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Chosen

Mordecai and I had agreed to meet in order to “exchange our points of view.”  But both of us knew what we really meant by that phrase.  I wanted to tell him about my faith in Y’shua, and I hoped that he might come to believe in Him as well.  Mordecai wanted to tell me about the joys of living an orthodox Jewish life, and he hoped that I might come back “into the fold” of rabbinic Judaism.    So there we were.  Two young men in their early thirties (this was some time ago, mind you); each one intent on changing the other one’s mind.  Now, it was Mordecai’s turn to speak.


“Avi, Avi, Avi,” he moaned.  His voice carried a sorrow that you’d expect to hear from a patriarch three times his actual age.  “I look at you, and I see such a tragedy.  You’re like a man who went searching for treasure.  But instead of looking in your own back yard, you decided to dig in the gentiles’ yards.  Whatever you think you’ve found, it can’t compare with the beauty of what you’ve left behind.”  He drew in a mournful breath, then let out a sigh.  “Come back, Avi.  You’re one of God’s chosen.  Come back.”


Now it was my turn.  “Mordecai,” I began without trying to match his gravity.  “You’re right.  We’re chosen.  By why are we chosen?”


It seemed like Mordecai’s profound sorrow suddenly evaporated into indifference, tinged perhaps with a little bit of annoyance at what I’d asked.  “Who knows why we’re chosen,” he shrugged.  “That’s Ha-Shem’s business.  It’s enough to know we’re chosen.  So come back.”


I leaned a bit closer.  “Mordecai,” I said, grinning like a conspirator, “I know why we’re chosen…”


When the scriptures speak of the nation of Israel as “chosen,” the word “chosen” does not mean that we Jews are individually and automatically “saved” from our sins.*  When God in the Hebrew Scriptures refers to us Jews as chosen, He’s referring to the fact that He selected us to serve a specific purpose and to carry out a particular task.  Throughout our history, our track record for fulfilling that task has been less than stellar.  But because of God’s grace and mercy, He has neither rejected the people He chose, nor has He reassigned the national task to somebody else.  We’re still chosen, and God is still waiting for us to do what He called us to do.  But what’s the task?  Why did God choose us?  What’s the call – in fact, the only call – that the people of Israel has ever received?  To put it a little more mundanely, what’s the job that God is waiting for us to do?  Let me begin to answer these questions by taking us back to one of the most important moments in our national history as Jews – the moment when God clearly stated our call and revealed in a single phrase our entire reason for existing as a people.  Let me take you back to Sinai.

The Summation of our history in a single phrase


In Exodus 19, we find my ancestors gathered at Mount Sinai, about to receive the Law. A few weeks before, God had brought us out of our bondage to Pharaoh with “a mighty hand and an outstretched arm.”  He had poured out His plagues upon Egypt.  He had brought us through the Red Sea on dry ground while burying our pursuers in the waves.  Now, we camped before Mt. Sinai while Moses ascended the mountain to receive further instructions from the Lord.  It was there that God told Moses...

 “Thus you shall say to the house of Jacob, and tell the children of Israel:  ‘You have seen what I did to the Egyptians, and how I bore you on eagles’ wings and brought you to Myself.  Now therefore, if you will indeed obey My voice and keep My covenant, then you shall be a special treasure to Me above all people; for all the earth is Mine.  And you shall be to Me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation.’” (Exodus 19:4-6)


With the phrase, “kingdom of priests,” God communicated nothing less than the specific reason for our national existence.  But in order to understand what God was telling us, we need to understand what that central phrase means.  So, who were the priests and what did they do?

In the ancient world, the priests essentially performed two types of tasks.  They instructed people about God, and they interceded for people before God.  Now, if the entire nation of Israel was called to be a kingdom of priests, then we have to ask ourselves a question:  What other people were we supposed to instruct, and for what other people were we supposed to intercede?  Well, who’s left?  The rest of the nations of the earth.  Simply put, the call to be a kingdom of priests amounted to nothing less than a call to missionary service.  God so loved the world, that He called a particular people to inform the nations about the Lord, and to intercede before the Lord on the nations’ behalf.  At Sinai, we received more than the Law of Moses; we received a missionary mandate, rooted in God’s passion for the nations and grounded in His desire to see His revelation go out to all the families of the earth.


This mandate to be a community of witnesses runs through our entire history, beginning as far back as the call of Abram.  For…

When God called Abram...

...He had worldwide witness on His mind.

