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		Introduction


		
A Christian TV personality once said: "To understand today's events, we must understand the Bible prophecies which control them."  He described "Bible prophecy" as "history pre-written."


This view of prophecy is promoted in best selling Christian books, Christian TV, and from countless pulpits.  Modern Israel is seen as a "signpost" for imminent second coming of Christ.
  

Unfortunately, these scenarios leave little or no room for a peaceful settlement of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.  In fact, some Christians have opposed peace efforts in the belief that peace between Jews and Arabs would frustrate God's plans for Israel.
   

In the troubled Middle East, faulty interpretation of biblical prophecy can actually destroy lives.  We've seen the bitter fruits up close and first hand.   And it can certainly hinder the witness of Christ to the people of the land.


I wrote this two-part paper while living and working in Bethlehem and Jerusalem in January of 1989, and updated it in May 2002. The paper offers a more hopeful perspective on biblical prophecy and the Middle East conflict.


Part One deals with Prophecy and World Events, and Part two deals with The Land of Promise.

	
	
		
	
	
	
		Prophecy and World Events


		
Most popular "end time" prophecy scenarios rest on three faulty assumptions:  That Bible prophecy is mostly futuristic, deterministic, and nationalistic.



		Futuristic.  It is assumed that the still future second coming of Christ is the main focus of Bible prophecy.  Prophecies about what was happening 2,600 years ago, are made to apply to events happening, or about to happen, today.

		Deterministic.  Bible prophecy is seen as "history pre-written."  It is assumed that we are locked into a sequence of apocalyptic events that cannot be altered.  It has to happen this way, because this is what was predicted.

		Nationalistic.  The promises God made to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob are applied exclusively to the Jewish people and the modern state of Israel.   All prophecies about "Israel" must be fulfilled in a literal, nationalistic way as a pre-condition for Christ's return.




These assumptions, though popular, are misguided. The prophets themselves had a different idea, which we discover when we examine:



		The historical context and focus of biblical prophecy.

		The conditional nature of biblical prophecy.

		Restoration promises in biblical prophecy.




The historical context and focus of biblical prophecy


The prophets addressed the spiritual, ethical, and political issues of their day.  Vital decisions of national policy were being made.  The wrong decision would have terrible consequences for their people.   They spoke out against the wrongful  policies that were taking the nation down the path of destruction.


They sounded the warning that God's judgment was imminent.  In most cases, the judgment would come within that generation.  For example, Isaiah lived to see most of Judah devastated by the invading Assyrians. Jeremiah lived to see Jerusalem and the temple destroyed by the Babylonians.


The prophets also had a vision of hope for the future.  A faithful remnant would survive and return to the land.  These prophecies were fulfilled  during the Persian period (538-400 BC), as recorded in Ezra-Nehemiah.


Yet the prophets felt in their spirit that their words had a further meaning,  beyond their understanding.  For, as Peter tells us, the Spirit of Christ within them was pointing toward a suffering Messiah who would come and restore all things.  (1 Peter. 1:11).


For the Christian, all prophecy has its fulfillment in Christ.   Christ's life, death, resurrection, and ascension is the central event of the Bible, and the fulfillment of "all that the prophets have said."
     

All of human history  past, present, and future - is contained in "Christ seated at the right hand of God."



	Therefore, God exalted him to the highest place, and gave him the name that is above every name  seated at his right hand in the heavenly realms, far above all rule and authority, power and dominion, and every title that can be given, not only in the present age, but also in the one to come. (Phillipians 2:8,9; Ephesians 1:20-22).




All of history  past, present, and future  is wrapped up in this one eternal and ultimate event.  And this includes our own future, as Paul wrote: "Our lives are now hidden with Christ in God.  And when Christ, who is our life, appears, then will we also appear with him in glory." (Colossians 3: 3,4).


The conditional nature of prophecy


The prophets wrote about God's judgment. "We reap what we sow."  This applies to nations as well as individuals. But prophecies of judgment have a redemptive purpose.


