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JESUS, THE CHURCH, AND ETHNIC ISRAEL: 

A CONCENTRIC APPROACH TO UNDERSTANDING  

THE FUTURE OF ISRAEL 

 

Introduction 

 

 John Bright finishes his book A History of Israel with this statement, “Israel‟s history 

leads straight to the Talmud—or the gospel.  It has in fact no other direction.”
1
  One of these 

ways is a dead end, while the other leads to life from the dead.  One has a future, the other does 

not.  The New Testament teaches the way that leads to life is in union with Jesus Christ by faith.  

This hope is the same for Jew and Gentile.  Yet, is it that simple?   

 Christianity, which sprung from the loins of Israel, says that Jesus Christ serves as 

Israel‟s long awaited Messiah, and that he is in fact the “terminus” of their history and the one 

who satisfies their eschatological hope “in all its variegated forms.”
2
  Consequently, association 

with Jesus is the determining factor in the quality of hope one has in the future.  However, 

scholars have debated the place of Israel in the program of God.  Certainly, the history of Israel 

is settled, but what about the future?   

Systematic Solutions Are Insufficient  

 Israel‟s future has been a question that has challenged the church for centuries.  As a 

result, various answers have been given, some better than others.  Differing theological systems 

only increase the confusion.  Dispensational theology asserts that a great hope remains for the 
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Jews.
3
  The millennial kingdom is in fact reserved for them, as Lewis and Demarest quote C. I. 

Scofield‟s comments on 1 Corinthians 15:24, “Upon his return, the King will restore the Davidic 

monarchy in His own person, re-gather dispersed Israel, establish his power over all the earth 

and reign one thousand years.”
4
  When they rejected the kingdom proclaimed by Jesus, he 

postponed their Kingdom by offering salvation to the Gentiles.  Yet, their inheritance is not 

abandoned, and a time is coming and has been foretold when Israel will receive its earthly 

kingdom.  In the mind of Dispensationalists then, their doctrine of last things is closely 

connected with the state of Israel. 

 In contrast, Reformed theologians understand Israel in a much different fashion.  

Instead of retaining a place for Israel in the future, they contend that Israel‟s future, hope, and 

inheritance was passed on to the church.  Hard-line covenantalists argue that there is no hope for 

ethnic Israel, and that it was replaced by the church.  Paul Boyer, quotes one such Reformed 

theologian as saying, “The New Testament church is the fulfillment of Old Testament Israel…To 

suggest that God has in mind a separate future for Israel…is like putting the scaffolding back up 

after the building has been finished.”
5
   

 All of this talk about Israel leads the average Bible reader to an amalgamated 

theology.  While Israel is often considered intrinsically important, exactly how and why this is so 

may not be seen.  Much hype has been made over the state of Israel as a nation, and the 
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importance it plays in the fulfillment of prophecy;
6
 however, the importance of Israel is less 

political and more theological.  Consequently, a correct view of Israel will help secure the 

believer‟s understanding of their place in God‟s program of salvation, and increase confidence in 

God‟s wisdom and faithfulness to carry out his promises to the world through Israel.  

A Biblical Problem 

 The problem does not seem to go away by simply reading the Bible more 

comprehensively either, because some of the biblical authors actually seem to have differing 

perspectives on the future of Israel.  Within only one gospel, Matthew gives the reader a mixed 

message about Israel.  On the one hand, Jesus‟ mission demonstrates particularism and salvific 

favor toward the Jews, but on the other, the author seems to include a universalizing principle 

that takes the gospel outside the bounds of Abraham‟s descendents.
7
  So the reader is left to 

wonder, is Matthew for or against the Jews.
8
   

 Looking at other New Testament authors only diffuses the light further.  In First Peter, 

the apostle assigned Israelite nomenclature to the church and references Hosea 2:23, an explicit 

referent to Israel in the prophet‟s book, to authenticate the church as God‟s people (1 Peter 2:9-

10).  Luke, in the book of Acts, appears to thematically reject the unbelieving Jewish people and 

ostensibly transfer all privileges of the covenant community to the church.
9
  Yet in Romans, Paul 

takes care to give the most explicit treatment of Israel‟s future when he says in Romans 11:26, 
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“all Israel will be saved.”  Still, even this statement must be qualified.  Who does Paul have in 

mind when he says “Israel?”  When will this happen? 

 This preliminary sketch of a few New Testament writers stirs up more problems then 

it solves.  All of these questions lead to an analysis that must be nuanced with precise definitions 

and carefully crafted qualifications.  Likewise, a willingness to concede some points as 

ambiguous may also necessary.  In any case, the question remains, “What is the future of Israel?”  

 To answer that question, another question must be posed, “Which Israel do you 

mean?”  There are, as it will be shown, differing kinds of hope for Israel, depending on how one 

draws Israel‟s boundaries.  This paper will eventually seek to answer the question concerning 

ethnic Israel, but first it must define Israel in terms of Jesus Christ, the true Israelite, and the 

church, the new Israel.  Only then can it answer the future hope of ethnic Israel.   

