God’s Family Tree #4

“The True Jew”

Romans 2:28-29

“Who are you?”

Seems simple enough, right? If someone asks, “Who are you?” you probably tell them your name. You may even give them a business card that gives your name, your company, your title, as well as contact information. Or, if your family is established in the area, you might tell them you are so-and-so’s son or daughter. 

Have you ever wondered how people of the Bible might have answered that question? You might hear, “I’m Andrew, son of John, a fisherman from Capernaum,” or “I’m Zacchaeus, the little tax-collector from Jericho.” Paul gives a longer description in Philippians 3:5-6, “…circumcised on the eighth day, of the people of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew of Hebrews; in regard to the law, a Pharisee; as for zeal, persecuting the church; as for legalistic righteousness, faultless.” Now, that’s a mouthful! I don’t think that would fit on a business card!

Something you could fit on a business card, though, that sums up everything Paul said about himself would be the three-letter word Jew. In fact, Paul refers to himself as “a Hebrew of Hebrews,” which could also be stated, “a Jew among Jews.”

But what exactly is a Jew?

The word itself is a shortened version of “Judahite,” a member of the tribe of Judah or of the southern kingdom of Judah. Since the northern kingdom of Israel had been wiped out and never reconstituted, the Jews became known as the children of Abraham, the people of God, the heirs of the promises.

Then Jesus came along. 

Jesus was a Jew—from the line of David—but He ran afoul of the Jewish leaders, who had Him put to death. Jesus’ disciples—who were also Jews—became known as “Christians,” or “Christ-followers.” In the early years, the greatest threats to the Christians were…the Jews.

So, if you were to ask Paul if he was a Christian or a Jew, what do you think he would say? Certainly Paul would say, “Of course I am a Jew! And I am a Christian!”

This question—what is a Jew?—lies at the heart of our text this evening, and stands as one of the most important questions in the Bible. If, by the word “Jew,” we mean part of the chosen people of God, then it has a bearing on how we understand the Old Testament, the New Testament, and the future. Everything revolves around the answer to this question.

The Supernatural Affirmation

Turn to the end of Romans chapter two, where Paul makes what I call the supernatural affirmation. It is found in verses 28-29,

A man is not a Jew if he is only one outwardly, nor is circumcision merely outward and physical. No, a man is a Jew if he is one inwardly; and circumcision is circumcision of the heart, by the Spirit, not by the written code. Such a man’s praise is not from men, but from God. 

It is hard to overstate the radical nature of Paul’s words here. At the time the letter to the Romans was written, the two distinguishing characteristics of being a Jew was (a) to be a physical descendent of Abraham (if you knew which tribe you came from, that was a plus), and (b) to be circumcised (if you were a male). These two things made someone a Jew.

Circumcision was the sign of the covenant God made with Abraham in Genesis 17:9-14,
Then God said to Abraham, “As for you, you must keep my covenant, you and your descendants after you for the generations to come. This is my covenant with you and your descendants after you, the covenant you are to keep: Every male among you shall be circumcised. You are to undergo circumcision, and it will be the sign of the covenant between me and you. For the generations to come every male among you who is eight days old must be circumcised, including those born in your household or bought with money from a foreigner—those who are not your offspring. Whether born in your household or bought with your money, they must be circumcised. My covenant in your flesh is to be an everlasting covenant. Any uncircumcised male, who has not been circumcised in the flesh, will be cut off from his people; he has broken my covenant.” 

By the time of Paul, about two thousand years later, many Jewish theologians believed that circumcision automatically made a boy righteous in God’s eyes.
 It was unthinkable that a man, duly circumcised and admitted to the covenant, should fail to be saved.
 The Jews had an almost superstitious confidence in the saving power of their circumcision. Rabbis taught, for example, “Circumcised men do not descend into Gehenna,” and “Circumcision will deliver Israel from Gehenna.”
 If you are related to Abraham physically and were circumcised, you were in!

Then Paul—a well known Jewish scholar about the Law—comes along with this! I like how Fritz Ridenour paraphrases Romans 2:28-29,

For you are not real Jews just because you were born of Jewish parents or because you have gone through the Jewish initiation ceremony of circumcision. No, a real Jew is anyone whose heart is right with God. For God is not looking for those who cut their bodies in actual body circumcision, but He is looking for those with changed hearts and minds. Whoever has that kind of change in his life will get his praise from God, even if not from you.