The purpose of these prophecies of judgment was  to bring about repentance; to call the leaders and the people back to God; and to change the direction of the nation and thereby avert the coming disaster.
  

Judgement averted by repentance.  The judgments proclaimed could always be averted by genuine national repentance.  As we read in Jeremiah:



 If at any time I announce that a nation or kingdom is to be uprooted, torn down and destroyed, and if that nation I warned repents of its evil, then I will relent and not inflict on it the disaster that I had planned. (Jeremiah 18: 7,8)




Jonah's prophecy to Nineveh is the classic example.  God sent Jonah to cry against the brutal, aggressive policies of the Assyrian empire.  He warned them, "Yet 40 days and God will destroy Nineveh." (Jonah 3:4)


But the people repented, and God spared the city.  Nineveh's judgment was postponed, much to Jonah's disappointment and chagrin.
 

Isaiah and Jeremiah both pronounced judgment on Babylon:



	See, the day of he Lord is coming,  a cruel day, with wrath and fierce anger, to make the land desolate and destroy the sinners within it. The stars of heaven and their constellations will not show their light. The rising sun will be darkened and the moon will not give its light. (Isaiah 13: 9-10).




But did this ever literally happen to Babylon?  No, because  King Nebuchadnezzer repented, as we read in Daniel 4.   Babylon became a refuge and a haven for Jews in exile.  So Babylon was spared the destruction prophesied in Isaiah.  The Chaldean regime was overthrown by the Persians, and in turn, by the Greeks, but the city, with its large Jewish population, continued to thrive.  Ezra and his fellow Jews produced the final version of the Torah in Babylon.  The great rabbi Hillel came from Babylon.  The Jewish Talmud was produced in Babylon some 400 years after Christ.


As the Lord said in Ezekiel, "I have no pleasure in the death of the wicked; but that the wicked turn from his way and live."  (Ezekiel 33: 11).


In other words, repentance is the highest fulfillment of any prophecy of judgment.  This why God inspires such prophecies in the first place.  If there is genuine repentance, the prophecy has fulfilled its purpose.  Even a partial repentance may bring about a moderation or postponement of judgment.


Repentance is always the best outcome for any prophecy of divine judgment.   God's Word is true either way!


Blessings forfeited by disobedience.  By the same token, promises of blessing can be forfeited through unbelief and disobedience.  Judah was warned of this by Jeremiah:



	And if at another time I announce that a nation or kingdom is to be built up and planted, and if it does evil in my sight and does not obey me, then I will reconsider the good I had intended to do for it.  (Jeremiah 18: 9-10).




An open future.  The biblical prophets proclaimed an open future, not a future rigidly determined by their prophecies.  There is always a path back to God, and a better promise, which can be obtained through repentance, faith, and obedience.


Left to our own devices, the "dark side" of our human nature would drag us down to eternal damnation.  But we have not been left to our own devises.  Christ has intervened for us at the cross.  Another future has opened up for us, if we will only believe and be obedient to our heavenly calling.


Bible prophecy does not determine the fate of our nation.  It is our response to God's Word that will determine our fate.


Restoration Prophecies


The prophets could foresee an end to the kingdoms of Israel and Judah.  Israel was destroyed by the Assyrians in 721 BC.  Judah, Jerusalem, and the temple fell to the Babylonians in 587 B.C.  Yet there was a faithful remnant.  For them, the prophets had a message of a hope and a future.


That hope was founded in covenant.  Its terms were set forth in Deuteronomy.  Those terms called for the expulsion of Israel from the land if they persisted in their disobedience.


That covenant also provided for restoration:



	And when you and your children return to the Lord your God and obey him with all your heart and with all your soul according to everything I command you today, then the Lord your God will restore your fortunes and have compassion on you and gather you again from all the nations where he scattered you  He will bring you to the land that belonged to your fathers  (Deuteronomy 30:2-5).