 Looking through the eyes of three New Testament writers (Matthew, Luke, and Paul), 

it is the goal of this paper to show the eschatological hope of Jesus as Israel, the church as Israel, 

and ethnic Israel as Israel.  This will not give an exhaustive answer to the question, but it should 

provide a helpful schematic to help understand Israel in its three primary forms.  Beginning in 

Matthew, it will be asserted that there is a present and future hope for Israel in the person of 

Jesus Christ.  Assessing the book of Acts, it will be demonstrated how in relationship to Jesus 

Christ, the church also has a present and future hope, as the people of God, the fulfillment of 

Israel.  Then it will be shown in Romans 11 how a future hope for ethnic Israel remains, but only 

as they embrace Jesus Christ as their messianic savior. By looking at these books in turn, Israel 

can be understood in a three-fold schematic that retains a Messianic hope fore ethnic Israel.  
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A Concentric Approach to Understanding  

Israel’s Eschatological Hope 

 

 Jewish Dispensationalist, Arnold Fruchtenbaum‟s massive volume Israelology: The 

Missing Link in Systematic Theology spans more than 1000 pages.
10

  This is noteworthy only 

because it shows how much can be said about Israel biblically and theologically.  Much can be 

said qualitatively about Israel as well, for when Paul writes, “not all Israel is Israel,” scores of 

linguistic and theological questions arise begging qualification. 

 Accordingly in a discussion about Israel, definitions must be the starting place.  

Despite attempts by many Dispensationalists to press the term Israel to mean “ethnic, national 

Israel” in every New Testament usage, the term itself has a variety of meanings.
11

  So to answer 

the question of Israel‟s future, it will be helpful to begin by showing how a concentric ring of 

meanings can be attached to Israel, in particular in answering the question who is Israel.   

 

Jesus Christ as Israel   

 

 Jesus, the son of Abraham, son of David (Matthew 1:1) is the only Jewish descendent 

to perfectly fulfill the law and rightly keep the covenant.  Where Israel failed, he succeeded.  

While Israel was tempted in the desert, Jesus maintained faith in God by refusing to complain 

and fighting against the schemes of the devil with the powerful word of God (Matt. 4:1-11).  

Likewise, as Jesus completed his mission as the Suffering Servant, a term that was used 
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corporately of Israel, Jesus embodied all that Israel should have been but was not.
12

    

 Matthew orders the beginning of his gospel with Old Testament citations and 

allusions, and he starts with a genealogy which qualifies Jesus for the blessings of Abraham and 

the throne of David (Matthew 1:1-17).  Next, Matthew recounts the narrative of the virgin birth 

and the fulfillment of Isaiah 7:14, “Behold, the virgin shall be with child and shall bear a son, 

and they shall call his name Immanuel” (Matthew 1:18-25).  Jesus Israelite heritage and divinely 

appointed Sonship (cf. Luke 3:38) is unmistakable after only one chapter. 

 Matthew follows this with the visitation of Jesus by wise men from the east who 

worship him and bring him gifts fit for a king (Matt. 2:1-12).  Jesus‟ family then flees Palestine 

to take refuge in Egypt (Matt. 2:13-15).  From Christ‟s early infancy, Matthew draws a nativity-

story connection between Jesus and Israel quoting Hosea 11:1, “Out of Egypt I called my son.”  

It seems apparent that Matthew is seeking to link Jesus with Israel, as Robert Mounce comments, 

“Matthew interprets the Christ child as the embodiment or representation of the true Israel.”
13

   

 C.J.H. Wright also finds this theme in his book, Knowing Jesus Through the Old 

Testament.  Wright demonstrates how Matthew associates Jesus with Israel.  He writes, “by 

taking a text which describes Israel as God‟s son…and applying it to Jesus, Matthew is 

obviously also setting up a Jesus-Israel correspondence.”
14

  This correspondence is amplified in 

chapter Matthew 4, as Jesus is led out into the wilderness for 40 days, just like Israel wandered in 

the wilderness for 40 years.  The difference comes in that while Israel was tested in the desert, 

ultimately failing and perishing, Jesus the true Israel contended with the devil, returned 
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victorious, and procured eternal life.
15

  Furthermore, Vaughan Roberts sees the recruitment of 

twelve apostles as another picture of Christ establishing himself as the New Israel, patterning 

himself after the twelve tribes of Israel.
16

   

 Finding further support in other portions of the New Testament is not difficult.  The 

apostle John also points to Jesus as the true Israel of God.  Peter Leithart devotes a whole 

chapter, entitled “Israel Dead and Reborn,”
17

 in his book A House For My Name to retelling “the 

story of Jesus [as] the last chapter of Israel.”
18

  Leithart demonstrates how John finds so much of 

Israel consummated in Christ.  In one instance, John shows Jesus to be greater than the temple 

and its first-century forms of worship when he records the cleansing of the temple by Jesus.
19

  

This prelude to the forthcoming destruction of the temple symbolized that God‟s presence which 

formerly dwelt with Israel now tabernacled within Jesus Christ, God‟s true Israel (John 1:14). 

