God’s Family Tree #10

“A Glorious Ending”

Romans 11:25-29

Have you ever read the end of a book first?

I have. I used to sneak a peek at the last page or two of a book to see if it had a good ending. I started doing that after reading a book by Leon Uris entitled Battle Cry. The story followed a diverse group of young men who, for reasons all their own, enlisted in the United States Marine Corps during World War II. For 475 pages the reader comes to know these men, their backgrounds, their hopes and dreams…and then in the last few pages, all but one of them are killed at the battle of Tarawa. I had stayed up to finish the book, and at around 3 a.m. I read those final, fateful stories. I wanted to throw that book across the room in frustration! So now, before I get too involved in a story, I want to know how it ends.

The same is true of movies…especially if it has animals in it. If the dog dies, I don’t even want to watch it! 

Over the past several weeks we have been looking through the book of Romans, not in a classic verse-by-verse style, but rather following the theme of what it means to be God’s “chosen people.” From the start we noted the mixed makeup of the Roman congregation, and the tensions that must have created in their fellowship. So Paul has been explaining the relationship between the Jewish and Gentile Christians, as well as the role of those Jews who have not committed themselves to Jesus Christ as their Messiah. Throughout Romans 9-11 this has been building to a climax. And I have good news: When it comes to the relationship between Jewish and Gentile Christians, we see not only a good ending but a glorious ending.

In our previous study Paul uses the illustration of an olive tree to depict this relationship. The root of the tree represents the patriarchs—Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob—while the trunk of the tree stands for the promises God made to them. The branches represent the physical descendents of the patriarchs, who were broken off by unbelief, while the wild olive shoots portray the Gentiles who are grafted into the tree by faith.

If Paul had concluded his argument after verse 22, then Replacement Theology might be able to use this passage to suggest that God was forever through with the Jews and replaced them with the Church (Gentile believers). But Paul doesn’t end there. He goes on in verses 23-24, 
And if they do not persist in unbelief, they will be grafted in, for God is able to graft them in again. 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!
In fact, Paul had even hinted at this earlier in the chapter. In verses 11-12 we read, 

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. 12 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!
This brings us to verses 25-27, a very important—and debated—passage. 

I do not want you to be ignorant of this mystery, brothers, so that you may not be conceited: Israel has experienced a hardening in part until the full number of the Gentiles has come in. And so all Israel will be saved, as it is written: “The deliverer will come from Zion; he will turn godlessness away from Jacob. And this is my covenant with them when I take away their sins.”

Paul uses the word “mystery” in verse 25, though it did not mean then what we take it to mean now. The so-called mystery religions of Paul’s day used the Greek word mysterion in the sense of something that was to be revealed only to the initiated. Paul himself, however, used it to refer to something formerly hidden or obscure but now revealed by God for all to know and understand.
 The “mystery” of verse 25 was not that the salvation of the Gentiles or Israel had not been revealed in the Old Testament; rather, it was that the partial and temporary hardness of Israel would last only until the “full number” of the Gentile conversions had been reached.

God has not cast off his people, for there is and always will be a remnant from the Jewish people according to the election of grace. And so, verse 26 states, “all Israel shall be saved.” Palmer Robertson—a Covenant theologian—remarks, “Whatever conclusions may be reached about this last passage, it is noteworthy that it is all Israel (not all the church) that will be saved. This is the specific language of inspired Scripture.”

So, what is meant by “all Israel”? Three main interpretations of this phrase are: (1) the total number of elect Jews of every generation; (2) the great majority of Jews of the final generation; and (3) the total number of the elect, both Jews and Gentiles, of every generation.
 The first two speak of Jews—physical descendents of Abraham—while the third speaks of Jewish and Gentile believers—spiritual descendents of Abraham. 

Robertson, while admitting that “a strong case can be made in support of either of these interpretations,” concludes that “all Israel” consists not of all elect Jews, but of all the elect of God, whether of Jewish or Gentile origin, since even Gentiles who are grafted into the olive tree have become “Israelites.”
 Certainly this is an emphasis Paul has made throughout Romans, and this was the conclusion I adopted when first considering this passage.

