God’s Family Tree #9

“God’s Family Tree”

Romans 11:1-24

From the beginning of this thematic study of Romans we have pursued the question, “What does it mean to be God’s ‘chosen people’?” I said from the outset that the answer to this question affects everything: how we view God’s past, present, and future dealings with people, how we understand and interpret the Old Testament, life and ministry of Jesus, the book of Acts, the letters, and the future as portrayed in Revelation. Far from being a theological nuance or fringe issue, this relationship between Israel of the Old Testament and the Church of the New Testament affects every part of our biblical and theological understanding.

Unfortunately, as George Eldon Ladd writes in his landmark book, The Gospel of the Kingdom, “The most difficult aspect of the Biblical teaching of the Kingdom of God is its relationship to Israel and the Church. The difficulty rests in the fact that this relationship is not explicitly set forth in Scripture but must be inferred. As a result, utterly divergent interpretations have been suggested by equally devout students of the Bible.”

Two of the more popular teachings regarding these two groups are Dispensationalism and Covenant (or Replacement) Theology. Allow me to briefly define these terms. Dispensationalism teaches that there are two peoples of God—Israel and the church—and that God has two different programs—one for Israel and one for the church. The program for Israel is an earthly, theocratic program; the program for the church is a spiritual, heavenly program.
 They make a sharp division between Israel and the church. They teach that the promises made to Israel in the Old Testament must be fulfilled literally, and must be fulfilled for literal, racial or national Israel. So all the promises of peace and prosperity for Israel in the Holy Land will be fulfilled during the millennium. Even the promise of a new covenant (Jeremiah 31:31-34) is essentially a promise for Israel, and will therefore not be fulfilled until the millennium. The Christian church is quite distinct from Israel and cannot be the heir of God’s Old Testament promises to Israel. The church is in fact a mystery, hidden from the Old Testament prophets. It came about like this:

During his ministry, Jesus offered the kingdom of heaven—an earthly rule over Israel, in literal fulfillment of Old Testament prophecies—to the Jews of his day. The Jews rejected the kingdom, and so it was postponed until a future millennium. In the meantime, Christ introduced the ‘mystery form’ of the kingdom—the church, where God is at work during the present age. Since the church was not predicted in the Old Testament, it is a kind of detour in the plan of God. 

Other implications follow. Jesus’ message about the kingdom—an earthly, political kingdom—is seen as quite distinct from the gospel of grace preached by the church. The millennial kingdom will concern the Jewish people rather than the whole people of God. And because Jesus’ teaching in the gospels was addressed to Jews, it cannot be applied directly to the Christian. Words of Jesus most Christians hold dear—the Sermon on the Mount, the Lord’s Prayer, and much more—are ‘kingdom truths’, which cannot be properly followed until the millennial kingdom comes. The Acts and Epistles, by contrast, are for the church now.

Those who adhere to Replacement theology—also called Covenant theology, Dominion theology, Kingdom Now theology, Christian Reconstructionism, and (in England) Restorationism—hold that the Church is the “new” or “spiritual” Israel, having replaced the “old” Israel, the Jews, as God’s people. According to this view the Jewish people no longer have promises from God, only curses. They teach that God’s promises to Israel were nullified when “the Jews” refused to accept Jesus (never mind that all the first believers were Jews). This has provided apparent justification for many anti-Semitic acts in the Church throughout history.
 Traditional Roman Catholicism, Lutheranism and Covenant theology (Presbyterianism) are among the branches of Christendom that have perpetuated this idea, although it should be pointed out that not all Covenant theologians promote Replacement theology. O. Palmer Robertson, an eminent Presbyterian scholar, writes, “Jesus was not teaching a ‘replacement’ theology in which all connection with the promises given to the fathers is summarily settled, and the Israel of old is replaced by the church of the present day.”

As I hope to demonstrate in this message, they’re both wrong.