This is the formula for restoration: First, return to the Lord.  Then the Lord will return you to the land. Jeremiah's message was anchored in this covenant promise.   There would be 70 years of exile in Babylon.  Afterward:



	Then you will call upon me and come and pray to me, and I will listen to you.  You will seek me and find me when you seek me with all your heart.  I will be found by you, declares the Lord, and will bring you back from captivity.  (Jeremiah 29:12-14)




It happened just as Jeremiah had said.  Daniel was still alive when the 70 years were completed.  Inspired by Jeremiah's prophecy, he began to pray.  The Lord heard his prayer and dispatched Gabriel with the answer.   The angel said, in effect, while the exile lasted for 70 years, the process of restoration will require seven times seventy years.


The restoration story begins in Ezra and Nehemiah.  Several waves of Jews returned to Jerusalem to rebuild the temple.  But that was only the beginning.


For the greater task was spiritual.  And that would require the coming of the Messiah, his suffering and death, and his resurrection and ascension to the throne of heaven, and the outpouring of the Spirit upon all peoples, as we read in the Book of Acts.


Meanwhile, God has fulfilled his promise to Abraham.  And Abraham has truly become the "Father of many nations, in whom all the families of the earth are blessed."
 

	
		
	
	
	
		
		The Land of Promise


		
Some call it Israel.  Others call it Palestine.  In the Bible, it is called "the Land of Canaan."  Today, it is home to some 5 million Jews and 4 million Arabs.  Millions more Jews and Arabs, Christians and Muslims, have deep spiritual, historical and emotional ties to the land.


The problem of two peoples in one homeland is creating a historic tragedy that defies any simple solution. As Christians, do we have a message of hope for the Jews and Arabs who are caught up in this tragedy?


Some Christians see only one side of the problem.  To them, "God gave the land to the Jewish people.  Period; end of discussion."  The Palestinian people are viewed merely as "Arabs," trespassers who should go somewhere else and leave the land to the Jewish people.


Those who promote this harsh idea cite the Bible as justification.  But does this really do justice to the Bible?  Is God really so unconcerned about the Palestinian people of the land?  That is not my understanding of God's Word.

	
In this section, we will discuss four key questions:



		To whom was the land promised?

		What are the obligations that go with possession of the land?

		What are the biblical rights of the native non-Jewish population?

		How might God's promise concerning the land be fulfilled?




Promised to Whom?



	The Lord appeared to Abram and said, To your offspring I will give this land.   (Genesis 12:7)

Lift up your eyes from where you are and look north and south, east and west.  All the land that you see I will give to you and your offspring forever.  (Genesis 13:14)

The whole land of Canaan, where you are now an alien, I will give as an everlasting possession to you and your descendants after you, and I will be your God.  (Genesis 17:8).




This promise was part of a a more comprehensive promise which included:



		A particular promise.  God would bless Abraham and make of him a great nation.  He would have innumerable descendants.

		A universal promise.  Abraham would be the father of many nations. Through Abraham, all families of the earth would be blessed.

		A promise of a land.  Abraham's descendants would receive the land as an eternal inheritance.




We must not lose sight of the larger, universal purpose in God's blessing of Abraham.  God's larger purpose was always to bring forth a redeemed humanity.   The promise of the land must be seen in that context.


To Whom did God give the land?


The popular saying is, "God gave the land to the Jewish people." or "God gave the land to Israel."  And by 'Israel' they mean the modern State of Israel.


What the Bible actually says is that God gave the land to "Abraham's descendants."  So we must address the issue, "Who are Abraham's descendents in respect to the Land?"


The Hebrew scriptures and the New Testament both affirm that Abraham's promise is based on faith and obedience, not merely on fleshly descent.



	For I have chosen him (Abraham) so that he will direct his children and his household after him to keep the way of the Lord by doing what is right and just, so that the Lord will bring about for Abraham what he has promised him.  (Genesis 18:19).




So who are Abraham's children?  Those who "keep the way of the Lord by doing what is right and just!"