Paul makes it plain that external circumcision does not make one a Jew.
 (In Romans 4 he will also demonstrate that being a descendent of Abraham does not make one a Jew, either.) To be a Jew, a member of the people of God, means being a Jew inwardly, not simply in externals.

Yes, circumcision was a God-given sign and seal of his covenant with them. But it was not a magical ceremony or a charm. It did not provide them with permanent insurance cover against the wrath of God. It was no substitute for obedience; it constituted rather a commitment to obedience.
 Physical circumcision is just a symbol of a man’s desire to keep the covenant. Or at least it should be.
 The inward is more important than the outward.

Paul goes on to assert that an obedient Gentile with no circumcision would be more acceptable than a disobedient Jew with circumcision. In fact, a disobedient Jew turns his circumcision into uncircumcision in God’s sight, for God looks at the heart.
 This would have been absolutely mind-blowing for the Jewish reader of Paul’s day. This would constitute what some call a redefinition of what it means to be a Jew.
 (I think that is taking it a bit too far, for reasons we will see in a moment.) I think it is fair to say, however, that in this passage Paul answers the question, “Who is a real Jew?”

Before we move on from here, one final note about the end of verse 29: “Such a man’s praise is not from men, but from God.” There is a word play here, since “Jew” is short for “Judah,” which in Hebrew means, “praise.” The Jews praised each other for their obedience to the Law, but the important thing is the “praise of God” and not the praise of men.

If Romans 2:28-29 were an isolated text, we might be rightfully accused of making too much of it. But Paul consistently teaches this truth in his other letters as well. 

In his letter to the Galatians (which I believe to be the first Paul wrote), he warns in Galatians 5:2-6,

Mark my words! I, Paul, tell you that if you let yourselves be circumcised, Christ will be of no value to you at all. Again I declare to every man who lets himself be circumcised that he is obligated to obey the whole law. You who are trying to be justified by law have been alienated from Christ; you have fallen away from grace. But by faith we eagerly await through the Spirit the righteousness for which we hope. For in Christ Jesus neither circumcision nor uncircumcision has any value. The only thing that counts is faith expressing itself through love. 

He reiterates this in Galatians 6:15-16, “Neither circumcision nor uncircumcision means anything; what counts is a new creation. Peace and mercy to all who follow this rule, even to the Israel of God.” The radicalness of the apostle’s statement needs to be appreciated. Circumcision now means nothing in terms of the identity of the people of God. Lack of circumcision likewise means absolutely nothing in terms of the identity of the people of God. The mark of identity that set God’s people apart through all the centuries of the old covenant now has no meaning in this regard. The only thing that can establish a person as one of God’s people is for him to experience a new creation by God’s grace. No distinction may be made between Jew and Gentile in identifying God’s people.

Perhaps even more radical (at least to Jewish ears) would be Paul’s words in Philippians 3:3, “For it is we who are the circumcision, we who worship by the Spirit of God, who glory in Christ Jesus, and who put no confidence in the flesh…” In and of itself, this might not seem all that drastic a statement, until you think about the audience of this letter: in the city of Philippi there were not enough Jewish males to have a synagogue! Paul never quotes the Old Testament in Philippians because all of the believers there were Gentiles! And it is this group of Gentile believers that Paul calls “the circumcision”! Jewish minds blown!

One last reference in Paul’s writings before we move on, because this will be significant later in this message. Paul writes in Colossians 2:11-12

In him [Christ] you were also circumcised, in the putting off of the sinful nature, not with a circumcision done by the hands of men but with the circumcision done by Christ, having been buried with him in baptism and raised with him through your faith in the power of God, who raised him from the dead.
Once again Paul distinguishes between the physical circumcision—“done by the hands of men”—and spiritual circumcision—“done by Christ.” But here he makes a connection we may not think of: this spiritual circumcision is tied to “being buried with Him in baptism.” While there are elements that do not directly correlate (such as the fact that circumcision is done to infants while baptism is for adults), there is a connection that we will come back to later.

What do we make of all this? Certainly Paul was a Christian through and through, but he was also an Israelite through and through, and we will not make sense of his writings unless we bear this mind.
 He saw himself as a Jew who placed his faith in Jesus the Messiah. In Paul’s mind, all Christians are Jews in the strongest sense of the word.
 I agree with Donald Grey Barnhouse at this point who writes, “Today the true Jew—I believe that I, though born a Gentile, have the right to call myself such—is one who has seen his own sin, who has turned to Israel’s Messiah, the Lord Jesus Christ.”