The Lord called Abram with the following words:

“Get out of your country, from your family and from your father’s house, to a land that I will show you.  I will make you a great nation; I will bless you and make your name great; and you shall be a blessing.  I will bless those who bless you, and I will curse those who curse you; and in you all the families of the earth will be blessed” (Genesis 12:1-3).

How were the descendants of Abram destined to be a blessing to the world?  The Apostle Paul understood, and he lets the rest of us know.  Writing about us, his fellow Jews, he explains…

“...to them [the Jewish people] were committed the oracles of God...to whom pertain the adoption, the glory, the covenants, the giving of the law, the service of God, and the promises; of whom are the fathers and from whom, according to the flesh, Christ [Messiah] came, who is over all, the eternally blessed God” (Romans 3:2; 9:4-5).


I smile warmly when I think of Christians who have told me that thanks to the Jewish people, the world has been blessed with so much artistic achievement, with so much intellectual accomplishment, and with so much scientific advance.  But as much as I admire Chagall (and I do), and as much as I appreciate Spinoza (and I do), and as much as I’m grateful for the Salk vaccine (and I am), I have to say in all honesty that these and other “Jewish blessings” are really secondary blessings compared to what God had in mind.  Paul explains in the above verses that God selected our people to bless the world with His revelation of Himself:  first, through His written or inscribed revelation (what Paul calls the “oracles of God”); and secondly and ultimately, through His incarnational revelation (the Word made flesh, the Messiah Y’shua Himself).  Through the Jewish people, God gave the world the Scriptures, and then the Messiah of Whom the Scriptures speak.  And so, embedded in the call of Abram, we find a glimpse of God’s heart for the nations and the promise of God’s intention to create a people who will be witnesses to the world.


The fulfillment of that intention to send forth Jewish witnesses to the world becomes clearer and clearer as our history unfolds.  For example...

When God redeemed us from Egypt...

...He had worldwide witness on His mind.


Every year we celebrate Pesach (Passover) and remember our miraculous deliverance from Egypt.  But when God brought us out of the house of bondage, was He acting on our behalf alone?  No.  According to the Scriptural account, the events surrounding our redemption from Egypt were intertwined with God’s desire to reveal to the Egyptians -- and in fact, to all the world -- that He alone is Almighty God.  Through Moses, God spoke to a proud and unyielding Pharaoh:

“...at this time I will send all My plagues to your very heart, and on your servants and on your people, that you may know that there is none like Me in all the earth...indeed for this purpose I have raised you up, that I may show My power in you, and that My name may be declared in all the earth” (Exodus 9:14,16).


The plagues, the Passover, the parting of the Red Sea -- God orchestrated all the events of our redemption so that Pharaoh, and Egypt, and ultimately the world might know that He alone is God, and that there is no other.  And God succeeded.  For, even today, in those nations where the Bible is found, the story of God’s judgment on the false gods of Egypt is read and known.  And on the very day of our actual departure from Egypt so many centuries ago, the Bible explains that we didn’t leave Egypt alone.  We left with a “mixed multitude” (Exodus 12:38).  In other words, we were accompanied by Egyptians who made the choice to forsake their pagan gods and cleave to the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.   Why did these Egyptians make such a choice?  Because God had used our people and the act of our redemption as a witness to them and to the world.

When God gave us the Law...

...He had worldwide witness on His mind.

The Bible tells us that we were given the Law of Moses for many reasons.  For example, we were given the Law in order to keep us alive -- so that we would not just survive but physically thrive (Deut. 6:3).  Much of the Law contains crucial hygienic value, especially in regard to the foods that were classified acceptable or unacceptable.  Secondly, God gave us the Law so that we might be blessed as we lived in the Land (Deut. 28:1-14).  He promised that as we kept His covenant, He would acknowledge our obedience with the blessings of fruitfulness, victory and honor.  Third, He gave us the Law in order to make us distinct from all the nations surrounding us, and indeed, from all the nations of the world (Ex. 19:5,6).  God wanted us to be different from the other nations in every facet of our lives – from the food that we ate, to the way we conducted business, to the manner we grew our crops and treated the land and livestock, even to the way we manufactured our clothes!  Fourth, He gave us the Law in order to demonstrate the holy character of God (Lev. 19:2; Deut. 4:8; Romans 7:12).  The Law is holy, righteous, good, just and merciful – and so is the Lord who gave the Law.  Fifth, God gave us the Law to reveal and teach us about sin, to convict us of our sins, and even to allow sin to increase (Romans 7:7-11).  Sixth, God gave us the Law in order to lead us to faith in the Messiah (John 5:39; Gal. 3:24).    