We have come to the eleventh chapter of Paul’s letter to the Romans, and it is here that I believe we see the clearest picture of God’s redemptive plan throughout human history. Paul uses the image of an olive tree representing God’s family or chosen people or whatever title you want to give to it. This illustration provides the name “God’s Family Tree” to both this study and to the series as a whole. Taking a page from Paul’s own style we will ask three questions: 1) Has Israel been rejected? 2) Has Israel been replaced? and 3) Will Israel be received?

Has Israel Been Rejected?

First, has Israel been rejected? Paul addresses this in the first six verses:

I ask then: Did God reject his people? By no means! I am an Israelite myself, a descendant of Abraham, from the tribe of Benjamin. God did not reject his people, whom he foreknew. Don’t you know what the Scripture says in the passage about Elijah—how he appealed to God against Israel: “Lord, they have killed your prophets and torn down your altars; I am the only one left, and they are trying to kill me”? And what was God’s answer to him? “I have reserved for myself seven thousand who have not bowed the knee to Baal.” So too, at the present time there is a remnant chosen by grace. And if by grace, then it is no longer by works; if it were, grace would no longer be grace.

The way Paul phrased the question in the Greek he expected a negative response.
 We might read it, “Surely God hasn't rejected His people, has He?” One might have expected that, since they have rejected God, God has rejected them. Not so. In verse 2 he replies emphatically, God did not reject his people. Perhaps he is consciously echoing the confident assertion of Psalm 94:14, “The Lord will not reject his people; he will never forsake his inheritance.”

How could Paul be so certain? By looking in a mirror! He reminds his readers that he is himself an Israelite, a physical descendant from Abraham. If God had rejected Israel, then he would have been out. Paul then points to a historic precedent. After the prophet’s victory over the prophets of Baal at Mount Carmel, Elijah fled from Queen Jezebel into the desert, and later took refuge in a cave on Mount Horeb. There he whined to God in 1 Kings 19:10, saying, “Lord, they have killed your prophets and torn down your altars; I am the only one left, and they are trying to kill me.” God’s reply to Elijah was that he had got his arithmetic wrong. He was by no means the sole surviving loyalist. On the contrary, God said in verse 18, “I have reserved for myself seven thousand who have not bowed the knee to Baal.” So Israel’s national apostasy was not complete. Although the doctrine of the remnant was not developed until Isaiah’s time, the faithful remnant itself already existed during the ministry of Elijah at least a century earlier.

In verse five Paul uses the term “remnant,” stating that as it was in Elijah’s day, so it was in Paul’s day. Despite widespread apostasy, a faithful remnant of Jews remained. chosen by grace. The grounds for the existence of the remnant was not their good works but God’s grace.

The Greek word translated “remnant,” leimma, literally means “remainder” and is found here only in the New Testament, and in the Septuagint (the Greek translation of the Old Testament) only in 2 Kings 19:4, of “the remnant that is left” after the Assyrian invasion in Hezekiah’s day.

Though the terminology is different, Paul referred to this “remnant” in Romans 9:27, a quotation from Isaiah 10:22–23. At no time has the entire nation of Israel been true to the Lord. Note in verses 5-6 that this remnant is saved by grace and not by works.
 The concept of a remnant has always been a part of God’s redemptive plan, so it should be no surprise to see it in effect today.

That is Paul’s point: As in the days of Elijah, so now. At both times the nation as a whole was not obedient to God, but in both also a minority did obey. And in both the minority was a standing witness to the truth that God has not cast away his people. Paul goes on to speak of a remnant, which in this context is a symbol of hope.

Here is a vivid example of God’s bringing justice on the rebellious majority of Israelites while preserving a faithful minority. In the mind of God, the majority does not speak for the nation. The faithful remnant is what may be termed “the true Israel.” These—not the idolatrous leadership or the majority of the people—will inherit the promises God made to Abraham.
 And so to the question, “Has Israel been rejected?” Paul answers emphatically, “No!”