While this is consistent with the larger context of the book of Romans, a different theme is seen in the immediate context of Romans 11. Five times in this chapter before verse 26, Paul used the word “Israel” (or “Israelite”) in the ethnic sense—every time. The contrast made is between the Israelites and the Gentiles in this literal way. Going back to the olive tree imagery, the unbelieving Israelites were broken off the tree, and believing Gentiles were grafted in. Yet Paul states in verses 11-12, “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!” (Remember that word “fullness.”)

If the Jewish people in general have been cut off because of their unbelief, this does not mean that there is no possibility that they, as the natural branches, should be “grafted back into their own olive tree”; for, as verses 23-24 point out, 

And if they do not persist in unbelief, they will be grafted in, for God is able to graft them in again. 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! 

Their restoration, indeed, would bring great blessing to the world, according to verse 15. As things are, a “partial hardening has come upon Israel until the fullness of the Gentiles comes in; and so,” Paul adds, “all Israel will be saved.” The expression “all Israel” in this passage is the equivalent of the “fullness of Israel” of which the apostle speaks in verse 12—which is the same Greek word for the “fullness of the Gentiles” in verse 25. These are coordinate concepts, and the interpretation of the one should correspond with that of the other.

What does this mean? At the present time, “Israel has experienced a hardening in part,” not a partial hardening but a part of Israel that is meant. This is a temporary hardening, taking place while God’s purpose is worked out among the Gentiles.
 After that “fullness” has been reached, then comes Israel’s opportunity for her “fullness.”

And so, here is the divine order in redemptive history: natural branches on the cultivated olive tree broken off because of unbelief; wild branches grafted in, contrary to nature; the natural branches yet to be regrafted into the olive tree. When Paul says, “All Israel will be saved,” he cannot mean every Jew who ever lived. But the day will come when “all Israel,” the vast majority of living Jews, will be saved.
 This salvation of the Jews will, of course, be on the same basis as anyone’s salvation: personal faith in Jesus Christ.
 The blessings which Israel will experience are blessings in Christ––the same blessings which the church has experienced.

In verses 26-27, Paul (as he usually does) grounds his logic in Scripture, quoting from both Isaiah and Jeremiah: “…as it is written: ‘The deliverer will come from Zion; he will turn godlessness away from Jacob. And this is my covenant with them when I take away their sins.’” What is this “covenant” spoken of? Dispensationalists such as Donald Grey Barnhouse suggest, “This new covenant is to be made with Israel and Judah and, therefore, is not to be confused with the covenant of grace which God already has made with the Church.”
 The problem with this, as Walter Kaiser points out, is that “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.’”

So, when will this happen? For this we need to turn to the book of Revelation. 

Allow me to direct your attention first to Revelation 9:13, where we read, “The sixth angel sounded his trumpet…” This is the sixth of seven trumpets sounded to warn the world of God’s wrath that is coming. Sneaking a peek ahead, the seventh trumpet does not sound until Revelation 11:15, so all that happens between these verses is part of the sixth trumpet.

Now, turn to Revelation 10:7, where John writes, “But in the days when the seventh angel is about to sound his trumpet, the mystery of God will be accomplished, just as he announced to his servants the prophets.” Notice, the seventh trumpet has not yet sounded, but something significant has happened: “the mystery of God will be accomplished.” What is this “mystery”? Could it not be the same “mystery” Paul refers to in Romans 11:25?

In Paul’s terminology, “the fullness of the Gentiles has come in.” Now the partial hardening of Israel ends, and “all Israel will be saved.” This does not mean that people will be saved because they are of Jewish genealogy, but that a large number of Jews—all the Jews that will be saved—will now turn to Christ as their Savior. The Great Commission has now been accomplished. The prophecy of Jesus in Matthew 24:14—“this gospel of the kingdom will be preached in the whole world as a testimony to all nations”—has been fulfilled, and now the end will come.