The Scriptural Attestation

“Well, that’s fine,” you might be thinking. “This is the gospel according to Paul, the mystery he writes about; the gospel of grace that does away with such Old Testament thinking.”

Oh, no! This is no novel understanding of the meaning of the rite of circumcision, for this emphasis on its true inward significance is in fact founded on the plain teaching of the Old Testament.
 God did not recognize the validity of the act of circumcision even in the Old Testament unless it reflected an inward reality and sacrifice of the heart.
 This concept is not new or unique to the apostle Paul.

Moses himself told the Israelites in Deuteronomy 10:16, “Circumcise your hearts, therefore, and do not be stiff-necked any longer.” Later, in Deuteronomy 30:6 he states, “The Lord your God will circumcise your hearts and the hearts of your descendants, so that you may love him with all your heart and with all your soul, and live.” It is not the external, covenantal sign of physical circumcision that is significant; it is the heart attitude that counts. Love toward God, an attitude of contrition and obedience, devotion to God untainted by idolatry, reverence and respect, permeated with a wholesome love for God—these, said Moses, were the essentials of life.
 And this is in the Old Testament!
Circumcision had indeed been the seal of the covenant with Abraham, but Israel so magnified the physical ritual that they forgot the spiritual reality, that circumcision marked them as God’s people with spiritual privileges and responsibilities. Circumcision wasn’t a guarantee that every Jewish man was going to heaven. Unless there was a change in the heart, wrought by God in response to faith, the person didn’t belong to the Lord in a vital way. That’s why Moses exhorted them to let God “operate” on their hearts and do a lasting spiritual work.
 

To suggest that in the Old Testament era God only cared about externals is to miss the point. The emphasis in Deuteronomy is on the heart, the inner spiritual condition and not mere outward acts of obedience.

If Deuteronomy reveals the attitude of “the Law” on the subject, Jeremiah shows us how “the Prophets” looked at it. In Jeremiah 4:4 we read,

Circumcise yourselves to the Lord, circumcise your hearts, you men of Judah and people of Jerusalem, or my wrath will break out and burn like fire because of the evil you have done—burn with no one to quench it.

With the temple and Jerusalem about to be destroyed, Jeremiah pressed the importance of each individual’s moral and spiritual relationship with God. Confidence should not be fixed in the temple, sacrifices, the priesthood, the ark which symbolized God’s presence, knowledge of the law, circumcision, or the covenant. Jeremiah did not oppose the observance of the rites and ceremonies prescribed by the law but, like Moses in Deuteronomy, he insisted that circumcision of the heart is essential for those who love God wholeheartedly. Knowledge of the written law is useless unless the law is inscribed on the heart. An inward faith in God, a profound reverence for His law, and a willing obedience expressed in love and devotion—these were essential features of a religion pleasing to God.
 In Jeremiah 6:10, the prophet also told his people they needed to circumcise their ears so they could hear the Word of God.

Even more significant are the prophet’s words in Jeremiah 9:25-26,
“The days are coming,” declares the Lord, “when I will punish all who are circumcised only in the flesh—Egypt, Judah, Edom, Ammon, Moab and all who live in the desert in distant places. For all these nations are really uncircumcised, and even the whole house of Israel is uncircumcised in heart.” 

You may be surprised to learn that the Israelites were not the only cultures to practice circumcision in the ancient world; Jeremiah lists four other nations as well as “distant places.” Physical circumcision was not even unique to Israel.

Even more striking is the assertion that even Judah is considered uncircumcised by the Lord. Sure, they had the outward activity taken care of, but God was not impressed. This is an example of that Old Testament thought found in 1 Samuel 16:7, “Man looks on the outward appearance, but God looks on the heart.” And what He found there was not impressive at all.

This attitude carries into the New Testament. John the Baptist said in Matthew 3:7-10,
But when he saw many of the Pharisees and Sadducees coming to where he was baptizing, he said to them: “You brood of vipers! Who warned you to flee from the coming wrath? Produce fruit in keeping with repentance. And do not think you can say to yourselves, ‘We have Abraham as our father.’ I tell you that out of these stones God can raise up children for Abraham. The ax is already at the root of the trees, and every tree that does not produce good fruit will be cut down and thrown into the fire.

John was very clear that salvation does not come as a birthright (even for the Jews) but only through faith in Christ. The true people of God are not limited to the physical descendants of Abraham.

