LaHaye claims that the 

Many unfulfilled promises of a kingdom of righteousness...will yet be fulfilled during the Millennial kingdom when Christ, the legal heir of David, will rule the world as King of kings and Lord of lords.  All the promises of greatness to the children of Israel will come to fruition at that time.

Why, do we ask, is there such a burden on LaHaye to make his point?  For the reason that if the promises to Israel are fulfilled in the Church, there is no reason for a pre-tribulation rapture and no earthly reason for a Millennial kingdom in which Christ will reign on the Davidic throne.  If Christ fulfills the throne promise now, or if the land promises somehow do not apply to some future time, dispensationalism and it’s daughter-doctrine, the pre-tribulation rapture, are without Biblical foundation and should be rejected in our churches.


The promise made to Abraham, again, is that Abraham will go “to the land which I will show you” (Genesis 12:1), and God will give him “this land to possess it (15:7), so that “to your descendants I have given this land, from the river of Egypt as far as the great river, the river Euphrates” (15:18).  

Concerning the Biblical view of the land, Dr. Gentry notes the following:

  The land of Israel is “His holy Land” (Lev. 25:23; Psa. 78:54).  It depends on His favor upon Israel (Hos. 9:3; Jer. 2:7) and His dwelling therein (Num. 35:34; Lev. 26), which continues as long as Israel is obedient to Him (Deut. 4:40; Isa. 1:19; Jer. 15:13-14; 17:1-4).  When Israel is rejected by God, the promise of the Land is rejected by God.

So what of the land promise mentioned in Scripture?  

If we turn to Joshua 11:21-12:1, we see that Joshua “took the whole land, according to all that the Lord had spoken to Moses” (v. 23).  Joshua cut off the other nations from this land and defeated the kings of the land, “whose land they possessed” (12:1).  


And after a lengthy description of the partitioning of the land that God has promised, it is recorded that “the Lord gave Israel all the land which He had sworn to give to their fathers, and they possessed it and lived in it” (Joshua 21:43), so “not one of the good promises which the Lord made to the house of Israel had failed; all came to pass” (v. 45).  Incredibly, Scripture’s account of these events is that all the promises that God had made had come to pass, including and focusing on the promise of the land.


Physically and naturally speaking, the land promise has been fulfilled in history.  When the Messiah came, however, we see a fuller and even clearer idea of the significance of those promises.


The Apostle Paul brings to us the proper perspective on these promises of God to Abraham in Romans 4:1-25.  Paul continues his discussion of sin, the law and righteousness by citing Abraham as an example of justification by faith and not through works.  


Paul asks the pointed question, “Or is God the God of the Jews only?  Is He not the God of the Gentiles also?  Yes, of the Gentiles also” (3:29).  In other words, Paul is asking if God is the God of those who are of the Law only.  Of course not.  God is the God of all who have faith in Jesus (3:26).  Is God the God of only those who have received circumcision?  No.  The God who justifies according to faith, justifies the “circumcised by faith and the uncircumcised through faith” is one God.  He is not confused in His purpose.  He has one purpose: He demonstrated His righteousness through Christ, where we find “propitiation in His blood through faith” (3:25-26).


Paul never speaks of justifying one group of believers, the circumcised, for a different purpose than the justification of the uncircumcised.  Paul’s argument is that God is one, He is the justifier of all who have faith in Christ.  If God, we can infer, were to justify two groups apart from each other, God would be confused in His purpose.  But God is unified, there are no multiple plans in God.  He deals with all believers of all ages in the same way, as Paul states, “in the forbearance of God He passed over the sins previously committed; for the demonstration, I say, of His righteousness at the present time” (3:25-26).


In chapter four, Paul notes that Abraham was not justified after he was circumcised 

...so that he might be the father of all who believe without being circumcised, that righteousness might be credited to them, and the father of circumcision to those who not only are of the circumcision, but who also follow in the steps of the faith of our father Abraham which he had while uncircumcised.  (Romans 4:11-12)

He is not the father of only those who have received circumcision, meaning physical descent, but Abraham is the “father” of all those who “follow in the steps of [his] faith.”  