There are many stories in the Hebrew scriptures of non-Jews who were "grafted into Israel" and "children of promise."  There is Caleb, a descendant of Esau, who became a leader in the tribe of Judah.  His brother (or nephew) Othniel became Israel's first judge.  Rahab the Harlot of Jericho married Ephrata's son Salmon, and by him gave birth to Boaz, who married the Moabite woman Ruth, from whom both King David and Jesus are descended.
  

These stories are in the Bible to remind us that faith overrides fleshly descent in the greater family of Abraham.


In the New Testament, some Pharisees boasted, "Abraham is our father."  Jesus replied, "If you were Abraham's children, you would do the things that Abraham did."  (John 8:39).


Promise and covenant


The promise was God's statement of intent.  The promise was made to Abraham and reaffirmed to Isaac and Jacob.


The covenant, however, is a binding agreement between God and Abraham, and later, the tribes of Israel, at Mt. Sinai.  It is through this covenant that the promise would be realized.
  

This covenant set Israel apart as a "kingdom of priests and a holy nation."  It gave Israel a particular role in God's redemptive purpose.  By obeying God's commandments, Israel would become a "light to the nations."



	I will keep you and will make you to be a covenant for the people and a light for the Gentiles.  (Isaiah 42:6).


Nations will come to your light, and kings to the brightness of your dawn.  (Isaiah 60:3).


Many nations will be joined to the Lord in that day and will become my people.  (Zechariah 2:11).




Covenant promises.  The covenant contained a set of benefits, or blessings,  that would be Israel's reward for obedience.  These included abundant harvests, peace and security in the land, and a growing population.  But the most important benefit was to be:



	I will put my dwelling place among you, and I will not abhor you.  I will walk among you and be your God, and you will be my people.  (Leviticus 26:11,12).





Covenant Obligations


But these blessings were not automatic.  Nor were they 'inalienable rights.'  They were conditioned upon obedience to God's commandments.  "If you follow my decrees and are careful to obey my commands."  (Leviticus 26:3).


The covenant carried heavy penalties for disobedience:



But if you will not listen to me and carry out all these commands, and if you reject my decrees and abhor my laws and fail to carry out all my commands and so violate my covenant, then I will do this to you   (Leviticus 26:14).




The message of the prophets was: "You cannot claim covenant promises while ignoring covenant commandments.  This leads to covenant judgment."


Ownership of the land.  In giving Abraham's children the "Land of Canaan," God did not relinquish his own supreme claim of ownership.  The Lord told Israel: "The land is mine, and you are but Aliens and my tenants."  (Leviticus 25:23).


In fact, not only the Land of Canaan, but the whole "earth is the Lord's, and everything in it; the world, and all who live it." (Psalm 24:1).


No single ethnic group, no one political state, including Israel, can claim absolute, unconditional ownership of the land.  The land belongs to the Lord.  He doesn't issue "fee simple deeds"; he issues contracts.  And these contracts have an eviction clause!


Justice in the land.  God was calling Israel to be a "light to the nations."  Israel must therefore demonstrate true justice in its dealing with other peoples.  The Torah calls for equal justice for the non-Israelite residents of the land.



You and the alien shall be the same before the Lord: The same laws and regulations will apply to you and to the alien living among you .  (Numbers 15:16).
  

Do not mistreat the alien or oppress him, for you were aliens in Egypt.  (Exodus 22:21).


When an alien lives with you in your land, do not mistreat him.  The alien living with you must be treated as one of your native-born.  Love him as yourself, for you were aliens in Egypt, I am the Lord.  (Leviticus 19:33.34).


Do not move your neighbor's boundary stone set up by your predecessors in the inheritance you receive in the land the Lord your God is giving you to possess  Cursed is the man who moves his neighbor's boundary stone. (Deuteronomy 19:14, 27:17)




In the time of the Kings of Israel, false prophets would claim that God's promises to Israel were unconditional.  This claim was strongly refuted by the biblical prophets, who condemned unjust treatment of the resident aliens of the land.



They covet fields, and seize them, and houses, and take them.  They defraud a man of his home, a fellow man of his inheritance.  (Micah 2:2).