Let us move now to Revelation 11:13. Remember, this is still before the seventh trumpet is sounded. There we read, “At that very hour there was a severe earthquake and a tenth of the city collapsed. Seven thousand people were killed in the earthquake, and the survivors were terrified and gave glory to the God of heaven.” A terrible earthquake levels one tenth of the city of Jerusalem, killing seven thousand people. But notice the reaction of the survivors: they “gave glory to the God of heaven.” This phrase is terribly significant. The negative wording is found several times in Revelation—those who refused to give glory to God but continued in their sinful ways. Here the result was that those who had seen these terrifying events gave glory to God. That is to say, they repented, for that is the only real way to give glory to God.

In fact, George Eldon Ladd suggests that this is John’s way of describing the final conversion of the Jewish people as a whole. The statement that they gave glory to the God of heaven suggests repentance, not merely remorse. Some interpreters understand the phrase to mean that they glorified God in fear and terror but did not really repent. However, the phrase as it is used elsewhere suggests repentance.
 Because of these mighty acts of God in the end time, the Jewish people will repent of their sins and give glory to the true God. Previously they have not glorified God; they had crucified his Messiah and rejected his prophets. But now they repent of their disobedience and glorify God.

This is similar to Jesus’ words in Luke 21:24—“Jerusalem will be trodden down by the Gentiles until the times of the Gentiles are fulfilled” [rsv]. He followed this by concluding in verse 31, “When you see these things happening, you know that the kingdom of God is near.” Putting all of this together, when “the full number of the Gentiles has come in” (or, to use our Lord’s words, when “the times of the Gentiles are fulfilled”), then Israel, as a people, will be saved.
 

Why? According to Romans 11:28, “they are loved on account of the patriarchs.” God, in His sovereign grace, will provide salvation for the Jewish people of the end times for the sake of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. This will, in Swindoll’s words, “mark the end of an era”
—the era of the people of God on earth. The sixth trumpet is over, the seventh is about to sound.

In Revelation 11:15, “The seventh angel sounded his trumpet.” John takes a bit of a digression in chapters 12-13, looking back to events of the past and bringing the narrative up to the present. Then, in Revelation 14:14-20—still part of the seventh trumpet—we read,

I looked, and there before me was a white cloud, and seated on the cloud was one “like a son of man” with a crown of gold on his head and a sharp sickle in his hand. Then another angel came out of the temple and called in a loud voice to him who was sitting on the cloud, “Take your sickle and reap, because the time to reap has come, for the harvest of the earth is ripe.” So he who was seated on the cloud swung his sickle over the earth, and the earth was harvested.

Another angel came out of the temple in heaven, and he too had a sharp sickle. Still another angel, who had charge of the fire, came from the altar and called in a loud voice to him who had the sharp sickle, “Take your sharp sickle and gather the clusters of grapes from the earth’s vine, because its grapes are ripe.” The angel swung his sickle on the earth, gathered its grapes and threw them into the great winepress of God’s wrath. They were trampled in the winepress outside the city, and blood flowed out of the press, rising as high as the horses’ bridles for a distance of 1,600 stadia.
These verses speak of a harvest. I believe this is a reflection of Jesus’ teaching in Matthew 13:24-30, where the good (“wheat”) and evil (“weeds”) are separated at the harvest. Not every detail is an exact match, but that is not unusual when dealing with parables.

It is my conviction that this “harvest” in Revelation 14 is nothing less than the Rapture of the Church. Consider this passage in the light of other texts dealing with the Lord’s return for His own: Matthew 24:27-31; 1 Corinthians 15:51-55; 1 Thessalonians 4:13-18; and Acts 1:11.

John sees a white cloud with someone seated on it “like the Son of Man.” Jesus predicted in Matthew 24:30 that the Son of Man would come on the clouds of the sky. Paul writes in 1 Thessalonians 4:16-17 that the Lord Himself would “come down from heaven” and that the saints will be caught up “in the clouds” to meet the Lord in the air. 