 More specifically, 2 Corinthians 1:20 says, “For all the promises of God find their Yes 

in him [Jesus Christ].”  Considering the fact that all of these promises were given originally to 

Israel, it logically follows that only someone in the place of Israel could rightly be said to possess 

the promises of God.  Graeme Goldsworthy agrees with these assertions when he writes, “in the 

Old Testament, the key offices that represent the people were prophet, priest, king and wise man.  

In reading the New Testament it becomes obvious that the various writers understood the person 
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and work of Jesus to be fulfilling these roles.”
20

  Thus it seems fair to deduce that if Jesus Christ 

perfectly fulfills these roles that he is in fact truly Israel.
21

 

 Jesus greatest association with Israel may be the way that he fulfilled the promise of 

Israel‟s resurrection from the dead in Ezekiel 37:11-14.  When Jesus died and rose again, he 

showed the world not only his victory over death, sin‟s curse, but also the hope of everyone who 

has put trust in the one who perfectly obeyed the law and was honorably justified by being raised 

from the dead.   

 Jesus as Israel has an incredible future.  God has promised to him a kingdom and glory 

for all eternity.  Though offered these things illicitly by the devil while on earth (Matt. 4:8-9), 

Jesus‟ perfectly patient obedience earned these things, so that he might come and establish his 

kingdom on this earth with all those his blood redeemed (Matt. 25:31ff).  Philippians 2:9-11 

says, “God has highly exalted him and bestowed on him the name that is above every name, so 

that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and 

every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord.”  This is the future hope of Jesus, accomplished 

by “taking the form of a servant, being born in the likeness of men. And being found in human 

form, he humbled himself by becoming obedient to the point of death, even death on a cross” 

(Phil. 2:7-8).   Therefore, it can be concluded that there is great hope for the “Son of Man,” who 

is the beloved son of God, who did all that the Father required.  His eternal reward is to reign 
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with his people for eternity, in perfect harmony with them and his Father.   

 

The Church as Israel 

 

 With the center fixed on Jesus as the True Israel, an understanding of an 

eschatological community can be advanced.  While all of the eschatological promises made to 

Israel now rest in Christ (2 Cor. 1:20), it logically follows that all those who have placed their 

faith in him also have access to these promised blessings.  This leads to the second understanding 

of Israel then, that all that “belong to Christ are a part of true Israel.”
22

  For how can the bride 

have a different last name than the groom?  If Christ, the husband, is Israel, than the church his 

wife, must share his name.  Therefore, the church is „in Israel‟ by relation to its husband and 

head Jesus Christ.    

 Conclusively, this looks like a restatement of the classic reformed doctrine that the 

church is spiritual Israel, however it should be noted that this definition is far more 

Christocentric.
23

  The Church did not replace Israel, so much as it became the telos of Israel.  

Had all of national Israel rightly obeyed and followed Yahweh, the membership of the church 

would have been coterminous with the descendents of Abraham.  Instead, the nation of Israel 

splintered and formed a “divided people,”
 24

 where only the believing remnant became the 

church, the faithful community of God.  Luke records in Acts just how this happened.
25
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 Acts begins with a homogenously Jewish “church.”  Yet, within twenty-eight chapters 

the people of God are transformed from a Jewish sect centered in Jerusalem to a Gentile religion 

anchored in Rome.
26

  David Pao titles this process of Israel‟s identity change as the “redefinition 

of Israel.”
27

  In his book, Acts and the Isaianic New Exodus, he shows how Luke uses the 

terminology and themes of Isaiah to prove that the church is God‟s new creation.  Just as Isaiah 

saw a new people of God following the way (Is. 40:3; 43:16-19; 44:26-27; 51:9-11), Luke 

proffers a new group not coincidentally distinguished as the “Way” (Acts 9:2; 19:9, 23; 22:4; 

24:14, 22).
28

  This new people would not be based on heredity or national origins, it would be 

based upon faith in Jesus as the Messiah.
29

 

 So, while the color of the people of God was changing in Acts, the content was not; 

and at least three things became apparent about this group to prove their status as God‟s people.   

First, they all received the Holy Spirit.  Second, they came to faith by believing the Word of 

God.  Third, their faith is placed in Jesus the Christ.  Tracing these characteristics of the church 

in Acts will show how the church fulfilled New Exodus and New Creation promises. 