But there was at least one more reason that God gave us the Law.  Moses explained:

“Therefore be careful to observe them [God’s ordinances]; for this is your wisdom and your understanding in the sight of the peoples who will hear all these statutes and say, ‘Surely this great nation is a wise and understanding people.’  For what great nation is there that has God so near to it, as the LORD our God is to us, for whatever reason we may call upon Him?” (Deuteronomy 4:5-7)


The word for “peoples” in this passage is the Hebrew word goyim, and in this context, it refers to anyone who is not a Jew.  As startling as it might seem, God gave us the Law as a testimony to the nations surrounding us – because of His love for the gentiles and His desire to see them come to Him.  He gave us the Law so that the surrounding nations could see a reflection of the holy character of God in the ordinances that controlled our daily lives.


God wanted every sphere of our existence -- our worship, our social relations, our business dealings -- God wanted our total corporate life to shine as a light to the nations; as a witness to the world.  He wanted the nations surrounding us to understand that our God is real; that our God is near; that our God answers us when we call to Him.  He wanted the nations to see and understand this, because He wanted them to turn from their idols and serve only Him, the true and living God.  

In a sense, you could say that one reason God gave us the Law was so that we might provoke the gentiles to jealousy.


God placed us in the Land and gave us the Law so that we might live as a light to the nations and draw them unto Him.  If we understand the evangelistic relationship between our presence in the Land and our practicing the Law as an active means of proclaiming the Gospel to the nations, then we can begin to understand how deeply we grieved the Lord through our persistent disobedience.  Our disregard for the covenant not only demonstrated our profound ingratitude toward God for all that He had done for us; it compromised His testimony to the nations that He wanted to reach.  


Over and over again, He pleaded for us to keep His ways.  Over and over again, He cried out against our faithless behavior and called us to return.  But finally, His justice compelled Him to execute judgment.  So He expelled us from the Land and drove us into the Babylonian Captivity for seventy years.  It was as though He were saying, “Because you would not live in the Land as a light to the nations, I am driving you out of the Land, and you will live in darkness and serve the nations and the false gods that they revere.”  But even in this…
When God expelled us from the Land…

…He had worldwide witness on His mind.

 
Even our expulsion served as a witness to the world!  Speaking through the prophet Ezekiel of the judgment that waited at our door, God declared:

“So it shall be a reproach, a taunt, a lesson, and an astonishment to the nations that are all around you, when I execute judgments among you in anger and in fury and in furious rebukes.  I, the LORD, have spoken” (Ezekiel 5:15).


God used our expulsion as a lesson to the world.  By viewing our punishment, the nations were given an opportunity to understand that God holds men and women accountable; that God acts righteously; that God rewards those who keep His covenant, and that He punishes those who forsake and ignore His ways.


And just as our expulsion served as a witness to the world, so our restoration served as a testimony to the faithfulness of the God who chastises, cleans, preserves and reinstates the people who have been called by His name. Again through Ezekiel, the Lord declared...

“ ‘...and the nations shall know that I am the LORD,’ says the Lord God, ‘when I am hallowed in you before their eyes.  For I will take you from among the nations, gather you out of all countries, and bring you into your own land’ ” (Ezekiel 36:23-24).


If we can grasp God’s purpose for our people, then we can move forward in history and see the events in the opening chapters of the Book of Acts for what they are -- the continuation of a pattern -- the further unfolding of God’s plan to use the Jewish people as major instruments in His redemptive purposes for all the peoples of the earth.  For...

When Y’shua instructed His disciples after the resurrection, and when He sent His Holy Spirit...

...He had worldwide witness on His mind. 

The opening words of the Book of Acts tell us that Y’shua taught His disciples for about forty days following His resurrection.  And then, according to verse six of chapter one, some of the disciples asked a question that showed how much we still failed to understand the nature of our call and the reason that God had chosen us.  Thinking that the resurrection signaled the imminent “end” of the current age and the ushering in of the Olam Haba or the world to come, some of the disciples asked, “Is it at this time that You are going to restore the kingdom?”  Y’shua’s reply let us know in no uncertain terms that it wasn’t the end; in a sense, it was just the beginning.  

“It is not for you to k now times or epochs which the Father has fixed by His own authority.  But you shall receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you: and you shall be witnesses to Me in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth” (Acts 1:8).