Has Israel Been Replaced?

The next question Paul addresses is “Has Israel been replaced?” Taking what he has just discussed—what John Stott calls “remnant theology”
—he applies the principles of the Old Testament to his own time and experience.

We read in Romans 11:7-21,

What then? What Israel sought so earnestly it did not obtain, but the elect did. The others were hardened, as it is written: “God gave them a spirit of stupor, eyes so that they could not see and ears so that they could not hear, to this very day.”And David says: May their table become a snare and a trap, a stumbling block and a retribution for them.  May their eyes be darkened so they cannot see, and their backs be bent forever.”

Again I ask: Did they stumble so as to fall beyond recovery? Not at all! Rather, because of their transgression, salvation has come to the Gentiles to make Israel envious. But if their transgression means riches for the world, and their loss means riches for the Gentiles, how much greater riches will their fullness bring! 

I am talking to you Gentiles. Inasmuch as I am the apostle to the Gentiles, I make much of my ministry in the hope that I may somehow arouse my own people to envy and save some of them. For if their rejection is the reconciliation of the world, what will their acceptance be but life from the dead? If the part of the dough offered as firstfruits is holy, then the whole batch is holy; if the root is holy, so are the branches. 

If some of the branches have been broken off, and you, though a wild olive shoot, have been grafted in among the others and now share in the nourishing sap from the olive root, do not boast over those branches. If you do, consider this: You do not support the root, but the root supports you. You will say then, “Branches were broken off so that I could be grafted in.” Granted. But they were broken off because of unbelief, and you stand by faith. Do not be arrogant, but be afraid. For if God did not spare the natural branches, he will not spare you either.
Paul begins in verses 7-10 by explaining what happened to the Jews that rejected Jesus. Their hearts were hardened and their eyes blinded to the truth. Once again he uses Old Testament texts to bolster his argument. This is very similar to what he wrote previously about Pharaoh’s heart being hardened. Who hardened their hearts—the unbelievers or God? The answer is “Yes!” The people chose unbelief, which hardens the heart, as God ordained it would be. 

But in verse 11 Paul asks if this condition is permanent. He refutes the idea in two ways. He frames his question in such a way that it looks for the answer “No”, and he follows it with the emphatic Not at all! For Paul the idea is preposterous.
 Far from Israel’s fall being the end, it is going to be only temporary.

Israel’s rejection of the gospel has opened the door for the Gentiles to be reached. Paul, the apostle to the Gentiles, was at the forefront of this movement. Yet he never lost sight of his own countrymen even while preaching to the Gentiles, for he had hoped that by doing so, he might make the Jews jealous and bring them back to the truth. And, in verse 12, Paul opens the door for a restoration of Jews back into God’s family, which will be more fully explained later.

Paul specifically addresses the Gentile Christians in verse 13, and uses a couple of Jewish images in verse 16 to make his point. “If the part of the dough offered as firstfruits is holy, then the whole batch is holy…” refers to the practice of an offering of bread with regard to the first fruits of the harvest, as described in Numbers 15:17-21. Part of the dough made from the first of the harvested grain was offered to the Lord. This consecrated the whole batch.

The second illustration, expanded in verses 17-24, is at the end of 16, “…if the root is holy, so are the branches.” Here the picture is a tree—specifically an olive tree, as we will soon learn—with the relationship of the root and the branches. The olive tree is a symbol of Israel in a number of Old Testament passages. Thus we read in Jeremiah 11:16, “The Lord called you a thriving olive tree with fruit beautiful in form.”
 Another similar image used is of a vine, as seen in Psalm 80:8 and picked up by Jesus in John 15:1-5.

Paul now develops the metaphor in such a way as to illustrate his teaching about Jews and Gentiles. The cultivated olive tree is the people of God, whose root is the patriarchs and whose stem represents the continuity of the centuries. Now “some of the branches have been broken off,” standing for the unbelieving Jews, “and you (Gentile believers), though a wild olive shoot, have been grafted in among the others (the Jewish remnant of believers),” so that you “now share (with them) in the nourishing sap from the olive root.”