 Acts recounts the multi-staged arrival of the Spirit to the Jews during Pentecost (2), to 

the Samaritans after John and Peter, with their apostolic authority, arrived to witness the baptism 

of the Spirit (8), and to the Gentiles in correlation with Peter‟s preaching (10).  In Acts 2, 
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tongues of fire, representative of God‟s presence, came and rested on those in Jerusalem waiting 

for the Holy Spirit (Ex. 40:38; Neh. 9:12, 19).
30

  Following this initial outpouring in Jerusalem, 

the Spirit in the same manner (Acts 11:17; 15:8-9) went forth to demarcate the people of God.   

 The significance of the Holy Spirit is that it was a gift promised to Israel.  It was part 

and parcel of the New Covenant specifically pledged to Israel (Jer. 31:31-34; Ezek. 36:22-32).  It 

seems clearly defined that the people of God are those who have the Spirit.  Jervell concurs, 

“Where the Spirit is, there is the people of God.  It has always been so in the history of Israel.”
31

  

The Spirit‟s arrival created a new people, spiritual Israel.  Unlike before, these born again 

believers had power to obey the law and keep the covenant, and thus they became God‟s new 

creation based not physical birth, but spiritual birth. 

 Luke‟s emphasis on the activity of the Spirit is complemented by his insistence on the 

law of Israel and the Old Testament Scriptures.  As Jervell puts it, “The question of the law is a 

burning problem to [Luke]...for it has to do with the identity of the church.”
32

  Luke venerates 

the law greatly and characterizes the church as a law-abiding people.  This can be seen in a verse 

like Acts 24:14 where Paul stands before Felix and a host of Jewish elders and says, “But this I 

confess to you, that according to the Way, which they call a sect, I worship the God of our 

fathers, believing everything laid down by the Law and written in the Prophets.”  In short, God‟s 

true followers did not depart from Israel‟s legal heritage.  They, instead, became the greatest 

advocates of the law.  The church, not the Jews, went forth in obedience to God‟s word, so that, 

in the end, obedience to and possession of God‟s word rested with the church, not national Israel.
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 The third item shared by all those marked out as the people of God in Acts is the 

witness of Jesus as the Christ.  Jesus is himself the dividing line for those who are in Israel and 

those who are not.  For if Jesus Christ is the “true Israel,”
33

 it would be only natural that those 

who have placed faith in him would also be in Israel.  Incorporation into Israel becomes 

dependent not on one‟s heritage in Israel, but in one‟s relationship to Jesus.   

 Luke demonstrates this throughout Acts.  In Acts 2, Luke records the first speech of 

Peter and the amazing response of 3000 believing Jews repenting and being baptized.  

Interestingly, no record of resistance is found in this truly Pentecostal sermon.  However, in the 

following chapter (3:12-4:4), Peter‟s message is met with mixed results.  There are some who 

believe (Acts 4:4), but there are others who reject Jesus as the Christ.  The Israelite hierarchy 

opposes the message of Jesus and his resurrection (4:2), and arrests Peter and his companions 

(4:3).  These witnesses are brought before the Jewish law court and asked to stop proclaiming 

Jesus (4:5-22).  This is just the beginning of Luke‟s description of the many ways Christ divides 

Israel.  In Acts 5, the apostles are arrested again, and by Acts 7 the fury of the Jewish rulers, 

elders, and scribes is seen in the murder of Stephen.  Saul‟s hatred for “the way” is seen in Acts 

8:1-3 as he proactively ravages Christian homes. 

 Ironically, after Saul‟s conversion, this rejection of Jesus Christ is perpetuated in the 

missionary journeys of the very same apostle.  Luke makes it a point to record Paul‟s faithfulness 

in taking the message of Jesus first to the Jews and then to the Gentiles.  In city after city, Paul‟s 

custom was to go to the Jews in the synagogue and then to the Gentiles (Acts 17:2).  Without fail 

Paul‟s presence and proclamation was invariably rejected by the Jewish elders and often resisted 
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with physical violence.  This was the case in Antioch of Pisidia (Acts 13:13-52), Iconium (14:1-

7); Lystra (14:8-23), Thessalonica (17:1-9), Berea (17:10-13), Corinth (18:1-17), and Ephesus 

(19:8-10).  Moreover, the final eight chapters of Acts show the unwavering unbelief of the Jews, 

as they unwarrantedly arrest Paul in the temple (21:27-36), make allegations against him for 

preaching Christ to the Gentiles (23:30-23:10), plan his assassination (23:12-23), contend against 

him in Roman courts (24:1-25:12), and leave him in custody of a pagan nation (25:13ff).  As 

George Ladd summarizes in his New Testament Theology, “The purpose of this long recital 

[where „no new churches were established, no theological or ecclesiastical problems solved‟] is 

to illustrate in detail how Judaism rejected the gospel.”
34

  Luke seems to show from the 

beginning to the end of Acts that unbelieving Jews had truly stumbled over the rock of Christ. 