Once again, witnesses to the world

Now, more than ever before, the call of the nation and the reason for which we were chosen stood on the threshold of becoming a reality.  And the outworking of the call was about to take on a new dynamic and direction.  In the past, God had used us primarily as a light of attraction.  True, the prophets always carried a message for the nations and, in some instances, actually traveled beyond Israel and Judah with God’s call to repent (Jonah is the perfect case in point).  But by and large, God’s strategy for reaching the nations through us in those days was predominantly a strategy of attraction.  Our existence in the Land, our observance of the Law, the presence of the sanctuary on the temple mount –God used all these testimonies as a means of drawing the nations unto Himself.  But now, He was about to alter the very character of the witness from a strategy of attraction to a strategy of penetration.  And just as the Father had sent the Messiah, the Light of Life, to penetrate the darkness of the world, so now the Messiah was about to send His disciples, the light of the world, to penetrate the nations and go  into all the world with His Good News.


The date that God picked to launch that worldwide thrust was the Jewish festival of Shavuot – Pentecost.  In Acts 2, we read about that very first Shavuot following the resurrection of Y’shua.  At that time, devout Jews and gentile proselytes had gathered in Jerusalem from every part of the Roman and Parthian empires.  It was at that moment that the Holy Spirit descended upon the disciples, empowering them to proclaim the Gospel in the peoples’ native tongues. 

As part of the Law of Moses, Shavuot commemorated the first harvest festival of each given year.  So it should come as no surprise that at that very first Shavuot after the resurrection of Y’shua, God initiated a harvest from the nations that has continued for nearly two thousand years.


Interestingly, according to tradition, the events described in Exodus 19 occurred on the very first Shavuot.  In other words, it was on the first Shavuot after our redemption from Egypt that God commissioned us as a kingdom of priests -- as a nation of messengers and mediators on behalf the world.  If this tradition is correct, then what a poignant parallel stands before us.  For on another Shavuot -- that first Shavuot after the resurrection of the Lord, we see our re-commissioning as God’s agents to carry the Gospel to every nation on the earth.

So He commanded us to “Go into all the world and preach the Gospel to all creation” (Mark 16:15), just as God, through the voices of the prophets had commanded us to go.


“Tell of His glory among the nations, His wonderful deeds among all peoples…Say among the nations, ‘the Lord reigns.’” (Psalm 96:3,10).


“Make known His deeds among the peoples…Let this be known throughout the earth” (Isaiah 12:4,5).

“The Lord changes not…”

But what about today?  Does this calling to be messengers still rest corporately, nationally, upon the lives of all of us who are Jews?  At least two passages of Scripture make it clear that as a nation, we Jews still bear the responsibility to be God’s messengers of the Good News not just individually, but on a national, people-wide scale.  Those passages of Scripture are Romans 11:28.29, and 1 Peter 2:9.

In Romans 9 through 11, the Apostle Paul speaks about the physical people of Israel.  He talks candidly of our turning away from the Messiah so that the gentiles may become partakers of God’s mercy and grace (Romans 11:11).  He speaks forcefully of the fact that God has not cast us off, despite our disobedience and disbelief (Romans 11:1ff).  One of the reasons for God’s unfailing faithfulness to our people is found in the existence of an enduring call upon our national life.  Paul states, “The gifts and call of God [for the Jewish people] are irrevocable” (Romans 11:29).


Interesting – the word “gifts” is in the plural, and it refers to all the unmerited possessions that a gracious God placed into our undeserving hands, such as the covenants, the promises, the Land, the Scriptures, and ultimately the Messiah Himself.  But the word “call” is in the singular.  Why?  Because throughout our history, God has given us only one national call. 


And what is that call?  To be a kingdom of priests.  To be a light to the nations.  To be a community of witnesses to the rest of the world.  

We need only look to the words of the Apostle Peter -- the Apostle to the Jews -- if we lack certainty.  In 1 Peter chapter 2, Peter explains the redemptive reason that we are scattered throughout the world, and he reiterates our national reason for being.  Yes, his words are relevant to every believer of every nationality and in every age, Jewish and non-Jewish alike.  But we need to remember the historical context of his letters, and the specific people to whom he wrote.  Peter, the Apostle to the Jews, wrote to Jewish disciples who were scattered among the nations and therefore residing as aliens in Pontus, Galatia, Cappadocia, Asia and Bithynia.  Writing to a predominantly Jewish audience, Peter used words that should have sounded very familiar to Jewish believers who knew the Law, and these words should sound very familiar to us by now as well:

“But you are a chosen generation, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, His own special people, that you may proclaim the praises of Him who called you out of darkness and into His marvelous light” (1 Peter 2:9).