Those who believe in the pre-tribulation rapture consistently deny that the Abrahamic promises apply to believers of the “Pentecost to Rapture” time frame.  Yet, it is the Apostle Paul who repeatedly reminds his audience that “the promise to Abraham or to his descendants that he would be heir of the world was not through the Law, but through the righteousness of faith” (4:13).  Paul clarifies the issue for us that if the heirs of the promise are those who are physical descendants only, then “faith is made void and the promise is nullified” (v. 14).  It is not natural descent that makes one an heir of the promise of God, but faith in Christ is the determining factor for defining those who the promises of Abraham are given.  


Clarity of the Abrahamic land promise is evident in Paul’s wording.  The “promise to Abraham” was “that he would be heir of the world” (Romans 4:13).  Paul has taken what was a promise, physically fulfilled in Joshua’s time, and now revealed as something greater, namely, that those who have faith in Christ are heirs of the world.  


Christ did not come to abolish, or even postpone, the “Law and the prophets,” He came to fulfill them (Matthew 5:17).  His mission was not to offer a kingdom to Israel, have it rejected, and then delay His kingdom until some thousands of years later when, separated by multiple “comings” and multiple resurrections, He would again institute the fulfillment of Old Testament promises.  He came to fulfill that which the Law and prophets foresaw.  He is the blessed Lamb of Old Testament typology.  He is the righteousness that surpasses that of the scribes and Pharisees.  

We are heirs, yes, even as post-Pentecost believers, to the promises given to Abraham.  Our inheritance is based in Christ through faith in His name.  We are among those who, Jesus tells us, shall inherit the earth (Matthew 5:5).  


Abraham did not desire “a country of his own,” he desired something far greater, “a better country, that is, a heavenly one” (Hebrews 11:14-16).  He died without receiving the promises (vs. 12-13), and though he and others of the Old Testament died in faith without receiving the promises, “apart from us they would not be made perfect” (11:39-40).  

The promises made to Abraham, the patriarchs and the prophets, properly understood in the revelation of Jesus Christ, are not fulfilled apart from us.  God has prepared a city for them (11:16), a “better country” which is a “heavenly one” (v. 16), and we post-Pentecost believers have come to this “city of the living God, the heavenly Jerusalem” (12:22), which is based in faith in Christ.  This is the majestic and complete fulfillment of the land promise made to Abraham.  


Unbelieving Israel, the natural, physical descent of Abraham, has been cut off from any inheritance (Romans 11).  The “false circumcision” has nothing to do with the promises of Abraham, because the “true circumcision” will receive the promises only “on the basis of faith” (Philippians 3:1-11).  

The Kingdom was taken away from those not producing fruit and given to a people who do produce fruit (Matthew 21:43; Luke 12:13-34).  They believed in Moses and the prophets, they did have faith in the promise of God (John 5:33-47).  They didn’t accept the message; they believed in the messenger.  

In contrast to those who believe in the pre-tribulation rapture and the divorce of the people of God, Scripture teaches that it is through faith in Christ “that we have access in one Spirit to the Father” (Ephesians 2:18).  Post-Pentecost believers are “no longer strangers and aliens, but you are fellow citizens” with true Israel (v. 19).  We are, just as believers of the Old Testament are, “built on the foundation of the apostles and prophets” (v. 19) with Christ as the pillar on which we all stand.  

In case any have missed the point so far of those who believe in a pre-tribulation rapture, we cite J. Dwight Pentecost as claiming the “term Israel is nowhere used in the Scriptures for any but the physical descendants of Abraham”

Jesus never tells us that He has different plans for different groups of believers in God.  Paul never indicates that anything other than unbelief separates groups of people.  

Those who receive the promise of Abraham include post-Pentecost believers.  We “are all one in Christ Jesus” for “if you belong to Christ, then you are Abraham’s descendants, heirs according to promise” (Galatians 3:28).  We are not separate from Israel, for we have been made a part of Israel (cf. Romans 11:13-24; Galatians 3:1-29).  We are the “Israel of God” (Galatians 6:16).  There is only one group of people in the plan of God that receives His great salvation:  Believers.  Believers of all ages are properly defined as, and only including, believers in Christ Jesus and they, and only they, are the heirs of the promises to Abraham.

The Families of the Earth and Many Nations


We must recall the importance of rejecting the continuity between Israel and the Church for those who hold the pre-tribulation rapture doctrine in such high esteem.  If the Church, in any way, fulfills the Old Testament promises made to Abraham, then the pre-tribulation rapture doctrine is without basis and its parent system of theology, dispensationalism, is without foundation.