 All of this evidence supports a Biblical understanding of the church as Israel.  This is 

only reinforced all the more when compared with passages like Galatians 3:29 which teaches that 

those in Christ are also Abraham‟s offspring; Galatians 6:16 which asserts that all who are new 

creations (6:15) are a part of the Israel of God;
35

 Ephesians 2:11-22 which reconciles Jews and 

Gentiles and then assembles both as living stones in temple of God; and 1 Peter 2:9-10 which 

applies technical terms for Israel as descriptors of a multi-ethnic church. 

 Yet while there are many reasons to believe that the true people of God, the Church, is 

being carved out of Israel in Acts, a corollary pattern of Israelite rejection is also observable.  

Luke cites the Old Testament with great frequency, but his use of the Old Testament is not for 

shoring up weak arguments with ancient proof texts.  His interrelated quotations, especially of 

Isaiah, show just how the people of Israel turned a deaf ear and a blind eye to their Messiah. 
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 Comparing the Luke-Acts narrative with the program of redemption found in Isaiah, 

Pao shows how Luke-Acts reverses Isaiah 6 and Isaiah 40.
36

  In the third chapter of his gospel, 

Luke quotes Isaiah 40:3-5 to explain the ministry of John the Baptist:  

“The voice of one crying in the wilderness: „Prepare the way of the Lord, make his paths 

straight.  Every valley shall be filled, and every mountain and hill shall be made low, and 

the crooked shall become straight, and the rough places shall become level ways, and all 

flesh shall see the salvation of God.”  

 

 Then in Acts 28, Luke concludes his writing by quoting Isaiah 6:9-10, a passage that 

tells of the spiritual climate of the people which Isaiah will be ministering.  Luke excerpts:  

Go to this people, and say, You will indeed hear but never understand, and you will indeed 

see but never perceive.  For this people‟s heart has grown dull, and with their ears they can 

barely hear, and their eyes they have closed; lest they should see with their eyes and hear 

with their ears and understand with their heart and turn, and I would heal them.‟ 

 

 According to Pao, Luke‟s choice of these poignant texts is to provocatively illustrate 

the way God‟s blessing to Israel has been exchanged for a curse.   He says, “The Isaianic scheme 

of „judgment-salvation‟ as represented by Isaiah 6 and 40 has been reversed.  In the very 

beginning of the Lukan program, salvation is announced through the use of Isaiah 40:3-5.  At the 

end of the Lukan writings, however, the theme of judgment is climatically announced through 

the use of Isaiah 6:9-10.”
37

  Pao continues by drawing attention to the visual metaphors in both 

passages.  He says, “In Luke 3:6 there is the announcement that all will „see‟ the salvation of 

God, in Acts 28:27 one reads that the eyes of the people of God are closed.”
38

  Thus the contrast 

is exposed.  In Isaiah, the prognosis starts out dire but moves towards restoration.  The opposite 

is true with Dr. Luke‟s evaluation.  The hope begins with Christ‟s advent, but by the end of Acts, 
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the nation of Israel has forsaken Jesus Christ, and no hope remains.  Thus the impending forecast 

is bleak, because the nation of God failed to receive the son of God, and therefore turned down 

the chance to remain God‟s people.  Instead, believing individuals in the church retained the 

right to call themselves children of God. 

 The hope then for the church is in union with Jesus Christ.  In Christ, they possess 

“every spiritual blessing” (Eph. 1:3).  As Hebrews 4:14-16 and 10:19-23 teach, the believer now 

has high priestly access to the presence of God, and as John‟ gospel asserts this intimacy is 

denoted as abundant and eternal life (John 10:10; 17:3).  More eschatological in nature, the 

believer has no fear of death (1 Cor. 15:54-55); no concern for shame at the judgment seat of 

God (Rom. 10:11), and only hope of receiving an eternal inheritance for God with the saints 

(Rom. 8:17; Eph. 1:18; 2:7).  Just as he is reigning and resting at the right hand of God (Heb. 

1:3), those who are in Christ have the hope of reigning with him (Eph. 2:6; Rev. 20:6; 22:5)  

More corporate in nature, the church also has the assurance of a marriage with the one who died 

to forgive their sins (Eph. 5:22-32; Rev. 19:6-10), as wedding and feasting imagery plays a 

profound role in describing the coming of the New Heavens and New Earth (Matt. 22:1-14; 25:1-

10; Rev. 21:2).  In all of these blessed promises, the church finds hope in the God of Israel, and 

she herself as the telos of Israel. 

 

Ethnic Israel as Israel 

 

 Based on Acts alone, a premature conclusion might be that the future of Israel is non-

existent, that hope only lies in Jesus Christ and the community of believers that is presently 

united with him.  Certainly, this is true, but according to Romans 11 there still remains a 

“mysterious” future for the nation of Israel, an eschatological hope that by necessity finds its 

salvation in Christ, but one that may not be seen without the sovereign guidance of an all-wise 
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God.  The historiography of Acts indicates the woeful trajectory of Israel and if left alone its ts 

inevitable demise, but Paul‟s instructive letter to the Romans shows how God is not entirely 

finished with the nation of Israel.   