Remember Exodus 19:5, 6?  It is not a coincidence that Peter’s language echoes the very words that God spoke through Moses, when the Lord revealed the reason for our national existence.  At Sinai, we were called to be a kingdom of priests -- a nation of witnesses.  Some thirteen hundred years later Peter reiterates the call.  And just to eliminate any doubt or misunderstanding about the meaning of his words, Peter adds that we were created to

“... proclaim the praises of Him who called you out of darkness and into His marvelous light.”**  


This is the only national call that Israel has ever received.  This is the national call that Paul tells us has not been rescinded or revoked.  This is why we Jews were chosen: to be a national witness to the nations, and a nation of witnesses unto the Lord. 


Please don’t misunderstand.  I’m not saying that only we Jews are called to be missionaries.  It’s the responsibility of all followers of Y’shua – Jewish and non-Jewish – to be witnesses of the Lord through their lives, their labors, their words, and their love.  But there is only one physical people – only one nation – that God called to be a national witness to the world.  The Jews.  And He called us Jews because of His love for the nations, and because of His fervent commitment to make certain that the word goes forth.

“To the Jew first, and also to the Greek…” 


Paul was Jewish, born in Tarsus of Cilicia, and educated in Jerusalem at the feet of Gamaliel.  But this self-proclaimed Hebrew of Hebrews was not called to be the apostle to his fellow Jews.  He was commissioned to be God’s apostle to the gentiles – a task which, by his own admission, he embraced a bit reluctantly at first (take a look at Acts 22:17-21).  And yet, it was Paul, the Apostle to the gentiles, who always began his work in every new city by first bringing the Gospel to his fellow Jews.  And it was Paul, the Apostle to the gentiles, who wrote that the Gospel was “to the Jew first, and also to the Greek.”  Why?  Why that order of events?

 Some of us might assume that he was simply expressing a partiality born out of his great love for his Jewish people.  Others think he was speaking merely about a theological priority, as though to say, “first to the children and natural heirs, and then to those far off.”  No, But Paul was a missionary and a strategist.  And there’s vital strategy in Paul’s words, if we’re willing to hear it.  Paul, the Apostle to the nations, understood God’s plan for bringing the Gospel to the world.  He understood the pivotal role of that “Jewish” call in the cause of evangelizing the nations.  So Paul first brought the Gospel to the people whom God called to be messengers, so that the messengers could bring the message to the world.


If the call remains to this day (and Paul says that it does), then the urgency of bringing the Gospel to the Jewish people remains to this day as well.  You see, we can’t proclaim the Gospel until we believe the Gospel.  And we can’t believe the Gospel until we hear the Gospel.  And we can’t hear the Gospel unless someone brings it to us first.  Perhaps the best way to interfere with the cause of world evangelization is to keep the Gospel away from us Jews.  

A few not-so-helpful recommendations


As odd as it may seem, I’d like to make some suggestions about how to stop the Gospel from spreading throughout the world.  (Take the points seriously, yes.  But please don’t put them into practice.)

De-prioritize the strategic importance of bringing the Gospel to the Jewish people.


Re-define our irrevocable call by saying that it doesn’t apply to the Jewish people today.


Don’t pray for the salvation of the Jewish people, or for those whom God has called to carry the Gospel to us Jews.


Don’t provoke us to jealously or make us envious of the relationship that you have with our Messiah.


Consign present-day Jews to the destiny of eternal separation from God on the pretext that someday, all Israel will be saved anyway, so nothing needs to be done about Jewish evangelism today.


Believe the comforting but deadly lie that because we Jews are chosen, we’re automatically saved and therefore, we have no need to repent and place our faith in Y‘shua.


In short, choose whatever reason that’s most convenient for keeping the Gospel away from us Jews.  I can’t think of a better way to hurt our people or to keep the Gospel away from the rest of the world.


But give Jewish evangelism the strategic placement that Y’shua and the Apostles gave to it; pray for Israel’s salvation, even as the Apostle Paul prayed (Romans 10:1); provoke us to jealousy; in short, take up whatever part God wants you to play for the sake of bringing the Gospel to us Jews.   And we Jews will give the Gospel to everyone we meet.  That’s why we were chosen.  That’s why we were called.  
A word to my messianic brothers and sisters

Some of you reading this are Jewish, like me.  Some of you are non-Jews whom God has joined to our people in a special heartfelt way, even beyond the miracle of making us one in Him.  Perhaps you’re married to a Jewish believer in Jesus.  Perhaps you’re involved in messianic ministry of some sort.  We all understand the importance of maintaining our identity as Jews.  It’s good and right that we stand up for Jewish causes such as Israel’s right to exist.  It’s good and right that we cry out against anti-Semitism and against racial hatred of every stripe.  But to be honest, that really isn’t enough.