Woe to you who join house to house and join field to field till no space is left and you live alone in the land.  (Isaiah 5:8).




The people listened to the false prophets and ignored the warnings of the biblical prophets.  And they reaped the bitter consequences of eviction and exile.


Joshua and the Canaanites.  Some Christians see Joshua's commission to drive out the Canaanites as a model for Israel's treatment of the resident Arab population of the land.  In reply, I must point out several facts.


The sins of the Amorites.  God destroyed the Canaanites (Amorites and others) because of idolatry and gross immorality.  But he did not immediately allow Israel to possess the land.  Israel had to remain in Egypt for 400 years, as the Lord told Abraham, "For the sin of the Amorites has not yet reached full measure."  (Genesis 15:16).


God gave the Amorites 400 years of grace before releasing the Israelites upon them in judgment.


But the kings of Israel and Judah followed in the same path of the Amorites into idolatry and immorality.  God sent the prophets to warn them.  He gave them the same 400 years of grace that he had given the Amorites.  And when they didn't repent, God brought upon them the same judgment as was rendered on the Amorites.  (See 1 Kings 21:26; 2 Kings 21:11).


"For God does not show favoritism."  (Acts. 10:34; Romans 2:11).



Rights of Native non-Jewish Residents


Palestinian Christians and Muslims.  The Palestinian people of today are not the Canaanites of Joshua's day. They are not idolaters.  Like their Jewish cousins, they worship one God, the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.  Nor do they practice the abominations of the Amorites.  In general, the moral standards of the Christian and Muslim population is at least as high as their Jewish neighbors, and no less than most Christians in America.


Joshua's commission applied only to the original conquest of the Land of Canaan.  It was not to be the model for Jews returning to the land from the Babylonian exile.  New instructions were given in the prophecy of Ezekiel:



You are to distribute this land among yourselves according to the tribes of Israel.  You are to allot it as an inheritance for you and for the aliens who have settled among you and have children.


You are to consider them as native-born Israelites; along with you they are to be allotted an inheritance among the tribes of Israel.  In whatever tribe the alien settles, there you are to give him his inheritance, declares the Sovereign Lord.  (Ezekiel 47:21-23).




In other words, the returning Jews were to observe the "equal justice" provisions of the Torah; not try to exterminate or oppress them as Joshua did.


However, as we read in Ezra-Nehemiah, the Jews returning from Babylon ignored these instructions.   They rudely rejected the Samaritan's offer of help in rebuilding the temple.  They also demanded that all Jewish men divorce their non-Jewish wives.  This in spite of Malachi's protest that "God hates divorce." (Malachi 2:16)


Thus, fellow worshipers and potential allies were converted into bitter enemies.
 

Christ the Fulfillment


The "Land of Canaan" was not the ultimate goal or final destination for Abraham and Abraham's descendants.  As we read in Hebrews: "Abraham made his home in the promised land like a stranger in a foreign country."  He and his children were "longing for a better country  a heavenly one."  (Hebrews 11:9, 16).


For God himself is the destiny for all of "Abraham's children," those who 
"keep the way of the Lord by doing what is just and right."
  

For Christians, our access to the God is through faith in Jesus Christ.  And "in Christ, there is neither Jew nor Greek, slave or free, male nor female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus.  If you belong to Christ, then you are Abraham's seed and heirs according to the promise."  (Galatians 3: 28,29).


The conclusion of the matter.


The Jewish people, as children of Abraham, do have a claim to the Land of Promise.   But that claim is neither absolute, nor exclusive.  For the promise is to those "who keep the way of the Lord and do what is just and right."  And that includes the commandment, 
"Love the foreigner as yourself."


Today, the fate of two peoples - Israeli Jews and Palestinian Arabs - are intertwined.  God has a redemptive purpose for both peoples.  Neither will enjoy the peace and prosperity of the land by excluding the other.   The Bible did not end with the book of Joshua.
 

Print version published by:
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