 Paul‟s letter to the Roman church is the most full and clear presentation of the doctrine 

of salvation in the Bible.  It is a masterpiece of logical, polemic, and systematic theology.  Yet, 

the original function of Romans, like many of Paul‟s letters, was to settle a congregational 

dispute.  Written to a predominantly Gentile church struggling with issues of unity amidst a 

racially mixed congregation, Frank Thielman writes convincingly, “the Romans needed to hear 

the gospel again…[because] the Gentile Christians in Rome, who were in the position of power, 

seem to have succumbed to an anti-Jewish sentiment toward both believing and unbelieving 

Jews.”
39

  Only the power of the gospel (Rom. 1:16) will enable these diverse groups of believers 

to glorify God together (Rom. 15:6). 

 With this context in mind, it can be seen how Paul unfolds the gospel with intentions 

of reconciling Jews and Gentiles.  For instance, Paul begins his argument in Romans 1:18-3:20 

by leveling both parties as sinners before God.  “All [Jews and Gentiles] have sinned and fall 

short of the glory of God,” therefore “every mouth may be stopped and the whole world may be 

accountable to God” (Rom. 3:23, 19).  Following this course, Paul explains the way of salvation 

in chapters 4-8; and in chapters 9-11, he delineates the relationship between Jews and Gentiles in 

God‟s program of salvation.  He discloses the particular mercy of God in saving elect individuals 

in Romans 9:1-29.  He explains “the nature of Israel‟s present failure” to receive the promises of 

God by faith in Romans 9:30-10:21.
40

  And in Romans 11, Paul explains how God has faithfully 
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kept his promise to the Jews by not rejecting them. 

 The chapter begins with a sympathetic appeal to God concerning the condition of 

Israel.  Paul writes, “Has God rejected his people?”  His response is emphatically, “By no 

means” (11:1).  In the wisdom of God, he has a plan of salvation for his people.   

 In Romans 11:1-10, he shows how God is currently working to save for himself a 

remnant of Jews.  Paul writes, “I myself am an Israelite, a descendent of Abraham, a member of 

the tribe of Benjamin” (v. 1).  He insinuates, that since he himself is an Israelite saved by God, 

there is hope for others.  He extends this hope by alluding to an incident in Israel‟s history.  

 When Elijah battled with the prophets of Baal and felt as though he was the only 

follower of Yahweh remaining, God reminded him that he had retained a remnant of “seven 

thousand men who had not bowed the knee to Baal” (11:4).  In a similar fashion, the God of 

Israel has preserved for himself a remnant from Israel to be saved, and just as the gospel is going 

to the nations, the gospel is still spreading in and among the descendents of Abraham. 

 The issue at hand here, as in Romans 9, is the sovereignty of God in salvation.  All 

those who God has foreknown will be saved,
41

 because salvation is ultimately decide by God, 

not men.  Paul writes, “God has not rejected his people whom he foreknew” (Rom. 11:2).  While 

it may appear as though God is turning his back on Israel, all those in Israel that God set out to 

redeem, he has effectively saved.  Paul argues for the veracity of God‟s promises to Israel.
42

 

 The nature and scope of God‟s salvation is seen in these verses as well.  Never has all 

of Israel been saved (Rom. 9:6).  Rather, it has always and only been a minority remnant.  All 
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this highlights the graciousness of God, for Paul continues, “So too at this present time there is a 

remnant, chosen by grace” (11:5), these are the ones of Israel who are being saved currently.  So 

the first way that Paul answers the question of Israel‟s future is to say that there remains a band 

of believing Jews who presently possess an eschatological hope which displays His grace and 

proves in part God‟s faithfulness to Israel. 

 Next, Paul turns to speak about corporate Israel in 11:11-32—a subject more germane 

to the discussion here—who unlike Paul have not placed faith in Jesus of Nazareth as the 

Messiah.  Is there any hope for them?  Paul poses this question in Romans 11:11, when he asks 

of the final result of Israel‟s Messianic denial, “Did they stumble in order that they might fall?”   

 In order to get at what Paul means by this question, the terms “stumble” and “fall” 

must be defined.  The first word eptaisan, “stumble,” imply means to stumble in a way that 

allows for recovery.
43

  The second word pesosin, “fall,” in this context carries the connotation 

that the fall is unchangeable.  “The word is used here of a completely irrevocable fall—„to fall to 

rise no more‟—as the sprawling on one‟s face puts a runner out of the race.”
44

  Thus Paul is 

essentially asking, is there any hope remaining for Israel?  What is the telos of this fall? 