It’s good and right that we live our lives as Jews and pass our identity on to our children.  But that alone really isn’t enough.


It’s good and right that we establish messianic congregations where we can worship Y’shua in a Jewish context and where we can remind non-Jewish Christians of the Jewish roots of the Christian faith.  But that, too, really isn’t enough.

It’s good and right that our lifestyles demonstrate to Jews who don’t yet believe that faith in Y’shua and being Jewish go hand-in-hand.  But that also isn’t enough.


None of these reasons for living as Jews sufficiently touches upon our call to be witnesses to the world.  We were born with a national calling –  a missionary mandate that God gave to us at Sinai.  How can we cherish the privilege of being chosen but ignore the task that God chose us to perform?  Am I saying that every messianic Jew should abandon his or her community in order to serve as a missionary in some foreign region where no other Jews can be found?  No, of course not.  But the call should matter to us, and we should have eyes to see the opportunities all around us to be witnesses to the world.  These opportunities exist whenever we openly identify as Jews who believe in Y’shua.  May I give you an example?  

In greater Europe, there’s hardly a country that hasn’t persecuted us at one time or another.  Once, when I was a little boy, I remember my father telling me with a touch of sardonic pride in his voice, “Never forget; we’ve been kicked out of practically every civilized country in the world.”  And yet, by God’s grace, that very history of persecution has created a platform for us to preach the Good News in the countries where we died.  For when we openly proclaim the Gospel as Jews in these lands, neither Jews nor non-Jews are able to remain indifferent to what we have to say.  What a testimony to the fact that God can and really will work all things together for the good for those who love God and are called according to His purposes!  

If being Jewish matters to us, then the call should matter to us as well. The degree to which we embrace and live the call is the degree to which we really affirm our Jewish identity.  And the degree to which we shun the call is the degree to which we nullify the significance of living as Jews.  

It’s good and right that we long for the salvation of our people.  But shouldn’t we want more?  Shouldn’t we long for the salvation of the nations whom God called us to reach?  Shouldn’t we long and labor for our people’s salvation so that they may fulfill the call?  

A word to the non-Jewish believing church

 I’ve noticed at least three false attitudes in the church concerning Israel’s election.  The first is an indifference toward our enduring call; the second is a subtle resentment of the enduring call, expressed in the notion that Israel has been replaced; the third is an adoration of all things Jewish because of the call, with no comprehension of what the call really is.  Will you be shocked if I suggest that when it comes to these three points of view, we should throw them all away?

Perhaps Israel’s election is a matter of indifference to you.  If it is, then I’d like to urge you to allow it to become important to you for the sake of the lost among the nations.  Suppose God really has called Israel to play a central role in reaching the nations.  If we’re indifferent to that call, then aren’t we being indifferent to the manner in which God has told us to pursue world evangelization?   Shouldn’t we be attentive to anything that God tells us about being more effective in that task?  If God really did call a particular nation to insure the proclamation of the Gospel worldwide, then we should affirm that call, not ignore it with a shrug of indifference.  

Perhaps you were taught that the church has replaced Israel, and you resent the notion that God would grant an irrevocable call to a people as fickle as us Jews.  Perhaps you feel as though this sounds like partiality and favoritism on God’s part.  Will it help if I remind you that Israel wasn’t chosen to enjoy a position of privilege; she was chosen to perform a task.  As for our fickleness, or more accurately and honestly, our unfaithfulness -- Isn’t that the whole point of grace?  God doesn’t choose the worthy.  He chooses whom He wills.  God didn’t call us Jews because we deserved to be called.  And God hasn’t preserved us because we have been faithful.  He called us, He preserved us, and He declared the call irrevocable, because He is faithful.  That’s what grace means.  Besides, if we can keep our eyes on the fact that God chose us Jews because of His love for the nations, then there’s no reason to resent the people He called, but every reason to rejoice over the nations He loves.

Perhaps you’re a Christian who not only loves the Jewish Messiah and His Jewish people, but who’s ready to assert without any hesitation or shame that we Jews are still God’s chosen people.  I’m grateful for your love, but may I warn you of some dangers?  If your love becomes an indiscriminate adoration of all things Jewish, this is dangerous.  You see, this doesn’t help us fulfill our call; it just bolsters our pride.  If you “respect” or excuse our disbelief, this doesn’t help us fulfill our call; it just hinders our coming to faith.  If you repeatedly ask us to forgive you for the horrors that were committed in the past by evil people in the name of the gentle Nazarene, this doesn’t help us fulfill our call; it just reinforces our false belief that “you Christians” and “your Jesus Christ” really are to blame for all the horror that’s happened to us in the last 2,000 years.  After all, why would you ask me to forgive you if you weren’t personally guilty of the crime?  Even telling us that you love us doesn’t help us fulfill the call; it just makes us suspicious.  If you really love us (we wonder), then why do you feel compelled to tell us this over and over again? 