Jesus echoed this teaching in Matthew 21:31-32,

“I tell you the truth, the tax collectors and the prostitutes are entering the kingdom of God ahead of you. For John came to you to show you the way of righteousness, and you did not believe him, but the tax collectors and the prostitutes did. And even after you saw this, you did not repent and believe him.”

Finally, to demonstrate that this is not only a Pauline idea, turn to the last book of the Bible, to Revelation 2:9, where the apostle John records Jesus’ words: “I know your afflictions and your poverty—yet you are rich! I know the slander of those who say they are Jews and are not, but are a synagogue of Satan.” This is repeated in Revelation 3:9, “I will make those who are of the synagogue of Satan, who claim to be Jews though they are not, but are liars…”

Clearly, the opponents of the church are Jews. In the form of this expression, John makes an important distinction between outward and inward Judaism. These “Jews” are without question Jews by race and religion, who met together in the synagogue to worship the Lord. But in reality, inwardly, they are not Jews, because they have rejected Jesus as their Messiah and confirmed their rejection by persecuting his church. Who, then, are the true Jews? True Jews are the people of the Messiah.
 John maintains this throughout the book of Revelation, and this is key to interpreting the unveiling of the end times.

So, what does all this mean? I agree with Richard Halverson: “We think of the Bible as one book comprising Old and New Testaments, and it is. Likewise the doctrine of the Old Testament and of the New are one faith, not two mutually exclusive religions but the faith of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. This means therefore, that a Jew does not repudiate his history and heritage when he embraces faith in Jesus Christ. Contrarily he fulfills his destiny, and conversely it means also that the Gentile when he embraces faith in Jesus Christ becomes in a very real sense a true Jew, a member of spiritual Israel.”

The Spiritual Application

Before we leave this important concept, I want to consider the spiritual application. We may have a difficult time relating to this passage, since most of us are not Jews physically, and in our culture circumcision has more of a medical significance than a spiritual one. Yet the same principle of inward integrity as opposed to mere outward formalism applies with equal validity to the Christian believer, who in Christ has been “circumcised with a circumcision made without hands, by putting off the body of flesh in the circumcision of Christ”—which in fact is the inner significance of baptism as it speaks to us of burial with Christ and death to the old life of sin, and resurrection with Christ to newness of life in the Spirit.
 (Remember that text from Colossians I said we’d come back to?)

What Paul writes here about circumcision and being a Jew could also be said about baptism and being a Christian. The real Christian, like the real Jew, is one inwardly; and the true baptism, like the true circumcision, is in the heart and by the Spirit. It is not in this case that the inward and spiritual replace the outward and physical, but rather that the visible sign (baptism) derives its importance from the invisible reality (washing from sin and the gift of the Spirit), to which it bears witness. It is a grave mistake to exalt the sign at the expense of what it signifies.

Unfortunately, this same spiritual blindness is with us today, for many people believe that baptism, confirmation, church membership, or participation in the Lord’s Supper automatically guarantees their salvation. As meaningful as those things are, the Christian’s assurance and seal of salvation isn’t a physical ceremony but a spiritual work of the Holy Spirit in the heart.

Let me put this in terms that may hit closer to home. Which would you prefer: an unfaithful spouse who proudly wears your wedding band, or a mate who guards your shared intimacy with his or her life but doesn’t wear a ring? The wedding band is a circular, gold symbol of eternal fidelity. It’s supposed to be an outward symbol of what’s true of the wearer’s heart. How foolish to think that the ring is the most important element of a marital union. Furthermore, how foolish to think that a ring can keep a person faithful to his or her mate.

Let’s wrap this up. What do we learn from Romans 2:28-29? We learn that the people of God (call them “Israel” or “the chosen people” or “God’s family”) includes all believers of all time and hence includes not only John, Peter and Paul, but also Abraham, Moses and David. As such, the true Israel and has always been the real object of God’s promises and covenants. As Paul states in Romans 2:28-29, being a true Jew is more than an outward or physical matter. It is a matter of what has happened in a person’s heart. In Galatians 3:29, Paul wrote, “If you belong to Christ, then you are Abraham’s seed, and heirs according to the promise” that God made to Abraham.
 As we will see in the next study, this clearly defines what it means to be a child of Abraham.

So I ask you as we close, “Who is a true Jew?”

If you trust in Jesus as your Messiah and accept the grace of God offered through Him, the answer is simple:

You are!
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