 His answer is absolutely not!  In conjunction with this strong negative reply, Paul 

follows with at least four reasons why hope remains for Israel.  As he explains how Israel‟s 

“partial hardening” led to the salvation of the Gentile world, he also shows how hope remains for 

what may look like an abandoned people.  Through the remainder of Romans 11, there is ample 

support for believing a future remains for Israel. 
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 First, even though Israel transgressed against God and failed to receives the riches 

promised to them in Christ, there remains a future inclusion of Israel in God‟s plan (11:12).  As 

Paul explains the hope of salvation gained by the Gentiles at the Jews expense in vv. 11-12, he 

concludes the passage with the promise of even greater riches for the world when the “full 

inclusion” of Israel occurs.  Romans 11:15 says something similar, “For if their rejection means 

the reconciliation of the world, what will their acceptance mean but life from the dead?”    

 It is hard to know what greater riches are foretold in 11:12, or what “life from the 

dead” means in 11:15, but certainly both of these seem to have hints of eschatological 

fulfillment.  “Life from the dead” certainly gives a word picture of resurrection, and it might be 

possible, that a future inclusion of Israel might come at or around the time of the resurrection.  

By placing the Jews rejection of Christ at the beginning of the church age and their acceptance at 

the end, it would make history very symmetrical.  Likewise, the greater riches in 11:12 may also 

be found at a time associated with the return of Christ, the renewal of this world, the bodily 

regeneration of the redeemed.  Yet, from these passages only, absolute certainty cannot be 

gained.  In any case, it can be strongly held from Paul‟s teaching here, that as the world benefited 

from Israel‟s transgression, they will be more richly blessed by their obedience.
45

   

 Second, Paul magnifies his ministry to the Gentiles in order that the Jews might be 

provoked to jealousy and be saved (11:13-14).  Paul, it can be assumed, sees the salvation of the 

Gentiles as an end in itself.  Still, he sees that this ministry may in fact lead his own people, the 

Jews, to salvation and so he is spurred on to proclaim Christ all the more to the Gentiles, so that 
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Jews might be saved.  Realistically, this motivation would be squelched were there not a genuine 

future for Israel.   

 Third, Paul in his illustration of the olive tree, calls Israel the “natural branches” 

(11:21, 24).  Such a name shows the affinity that Israel has for the ways of God, and the ease by 

which they could be grafted back into the olive tree.
46

  “If they [Israel] do not continue in their 

unbelief, [they] will be grafted in, for God has the power to graft them in again.  For if you 

[Gentiles] were cut from what is by nature a wild olive tree, and grafted, contrary to nature, into 

a cultivated olive tree, how much more will these, the natural branches, be grafted back into their 

own olive tree” (11:23-24).  The only thing keeping Israel from being grafted back into the olive 

tree is their unbelief, and if they would repent and return to the Lord they would again find a 

place in God‟s vineyard.   

 Fourth, most compelling are the words recorded in Romans 11:25-26, “I want you 

[Gentiles] to understand this mystery, brothers: a partial hardening has come upon Israel, until 

the fullness of the Gentiles has come in.  And in this way all Israel will be saved.” Looking at 

this passage it can be seen from the adjective “partial” used of Israel‟s “hardening,” that the 

condition of Israel is not total; and based upon the what has been said previously in this chapter 

the hardening is not final.  In fact, even the term “partial” may connote a meaning of temporality, 

as will be demonstrated in the following discussion.  Still, the greatest reason for hope in this 

passage is the explicit statement that “all Israel will be saved.”   

 Many explanations have been advanced for the meaning of this important phrase.  For 

the sake of brevity, this paper will follow the arguments laid out by Thomas Schreiner in his 

                                                 
 

46
 For they are the people who posses the oracles of God (Rom. 3:2) and have received an irrevocable 

promise (Rom. 11:29).  Thus while not believing in Jesus, they have the background to necessary to come to faith.  

That is, as Paul writes to Timothy, they possess the Scriptures that make one wise for salvation (2 Tim. 3:15-16). 



 

 

David Schrock 21 

commentary on Romans.
47

   In the discussion about this phrase, three primary explanations have 

been given.  They are seen in the questions posed by Schreiner, “1) Does [all Israel] refer to all 

Jews without exception who ever lived?  2) To the remnant of Jews who trust Christ for salvation 

[throughout the ages]? 3) To Jews at the end of history who trust Christ for salvation?”
48

 

 Concerning the first question, it must be affirmed that there is no salvation outside of 

Christ.  In regards to assertions that this passage teaches that Jews from every age will be saved, 

it seems that this inclusion is too great.
 49

  If this were the case, Paul would have no reason to 

even belabor the questions he has asked in Romans 11:1, 11 because all Israel would already 

have the promise of salvation.  Moreover, all of his concern for his kinsmen is rooted in their 

separation from Christ (Rom. 9:3, 32; 11:7-11).  Again, if Jews throughout the centuries did not 

actually need to come to God through Christ, then Paul was wasting his words.  However, the 

truth is that just as Paul had to come to faith through Christ (Acts 9), all Jews must come to faith 

in Christ in order to be saved. 