So how can you help us fulfill the call?  What do we need?  We need you to pray for our salvation.  We need you to encourage us to repent and place our faith in Y’shua.  We need you to exhort us to heed His word and to go out, to the Jews first and also to the gentles.  That will help us fulfill the call.  And that will further the cause of bringing the Gospel to the nations whom the Lord is determined to reach.

We need you to pray that the Lord will send His laborers into the harvest.  I’ve heard that the fields are pretty ripe.

The irrevocable call
In a sense, it all began some four thousand years ago, on a Mesopotamian plain.  God told Abram:  

“Go forth from your country, and from your relatives, and from your father’s house, to the land which I will show you; and I will make you a great nation, and I will bless you, and make your name great; and so you shall be a blessing; and I will bless those who bless you, and the one who curses you I will curse.  And in you all the families of the earth will be blessed” (Genesis 12:1-3).


That God had the salvation of the nations on His mind and heart is even seen in the fact that He changed the patriarch’s name from Abram or “exalted father” to Abraham, “father of many nations” (Genesis 17:5).


But following the call wasn’t easy for Abraham, and it hasn’t been easy for the physical descendants of the patriarch whom God chose as instruments to bless the world.  More often than not, we’ve acted as opponents rather than as agents of the call.  But God in His mercy toward us, in His love for the fathers, in His faithfulness to His word, and in His passion for the nations has never altered His plan, nor rescinded His call, nor diminished His determination to bring the message of salvation to the world.  I can’t think of a place in Scripture where this is seen more clearly than in the words of Paul, in Romans 11:1-2, 28-29.

“I say then, God has not rejected his people, has He?  May it never be!  For I too am an Israelite, a descendant of Abraham, of the tribe of Benjamin.  God has not rejected His people whom He foreknew…From the standpoint of the gospel they are enemies for your sake, but from the standpoint of God’s choice they are beloved for the sake of the fathers; for the gifts and the calling of God are irrevocable.”


That God has not revoked His call is clear not only from the words of Romans 11:29, but from the historical context.  Paul wrote those words no more than thirty years after the execution of the Lord – an execution that the leaders of the nation demanded and endorsed.  If there was ever a transgression that warranted the revocation of the call, this would be it!  If there was ever a sin that could cause the Almighty to change His mind, it would be the sin of the leaders’ rejection of the Messiah in the name of the people.  And yet, writing at a time when some of those “enemies” were most likely still alive, Paul states emphatically that even so, they were beloved and called!  

The call – the only call that Israel has ever received – remains to this day.  It’s seen in the evidence of Scripture.  It’s seen in the methodology of the Apostle Paul.  It’s even seen in the existence of a zeal-in-search-of-a-cause that stirs so restlessly in so many Jewish hearts.  Paul correctly diagnosed the problem of our misplaced passion when he wrote, “they have a zeal for God, but not according to knowledge” (Romans 10:2).  No wonder so many of us throughout history have felt driven to pioneer some new endeavor or to champion some new cause.  We were created to proclaim, and that’s what we end up doing, whether it’s for the sake of the Gospel or not.  But what a natural fit it is when we finally proclaim the message that we were created to proclaim!

Because He is faithful to His promises to the patriarchs, because He loves and has not rejected his chosen people, because He neither changes His character nor revokes His call, and because He loves the nations, He created and called a peculiar people to carry His message to the world.  And because His word is true, we can rejoice with the confidence of knowing that what God has spoken, He will bring to pass:


“This people I have formed for Myself.  They shall declare My praise” (Isaiah 43:21)

………………………………………………………………………………………………………..

Note *

If we take the position that my Jewish people don’t need to believe in Y’shua because we are already “chosen,” then we need to ask ourselves, “Why, then, did Y’shua, the Jewish Messiah, say to an entirely Jewish audience at the Jewish holiday of Passover, ‘I am the way, the truth and the life.  No one comes to the Father but by Me.’” (John 14:6)?  If we believe that those words are true and necessary for all people – and they are – then they certainly must be true and necessary for the people to whom Jesus spoke when He uttered those words in historical context.  