The picture Paul paints was an unusual one, to say the least. The usual procedure was to insert a shoot or slip of a cultivated tree into a common or wild one. In this text, however, the metaphor is used, “contrary to nature,” of grafting a wild olive branch into the cultivated olive tree. Such a procedure is unnatural, which is precisely the point. Normally, such a graft would be unfruitful.
 But in the spiritual realm, “nothing is impossible with God.”

Once again, this is not a brand new concept with Paul. From the most ancient history of the Abrahamic covenant, the “grafting in” of those not of natural Israelite birth was made a possibility. Peoples of any nation could become Israelites in the fullest sense. “Israel” cannot be restricted in its essence to an ethnic community. Israel must include the proselyte who does not belong to “Israel” according to the flesh, but is absorbed into Israel by process of grafting. By this process of “grafting in,” the Gentile becomes an “Israelite” in the fullest possible sense, as Paul writes in Galatians 3:29, “If you belong to Christ, then you are Abraham’s seed, and heirs according to the promise.” The believer becomes heir to the promises given to Abraham.

Here is where we run afoul of both Replacement theology and Dispensationalism. Using this same image, Replacement theology teaches that God cut down the original tree (Israel) and planted a new tree (the Church). The Jewish people, they say, have no part in God’s plan from this point forward. Do you see that in the reading of this passage? Is there anything in this chapter that would lead us to believe that God is forever finished with the biological descendents of Abraham? As we will see in the rest of the chapter, nothing could be further from the truth!

Dispensationalism teaches that there are actually two separate and distinct trees—Israel and the Church—and they have different destinies. But that is not what Paul is teaching here! So they have to interpret this as having nothing to do with being a part of God’s family: Chuck Swindoll writes, “Paul is careful to maintain a distinction between the church and Israel in this illustration.”
 Really? How does he do that? Warren Wiersbe writes, “Paul devoted all of Romans 11 to presenting proof that God is not through with Israel. [I agree with that.] We must not apply this chapter to the church today, because Paul is discussing a literal future for a literal nation.”
 Says who? This is what happens when we try to force Scripture to fit our theology, rather than allowing Scripture to shape our theology!

The natural reading of this passage shows that God has one people—one family, if you will—of all believers throughout the ages.
 Yes, God began with Abraham, making a covenant with him. God also made covenants with Moses and David. Then, through the prophets, God spoke of a “New Covenant,” which we now know was fulfilled by Christ’s death on the cross. The problem many folks have is trying to separate these. The covenants of Abraham, Moses, and David actually are successive stages of a single covenant. And the New Covenant does not appear as a distinctive unit unrelated to God’s previous administrations. Instead, the new covenant as promised to Israel represents the consummate fulfillment of the earlier covenants.
 God never made a covenant with the Church as such; the “New Covenant,” in which the Church now shares, is the one that God originally made “with the house of Israel and with the house of Judah,” according to Jeremiah 31:31.

Paul writes in Ephesians 2:19 to Gentile Christians, “Consequently, you are no longer foreigners and aliens, but fellow citizens with God’s people and members of God’s household.” There is no second-rate citizenship in the kingdom of God. Whatever the promises of God’s redemptive grace may include, they are shared equally by Jewish and Gentile believers.
 

Therefore, Paul goes on to say in Romans 11:18, “Do not boast over those branches. If you do, consider this: You do not support the root, but the root supports you.” The salvation of Gentile Christians is dependent on the Jews, to whom the covenants were originally made and through whom came Jesus, our Lord and Savior.
 We have absolutely no right to look down our noses on the Jewish people, even those who have rejected (and still reject) Jesus as Messiah. Anti-Semitism (hated of Jews) has no place in the family of God! Paul makes this very clear.