God made this promise to Abraham: “I will make you a great nation...and in you all the families of the earth will be blessed” (Genesis 12:2-3).  


If the New Testament truly teaches the fulfillment of Old Testament land promises as taking place in unity with the Church, then it should come as no surprise that we return to many of the same passages we’ve investigated earlier and find the “many nations” promise discussed as well.  After all, the promise to Abraham was threefold:  He would receive a “seed,” a “land” and a “great nation,” in which “all the families of the earth will be blessed.”  


In Romans chapter four, we saw Paul’s understanding of the fulfillment, not only of the land promise (vs. 13-14), but , “the promise” is to “those of the faith of Abraham, who is the father of us all” (v. 16).  So Abraham is not only the physical father of many, to whom the original promise was made, but we are heirs of the true promise by faith.  It is not those “who are of the Law” who are heirs of the promise, but the promise to Abraham “is by faith” (vs. 14, 16).


Paul, again and again throughout his writings, informs us of the simple condition we find ourselves.  He says, “for they are not all Israel who are descended from Israel; nor are they all children because they are Abraham’s descendants” (Romans 9:6-7).  And in case there is any mistake, Paul clarifies his statement by telling us that “it is not the children of the flesh who are children of God, but the children of promise are regarded as his [Abraham’s] descendants” (v. 8).  


The Apostle cites Hosea 2:23 as applying to post-Pentecost believers.  We are vessels of mercy, prepared for glory, 

even us whom He also called, not from among Jews only, but also from among Gentiles.  As He says also in Hosea, “I will call those who were not My people, ‘My People,’ And her who was not beloved, ‘beloved.’”  And it shall be that in the place where it was said to them, ‘you are not My people,’ there they shall be called sons of the living God.”  (Romans 9:24-26).

Paul identifies the Gentiles as those who were not God’s people, but the prophet Hosea looked forward and saw the Church.  He prophesied that God would bring us in and we would be called “sons of the living God” in the place where we were formerly considered “not My People,” which place is the physical land of Israel.  Gentiles were considered outside the commonwealth of Israel, but now are a part of that people (Galatians 2:12, 3:6).  We are “the remnant” and the true “sons of Israel” (Romans 9:27), distinct only from unbelieving Israel.


Our father is Abraham according to faith.  The promise to Abraham that he would be the father of many nations, that he would be a great nation and through him all the families of the earth will be blessed, is fulfilled in the inclusion of post-Pentecost believers into the true Israel, the Israel of God (Galatians 6:16).


He is not the father of only those who have received circumcision, meaning physical descent, but Abraham is the true and prophesied “father” of all those who “follow in the steps of [his] faith” (Romans 4:12) according to the promise that he was given in Genesis 12:2-3.


The Apostle Peter knew that the promises of God to Abraham are fulfilled in the post-Pentecost believer.  It was “the prophets who have spoken, from Samuel and his successors onward” that “announced these days” (Acts 3:24).  The events transpiring when Peter uttered this announcement were after Pentecost, therefore part of the “church age,” which time period pre-tribulationists tell us cannot be a time of Old Testament prophetic fulfillment.  And thus, in Christ, “in your seed all the families of the earth shall be blessed” (v. 25).


All of mankind is heir to the promise of God to Abraham.  God has not limited the blessing to physical Israel only.  The prophets looked forward and spoke of Pentecost (Acts 2:14-36).  The event of Pentecost is also where Peter instructs his audience that Christ has ascended the Davidic Throne and is now reigning.


As far as this study has examined, there is definitely a continuity of Israel through the Gentiles.  It is this very issue that divided the council of Jerusalem in Acts 15.  Some early Christians believed that Gentiles who were coming to faith in Christ should be circumcised according to the Law of Moses (vs. 1, 5).  After quite a bit of debate, Peter stood up and argued that the Gentiles would “hear the word of the gospel and believe” (v. 7).  The Gentiles were given the same Holy Spirit and “He made no distinction between us and them, cleansing their hearts by faith” (vs. 8-9).  


Peter pinpoints the issue in verse 10 of the implications of distinguishing between the two groups of believers by asking the others, “Now, therefore, why do you put God to the test” by suggesting that Gentile believers must be circumcised?  Surely Peter is not mistaken in his understanding of the believers’ responsibility to the Law of Moses.  Some would suggest that in the future Millennium, Israel will continue to make sacrifices and offerings at a future, earthly temple reminiscent of Solomon’s temple.  Certainly, this passage is applicable to that situation as well as applying to our discussion at this point in our study.  Gentiles, who were thought of by some to be a distinct group of believers (early dispensationalists) from Jewish Christians, are not apart from the Jews at all.