Some claim the one on the cloud is just an angel, but nowhere in Scripture is an angel referred to as “one like the Son of Man.” This was Jesus’ favorite designation for himself, coming from Daniel 7:13. The fact that an angel tells Him to reap because “the time to reap has come” does not place the angel in authority over Jesus. The angel comes out of the heavenly temple—the throne room of God the Father—with this instruction. Didn’t Jesus say in Matthew 24:36, “No one knows about that day or hour, not even the angels in heaven, nor the Son, but only the Father”? 

Another similarity is seen in Matthew 24:31, 1 Corinthians 15:52, and 1 Thessalonians 4:16—all refer to a trumpet call when the Lord returns. Notice in particular 1 Corinthians 15:51-52, “Listen, I tell you a mystery: We will not all sleep, but we will all be changed—in a flash, in the twinkling of an eye, at the last trumpet.” Why “last” trumpet? This implies there will be more than one, and this is the final one of a series. Could the “last trumpet” of 1 Corinthians 15 be the seventh (and last) trumpet of Revelation? If it isn’t, what does “last trumpet” mean?

Most of the commentaries I consulted give little (if any) interpretation of the “last trump” of 1 Corinthians 15, and few even consider a connection between this trumpet and the seventh trumpet of Revelation. Chuck Swindoll does write about this, but concludes that the two trumpet blasts refer to separate prophetic events.
 At the time I wrote my book on Revelation, I was not aware that anyone had merged these thoughts as one. But my attention was drawn to a book by Marvin Rosenthal, The Pre-Wrath Rapture of the Church, in which he writes, “Since the last trump arises out of the seventh seal, and the Rapture, according to Paul, occurs at the last trump.”

Placing the Rapture at this point of Revelation makes contextual sense as well. Through the time of God’s warning—the seven trumpets—it is the Church that proclaims the Gospel throughout the world. That mission has been accomplished, and a great conversion of Jews in Revelation 11:13 complete God’s family tree. Now God’s wrath is about to commence. The saints are promised deliverance in Revelation 3:10 from the “hour of trial that is going to come upon the whole world.” True, they have suffered Satan’s wrath through the Antichrist, but what follows in Revelation is the time of God’s wrath. God does not pour out His wrath on His children. Furthermore, there is no mention of the saints on earth through chapters 15-18. (In fact, John sees the saints in heaven at the beginning of Revelation 15.)

Revelation 14 concludes with another harvest—this one a harvest of grapes to be put into “the winepress of God’s wrath.” These verses are similar to Joel 3:13, “Swing the sickle, for the harvest is ripe. Come, trample the grapes, for the winepress is full and the vats overflow—so great is their wickedness!” The gruesome image of blood flowing out of the winepress as high as a horse’s bridle for 180 miles
 speaks of the mass slaughter about to transpire. The harvest of Revelation 14 separates the righteous from the unrighteous, bringing in the children of God while setting up the children of Satan for the final display of God’s wrath on earth.

Walter Kaiser concludes,

The biblical writers could not have put the thesis that there is only one people of God any clearer than they have. To be sure, there still are distinguishing aspects of diversity, such as male, female, slave, free, Jew, Gentile, and the like. But the fact that there is one olive tree should help us to sense the unitary features of the assorted groups of believers throughout the Scriptures.

The contemporary doctrine of the church must be anchored in the unity and singularity of the people of God of all ages. The gifts and calling that this people of God have are from God. Therefore, all attempts to isolate Israel from the church in every sense runs counter to the direct challenge of Scripture. On the other hand, all reports of Israel’s death and demise as the people of God in every sense are, as Mark Twain quipped in another connection, certainly premature—and I might add, nonbiblical!

Hence the glorious ending of the story of God’s family tree. His plan for redeeming the world through His people—Israel—through whom the Savior came—Jesus—to save all by God’s grace through faith. We Gentiles have been grafted (or adopted) into God’s family tree, and share in all God’s promises. And we will truly live happily ever after!
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