In typical argumentative style Paul puts a retort into the mouth of an imaginary opponent in verse 19: “Branches were broken off so that I could be grafted in.” The objector is arrogant as he sees that he, no less, is intended by God to replace Israel.
 We must be careful. The thing that got Israel in trouble was when they concluded God’s grace was just for them. They enjoyed His grace, thinking somehow it was just about them. Paul warns Gentile believers in verses 20-21, “They were broken off because of unbelief, and you stand by faith. Do not be arrogant, but be afraid. For if God did not spare the natural branches, he will not spare you either.”
We are in a dangerous place when we enjoy the grace of God simply for ourselves and think we are the goal of it all. When we live life on mission with God, keeping His plan and goal before us at all times, realizing that everything we have and are is given so that it can be poured back into His mission and plan, then we will continue to receive grace upon grace and will have His glory manifested in and through us.

So we see that there is but one tree—one people of God, one family, one “chosen people” if you will—and not two. God has neither chopped one tree down and started over (as in Replacement theology), nor has he planted a separate tree (the Church) so that there are two distinct peoples with distinct destinies. There is one people of God, hence “God’s family tree.” Has Israel been replaced? To borrow Paul’s phrase, “Not at all!”
Will Israel Be Received?

The final question looks forward: “Will Israel be received?” This is addressed in 22-24,

Consider therefore the kindness and sternness of God: sternness to those who fell, but kindness to you, provided that you continue in his kindness. Otherwise, you also will be cut off. 23 And if they do not persist in unbelief, they will be grafted in, for God is able to graft them in again. 24 After all, if you were cut out of an olive tree that is wild by nature, and contrary to nature were grafted into a cultivated olive tree, how much more readily will these, the natural branches, be grafted into their own olive tree!

Continuing his words to Gentile Christians who are tempted to look down on the Jews, Paul warns in verse 22 that those who do not continue in God’s grace will likewise be cut off. Does this mean that one can lose their salvation? No, Paul is not saying that those who truly belong to God will ever be rejected, but that continuance or perseverance is the hallmark of God’s authentic children.
 This is also taught in Hebrews 3:14, “We have come to share in Christ if we hold firmly till the end the confidence we had at first,” and in 1 John 2:19, “They went out from us, but they did not really belong to us. For if they had belonged to us, they would have remained with us; but their going showed that none of them belonged to us.” Throughout the New Testament continuance is the test of reality. The perseverance of the saints is a doctrine firmly grounded in biblical teaching; but its corollary is that it is the saints who persevere.

In verses 23-24 Paul suggests that there is still hope for Jews who were broken off by unbelief. If they turn back to God by faith (negatively stated as “do not persist in unbelief”), they will be received back into the family, just like the prodigal son of Jesus’ parable. These verses provide a warning and a promise. The warning: since the natural branches were broken off, the wild ones could be too. There is no room for complacency. Then the promise: since the wild branches were grafted in, the natural ones could be too. There is no room for despair.

I agree with the words of George Eldon Ladd, “While we must therefore speak of Israel and the Church, we must speak of only one people of God. This is vividly clear in Paul’s illustration of the olive tree in Romans 11. There is one olive tree; it is the people of God. In the Old Testament era, the branches of the tree were Israel. However, because of unbelief, some of the natural branches were broken off and no longer belong to the tree. We know that not all of the branches were broken off, for “there is a remnant, chosen by grace.” Some Jews accepted the Messiah and His message of the Gospel of the Kingdom. We must remember that the earliest Church consisted of Jewish believers; but they came into the Church not because they were Jews but because they were believers. When these natural branches were broken off, other branches were taken from a wild olive and contrary to nature grafted into the olive tree. This refers to the Gentiles who received the Gospel of the Kingdom. The natural branches which were broken off were cast from the tree because of unbelief; and the wild branches were grafted on because of their faith.”

One people. One history. One destiny. This is God’s family tree, and by grace we are all part of it.
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