When Peter, Barnabas and Paul had finished speaking, James continued Peter’s point.  James reminds the Council of Jerusalem, “Simeon has related how God first concerned Himself about taking from among the Gentiles a people for His name.  With this the words of the Prophets agree, just as it is written” (vs. 13-15).  James quotes from Amos 9:11-12, Jeremiah 12:15 and arguably from Isaiah 45:21, 63:19, Jeremiah 14:9 and Daniel 9:19 to show that God had spoken to the “Prophets” about bringing in Gentiles to the faith.  This Gentile conversion and enveloping into the early Church was foreseen in the Old Testament.  Some considered the Gentiles a separate group, but there were some of the Apostles who held out for thinking of the Gentile believers as being a part of themselves and not distinct after all.  

Notice that the Church, this post-Pentecost group of believers, is something that was prophesied of in the Old Testament prophets.  The entire argument by James relies upon the Old Testament prophets for inclusion of Gentiles into the group of people who had faith in Christ.  There is no argument proposed anywhere to the effect that “no, Gentiles are separate and distinct from us Jews.”  There is no mention at the Council of Jerusalem about Jews being the outsiders to a Gentile church.  Paul, James, Peter and Barnabas all agree that the prophets prepared them for this time when Gentiles would be welcomed into the fold.

The Lord Jesus Christ has become a “servant” to all believers “on behalf of the truth of God” (Romans 15:8):

1.  To the circumcision, Christ confirms “the promises given to the fathers...”

2. To the Gentiles, that they may glorify God for His mercy (v. 9).

From texts in Deuteronomy 32:43, 2 Samuel 22:50, Psalm 18:49, 117:1 and Isaiah 11:10, Paul instructs the reader that God informed the Old Testament people concerning the future of the Gentiles.  

Gentiles would become part of the people of God according to the promise given to the fathers.  The Gentiles, as the Old Testament prophets looked forward to the time when Paul wrote, will (1) give praise to God, (2) rejoice in God as a part of the people of God, (3) have hope in Christ.  

It is the grace of God toward sinners that Christ tasted death (Hebrews 2:9).  It pleased God “in bringing many sons to glory” (v. 10) to “perfect the author of their salvation through sufferings.”  We are counted as “sons of God.”  And it is true that “He who sanctifies” and “those who are sanctified are all from one Father” (v. 11).  We are one group of believers through one Father.  We are, as the Word proclaims, “children whom God has given Me” (v. 13; cf. Isaiah 8:18).  It is said that Christ’s ministry is one of freedom for “those who through fear of death were subject to slavery all their lives” (v. 14).  But it is not a ministry to angels, but “He gives help to the descendant [literally, “seed”] of Abraham” (v. 16).  

We are the children of God through the promise.  He has made us a holy nation.  We, who are post-Pentecost believers, have become a part of “a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people for God’s own possession” (1 Peter 2:9; cf. Exodus 19:5-6 and Deuteronomy 7:6).

It is the very passage of Exodus 19:5-6, which finds direct fulfillment in 1 Peter 2:9, that speaks of the covenant to make “a kingdom of priests and a holy nation” of the people of God.  These are the words that are to be spoken by Moses “to the sons of Israel” (v. 6).  This message is the message of “My covenant,” as God considers it.  

This same promise of God is interpreted even by the Apostle John to refer to the Church!  In Revelation 1, we are told that it is “Jesus Christ, the faithful witness, the firstborn from the dead, and the ruler of the kings of the earth” who has “released us from our sins by His blood and has made us to be a kingdom, priests to His God and Father” (vs. 5-6).  We, as “New Testament” believers or post-Pentecost believers, are God’s holy nation.  Christ has made us such through His atoning work and His perfect life.

We see the Apostle Paul, in Acts 13:17-41, describes how Christ is the fulfillment of the Abrahamic promises and preached to all the message of “the good news of the promise made to the fathers, that God has fulfilled this promise to our in children in that He raised up Jesus” just as it was prophesied (13:32-33, cf. Isaiah 55:3).  The promises have been fulfilled in Christ.  There can be no question of the Apostle’s language.