Similarly, if we say that there is another way of salvation for the Jewish people other than through repentance and faith in Y’shua, then we need to ask ourselves, “Why, then, did the Apostle Peter, the apostle to us Jews, say to the Sanhedrin, the Jewish religious leaders of the nation, ‘And there is salvation in no one else; for there is no other name [except Jesus] under heaven that has been given among men, by which we must be saved’ (Acts 4:12)?” 

We could go on to ask, “Then why did Y’shua first send His disciples out to preach the Gospel exclusively to their fellow Jews” (Matthew 10:6), and “Why did Jesus tell Nicodemus, one of the most religious Jews of his day that he “must be born again?” (John 3:3)

The New Testament record makes it clear that we Jews cannot be saved by our birth (Luke 3:7-8), nor by the Law of Moses (Galatians 2:15-16), nor by a special allowance  “later on” by God (Hebrews 9:27)

There are some who mistakenly and tragically say that bringing the Gospel to the Jewish people is insensitive at best, and even anti-Semitic at worst.  But if that’s true, then what are we saying about Jesus, the apostles, and the prophets who went before them?  For all of them clearly brought the Gospel to their fellow Jews.  Do we believe that Moses, the prophets, the apostles and the Lord Himself acted in an anti-Semitic?  Certainly not.  

God even commanded in the Law of Moses that when the Messiah comes we must heed Him or we will be held accountable for not obeying the word of the Lord (Deuteronomy 18:18).

I realize that some Christians are reluctant to acknowledge that we Jews need to believe in Jesus in order to be saved.  I suppose that some of that reluctance stems from a fear of offending my Jewish people with the truth.  But if we deny the truth, and if that denial can hurt the people who we say we love, then our denial is one of the most unloving acts we can commit.  If Jesus is the only way of salvation for us Jews, then to  deny that truth and to withhold that truth from us simply because we are Jews is not an act of love.  

Note **


Some might object that1 Peter 2:9 cannot refer to Jewish believers in Jesus, because the very next verse states, “For you once were not a people, but now you are the people of God; you had not received mercy, but now you have received mercy” (1 Peter 2:10).  The argument proceeds that since Peter says that his readers were “once not a people” but now they are “the people of God,” Peter must be writing to gentiles who were not a people before-hand, but who have now become God’s people because of their faith in Yshua.  Those who take this position also appeal to Paul’s words addressed to gentile Christians in Romans 9:24, 25.  “…He also called, not from among Jews only, but also from among Gentles, as He says also in Hosea, ‘I will call those who were not My people, My people, and her who was not beloved, beloved.’”


The argument that Peter’s words in 1 Peter 2:9 cannot refer to Jewish people because of the language of 1 Peter 2:10 and Romans 9:24-25 overlooks five very important points.


First, in the very opening verses of the epistle, Peter makes it clear that he is writing to his fellow Jews who believe in Y’shua, and who are residing outside of the Land.  “….to those who reside as aliens, scattered throughout Pontus, Galatia, Cappadocia, Asia, and Bithynia… ” (1 Peter 1:1).  Even Calvin acknowledges this in his commentary on 1 Peter.

Second, the words of 1 Peter 2:10 are a quote from Hosea 1:10, and Hosea was writing to and about his fellow Jews. “Yet the number of the sons of Israel will be like the sand of the sea, which cannot be measured or numbered; and it will come about that, in the place where it is said to them, ‘You are not My people,’ it will be said to them, ‘You are the sons of the living God.”  Hosea was writing to Jews; and Peter was writing to Jews as well when he quoted the text from Hosea 1:10.

Third, Paul’s words in Romans 9:25 are more likely a quote from Hosea 2:23, which is a reference to gentiles.

Fourth, even if Paul were quoting Hosea 1:10 and not Hosea 2:23, then Paul’s use of these words would merely be an example of applying the words of that text in that same way that all Scripture, that was written to or about us Jews, can be applied in a larger context to people of every nationality.  Perhaps the best case in point is Isaiah 53.  Within historical context, the Jewish man Isaiah was writing about what the Messiah accomplished for Isaiah’s own people as well as for Isaiah himself, e.g., “He was pierced through for our transgressions, He was crushed for our iniquities…” (Isaiah 53:5).  Don’t these words apply to all people?  Yes, of course they do.  But in the immediate context, Isaiah was writing about himself and his fellow Jews.  Hosea was also writing to his fellow Jews in the immediate context, and so was the Apostle Peter.  The greater application doesn’t eradicate the original historical context; it merely expands it.

Fifth, Peter was writing to an audience that he presumed would recognize his references to the Law (Ex. 19:5, 6) and to the prophets (Hosea 1:10 and Hosea 2:23).  That audience would have to be primarily Jews.
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