 The second option, though possible, does not comport with the thrust of Romans 11, 

and the picture of branches being grafted back into the olive tree (Rom. 11:23-24).  Schreiner 

writes, “the olive tree concludes with the expectation that the severed Jews will run back to 

Christ in faith.  Verses 25 and 26 point to the same conclusion.  The present era can be described 

as one in which a partial hardening has come upon Israel while the fullness of the Gentiles has 
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come in.”
50

  It seems reasonable to conclude that “all Israel” cannot be retrospective, but only 

prospective with a future vision of a Jewish multitude being grafted back into God‟s Olive Tree. 

 Third and last, the strongest interpretation of “all Israel” is given by looking at the 

contextual surroundings.  Thus, it seems most likely to conclude that the Israel in focus in 11:26 

is one comprised of only Jews.  Schreiner comments, “to posit that the term “Israel” includes 

believing Gentiles in verse 26 requires that Paul lurches to a new meaning for the term “Israel” 

in verse 26…[For] it is obvious in verse 25 that the term “Israel” refers to ethnic Israel in 

contradistinction to the Gentiles.”
51

  This is further supported by the larger context of Romans 9-

11 that speaks of Paul‟s concern for his brethren according to the flesh (Rom. 9:3, 30-31; 10:1; 

11:1, 28-29).  The issue at hand is whether or not ethnic Israel will in the end be saved, and here 

in this passage Paul speaking about Israel in the flesh, says yes they will be saved.   

 Still, it remains to be answered when will this happen.  Though Paul does give some 

significant events that will transpire before and at the time of the Jewish inclusion, it seems that 

“all Israel will be saved” when God removes their “spirit of stupor” and enlightens their 

darkened eyes (11:8-10), when “the Deliverer will come from Zion” to “banish ungodliness from 

Jacob, and…take away their sins” (11:26-27).  When will this happen?  It will transpire as soon 

as “the fullness of the Gentiles comes in” (11:25).  When the fullness of the Gentiles has come to 

faith, it will occur that nation of Israel will also come to faith.  It will be at this time that God‟s 

mercy will be extended and once rebellious Jews will be readmitted into a relationship with their 

covenant-keeping God.  Through the divine work of God to supernaturally quicken dead hearts 

and illuminate blind eyes, God will make sure at the end of the age that “all Israel will be saved.” 
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Israel’s Messianic Hope 

 

 What then is the eschatological hope of ethnic Israel?  To begin with, their hope is 

does not rest in their birthright or in their ethnic heritage.  Nor, is optimism to be gleaned from 

their religious convictions or commitments.  In reality, they are a people hardened by unbelief, 

under the influence of Satan (John 8:44; 2 Cor. 4:4), without hope and without God in the world.  

Though they are a people not without truth, for they possess, at least in part, the oracles of God; 

and though they are a people not without promise, for God‟s promises to Israel still stand.  They 

are a people who has corporately denied the Messiah, whom the God of their forefathers sent. 

 So what is the hope of Israel?  The hope of Israel is the same as that of the church.  It 

is union with Christ.  Only by returning to Christ does Israel have a hope of reconciliation with 

God.  Jesus Christ is the True Israel.  He alone has completely obeyed the covenant laid down by 

God.  He alone is a “brother” who has come and righteously governed the people (Deut. 17:14-

20).  He alone has rightly proclaimed and obeyed the law of God.  He alone has served as a 

sinless high priest to intercede for the people.  And he alone is the way, the truth, and the life 

(John 14:6).  Anyone who stands outside of Jesus, consequently stands outside of Israel. 

 This has been demonstrated in Matthew, in the way Jesus identified with and 

superceded Israel.  Everywhere Israel failed, he succeeded.  Thus, it followed in Acts that Jews 

and Gentiles who placed faith in this true Israelite entered into the church of Jesus Christ creating  

the covenant community of God.  Again, the dividing line of Israel became ones evaluation and 

acceptance of Jesus Christ.  Finally, it was shown from Romans 11 that a hope remains, and is 

promised by God for Israel, but this hope is found in Jesus Christ alone.  All those found outside 

of him, will equivocally be found outside of Israel; and as it has been promised since the 

beginning only the sons of Israel will inherit the blessing of God.   
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 Thus today, those promises and blessings are given to one true Israelite, who then 

shares these gracious benefits with his friends (John 15:15).  Today, ethnic Israel is an enemy of 

God for the sake of the Gentiles inclusion, but a day is coming and may soon be here, when their 

enmity will be replaced with unity, and “all Israel will be saved.”   Their eyes will be opened and 

they will gladly bow the knee to their King, Jesus Christ, and consequently enter into the 

blessings of the new covenant by faith in Him.  This is the future hope for ethnic Israel. 
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