In light of the above, Israel is certainly not waiting for a better fulfillment to the promise of God is it?  Hebrews 12:40 informs us that the Old Testament saints did not receive the promises of God “because God had provided something better for us, so that apart from us they would not be made perfect.”  And we have also seen in very clear terms, and in many passages by different authors of the New Testament, that in the Church, the promises to Abraham and David have been fulfilled as Solomon declares: “Now, O Lord God, Your promise to my father David is fulfilled, for You have made me king over a people as numerous as the dust of the earth” (2 Chronicles 1:9).

It is staggering to remind ourselves of those who would deny this beautiful blessing of Christ on Gentile believers.  Opponents to this teaching of the prophets and apostles relegate the promise of the patriarchs to a future earthly millennial kingdom.

All the promises of greatness to the children of Israel will come to fruition at that time.

The Gentiles are brought into something much larger than themselves that is not unique to them.  They are brought into fellowship with the true people of God, to glorify God for His mercy.

Abraham is the father of many nations.  He is the father of us all.  We are his sons who have faith in Christ.  The prophets looked forward and spoke of the grace that came to us according to the promise of Abraham.  We are the fulfillment of Old Testament promises and we have been brought into true Israel and are part of God’s holy nation, we are His royal priesthood of all believers, Old Testament or New.

Different Futures


The last of LaHaye’s objections arguing for an Israel-Church distinction are: (1) “The promises of God to Israel revolve around the restoration of the kingdom” and (2) “the church is awaiting the coming of her Lord to take her to the Father’s house as He promised.”

The first part of his objection has been handled in some detail in the preceding pages.  LaHaye has attempted his point that the promise of Israel’s “kingdom of righteousness...will yet be fulfilled during the Millennial kingdom,” when Christ becomes the “King of kings and Lord of Lords.  All the promises of greatness to the children of Israel will come to fruition at that time.” 

God said He would make Israel a great nation and has done exactly that through Christ and uniting “wild branches” with the “rich root of the olive tree” (Romans 11) and making a people who once were “excluded from the commonwealth of Israel,” into “God’s household” (Ephesians 2:12, 19).  Those “who were far away” are “being built together” into “one dwelling of God in the Spirit” (vs. 17, 22).  And since “neither is circumcision anything, nor uncircumcision, but a new creation,” we are all “the Israel of God” (Galatians 6:15-16).


But in relation to the first part of this objection, the second seems rather odd.  Are we to understand that the future of the Church is to await the coming of the Lord at which point Christ will take us to the “Father’s house”?  So we, this separate group of believers from Pentecost to the Rapture, are supposed to be in heaven and Israel is supposed to have a millennial kingdom apart from us Gentiles?


If this is so, it most strange that Gentile believers are said to be

...fellow citizens with the saints, and are of God’s household, having been built on the foundation of the apostles and prophets, Christ Jesus Himself being the corner stone, in whom the whole building, being fitted together, is growing into a holy temple in the Lord, in whom you also are being built together into a dwelling of God in the Spirit. (Ephesians 2:19-22)

There is only one dwelling that the Apostle Paul knows of.  There is only one “Father’s house” that Paul mentions.  They, the believers of all ages, exist as one people of God.

The Church is no doubt fulfilling the promises of Old Testament Israel as a part and a continuation of the remnant or true people of God.  Christians are, now and at this present time, part of the dwelling of God.  Christians are, right now, participating in the reign of Christ.  The Davidic-throne-promise has come to pass and is realized.

LaHaye also lets us in on a very “sobering fact that Israel can look forward to enduring the Tribulation period,” without the Christian Church.  Why not?  He tells us “The Church is not needed during the Tribulation period, for the commission to reach the world for Christ will be extended to the Jews during that time.”


However, wasn’t it that same author who, in his third objection, argued “Israel was never given the great commission” and the Church “is seen as the lampstand” to which is “given the promise and presence of the Holy Spirit to fulfill Christ’s “great commission” (Matthew 28:19-20)”
?


One must ask, “was the great commission fulfilled or not?”  If the commission is understood as one that makes disciples of all nations and it is fulfilled by the Church, then who is left to make disciples of?  

Apparently, Israel is supposed to have a different future (LaHaye’s fourth objection) from the Church, one which involves “the commission to reach the world for Christ” and at the same time has a different purpose (third objection) from the Church because “Israel was never given” the commission.  

It is at this point we must suggest that the author of Rapture Under Attack is very, very confused.

A Shared Heritage and Inheritance

We suggest to the reader that the future of “Israel” and the purpose of “Israel” coincide, compliments, continues and is brought to completion in the past, present and future of the Church.  And though differing externally in many ways, in essence believers of all ages are one group.

We should not close our eyes to the patent fact that the name “Church” (Heb. qahal, rendered ekklesia in the Septuagint) is applied to Israel in the Old Testament repeatedly, Josh. 8:35; Ezra 2:65; Joel 2:16.  The fact that in our translations of the Bible the Old Testament rendering of the original is “gathering,” “assembly,” or “congregation,” while the New Testament rendering of it is “Church,” may have given rise to misunderstanding on this point; but the fact remains that in the Old Testament as well as in the New the original word denotes a congregation or an assembly of the people of God, and as such serves to designate the essence of the Church.

The “Christian Church” is without foundation or even definition if not founded and based upon the promises to Israel, as is evident in earlier pages of this study.

The Christian Church receives the Messiah promised to Adam, the Patriarchs and the Prophets and who was revealed in history to His people.


The Christian Church shares the same status as people of the promises of God, for it is His chosen nation, His holy priesthood, and His own possession for His glory.


The Gospel is, itself, the very promise made to the Old Testament saints and realized in Christ (Acts 13:32) and it is also the message of the ascension of Christ onto the Davidic throne as King of king and Lord of lords.  

As we’ve seen elsewhere in this study, “there is one body and one Spirit,” but we are to know that there is also only “one Lord, one faith, one baptism, one God and Father of all who is over all and through all and in all” (Ephesians 4:4-6, cf. 1 Corinthians 8:6, 1 Timothy 2:5).

There is only one Mediator, “one Lord, Jesus Christ, by whom are all things, and we exist through Him” (1 Corinthians 8:6, cf. Ephesians 4:4-6, 1 Timothy 2:5).

There is only one way of salvation, for Christ says that He Is “the way, and the truth, and the life; no one comes to the Father but through Me” (John 14:6) and Christ’s promise is good “that of all that He [the Father] has given Me I lose nothing, but raise it up on the last day” (John 6:39).  It is this message that “there is salvation in no one else, for there is no other name under heaven that has been given among men by which we must be saved” that the Apostles carried to the people (Acts 4:12).


There is only one gathering of the saints, whether they are dead or alive, to Christ (1 Thessalonians 4:15, 17, cf. John 5:24-29 and 1 Corinthians 15:20-28).

Believers of all ages share “one hope” (Ephesians 4:4) and are of “one body” with Israel (3:6).  Believers of all ages are one household (2:19), one holy city, the heavenly Jerusalem (Hebrews 12:22-24, Revelation 21:1-27) and one flock (John 10:16).


There is only one purpose for all.  Our “adoption as sons through Jesus Christ” (Ephesians 1:6), our “inheritance” (v. 12) and our “redemption” as “God’s own possession” (v. 14) is for, and only for “the praise of His glory.”  Gentile believers have been adopted into the household of God (1:6 and 2:19), to which we have “obtained an inheritance” that was according to the promise (1:13) and have been redeemed as part of God’s people of all ages (1:14, cf. Exodus 19:5, Deuteronomy 7:6, Titus 2:14), just as God has promised.

For those who wish to find some other type of fulfillment of the promises to Abraham and to physical Israel, let them look no further than Nehemiah 9:21-24!  

Indeed, forty years You provided for them in the wilderness and they were not in want; their clothes did not wear out, nor did their feet swell.  You also gave them kingdoms and peoples, and allotted them to them as a boundary.  They took possession of the land of Sihon the king of Heshbon and the land of Og the king of Bashan.  You made their sons numerous as the stars of heaven, and You brought them into the land which You had told their fathers to enter and posess.  So their sons entered and possessed the land.

But these promises had greater expectations all of which are brought into clearer context through the inheritance found in Christ (Hebrews 11:39-40).  All the promises that Christ has fulfilled fully belong to those that are in Him and this was the exact manner in which the Old Testament saints understood the promises (Acts 3:18-26, 15:15-18, Romans 15:4-12, Hebrews 11).


The Apostle Paul puts it yet another way: “Christ redeemed us from the curse of the Law, having become a curse for us...in order that in Christ Jesus the blessing of Abraham might come to the Gentiles, so that we would receive the promise of the Spirit through faith” (Galatians 3:13-14) in full accordance with Old Testament prophecy (v. 13)!

As mentioned above, the Gospel, “the good news,” the message of Christ, was none other than a promise made to Israel  (Acts 13, especially vs. 32-41).  Paul’s defense to Agrippa in Acts 26:6-7 says essentially the same thing:

And now I am standing trial for the hope of the promise made by God to our fathers; the promise to which our twelve tribes hope to attain, as they earnestly serve God night and day.  And for this hope, O King, I am being accused by Jews.

A Messiah would be sent to the people of God; Christ would come and bring an end to sacrifice and sin and to make atonement for iniquity (Daniel 9:24).  It is Jesus to whom Malachi prophesies: 

“Behold, I am going to send My messenger, and he will clear the way before Me.  And the Lord, whom you seek, will suddenly come to His temple; and the messenger of the covenant, in whom you delight, behold, He is coming” says the Lord of Hosts.  (Malachi 3:1)

Christ brings fulfillment to the promises of God to Israel.  Christ is the messenger of God’s covenant.  The “good news” of the Gospel isn’t “good” for the reason that there is an opposing “bad news” of condemnation.  The “good news” is that Christ has brought to pass that which God had promised to the Old Testament saints, so it should be no wonder that the “good news” was proclaimed in conjunction with the statement of Christ: “The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God is at hand; repent and believe in the gospel” (Mark 1:15).  Jesus Christ is the propitiation for our sins (1 John 2:2) in full accordance with the plan of God since the time of Adam.

In case any miss the importance of this observation, let us read the words noted pre-tribulationists:

1.  “That the Christian now inherits the distinctive Jewish promises is not taught in Scripture.”  Lewis Sperry Chafer citing CI Scofield’s Reference Bible notes.

2.  “The whole tenor of the chapter [Romans 11] is against either the idea that Israel has lost all future hope of fulfillment of their promises through cancellation or that the church has received these promises and Israel is disinherited.”  John F. Walvoord

3.  “Since the church today is composed of both Jews and Gentiles without national distinction it would be impossible for the church to fulfill God’s promises made exclusively to the nation of Israel.”  J. Dwight Pentecost

4.  “The church is not fulfilling in any sense the promises to Israel.”  [emphasis added]  Charles C. Ryrie

J. Dwight Pentecost even went so far to state that the promises to Israel are earthly and based “in the covenants,” yet the promises to the Church are “heavenly promises in the Gospel.”


Since Adam, Old Testament believers have been promised a Messiah.  But in time, Christ was revealed with a message of repentance for all to hear.  It is Peter who preached repentance and forgiveness “for the promise is for you and your children and for all who are far off, as many as the Lord our God will call to Himself” (Acts 2:38-39).  

Completely missing the issue, the “Doctrinal Statement” of the Pre-Trib Research Center states:

We believe that God’s plan for history demands a consistent distinction between national Israel and the church which includes an ongoing plan for national, ethnic Israel that culminates in Christ’s millennial kingdom.

The framers of this statement have departed from consistent dispensational beliefs.  It is not a distinction between national or ethnic Israel and the Church that leads one to belief in a pre-tribulation rapture, multiple plans of God in history, a future Tribulation based on Daniel’s 70th week and a future Davidic Throne rule of Christ in the millennium.  It is a matter of distinguishing who receives the promises made to Abraham, the patriarchs and the prophets of the Old Testament.


Who would even attempt to dispute that “national, ethnic Israel” is different from the Church?  There is no argument with this statement.  However, the statement by the PTRC (Pre-Trib Research Center) is extremely misleading.  It would have the reader assume that those who do not believe in a pre-tribulation rapture denounce a distinction between ethnic Israel and the Church.  


As we have seen throughout this study is that the promises given to the Old Testament saints find their fulfillment in and including the “New Testament, Gentile Church” and are not found apart from it.  


In God’s plan of history, there is only one group of believers and one group of unbelievers.  There are not more or less than that.  All believers of all ages are heirs of the same promise given by the same God.  All unbelievers receive the same curse of condemnation for their rejection of Him.  

The Old Testament promises are for all believers of all ages and it is this message that is deemed by the Apostle Paul as the “good news” (13:32).  The Church does, in contrast to the protestations of Charles Ryrie, Tim LaHaye and their compatriots, fulfill promises made to Israel and therefore, their belief system is without foundation and is bankrupt.
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