Lausanne Consultation on Jewish Evangelism                               Annual Meeting, North American Chapter
February 24, 2003

 

 

 

 

The Contribution of Dr. W. A. Criswell to Jewish Ministry
Jim R. Sibley

Coordinator of Jewish Ministries, NAMB, SBC

 

 

 

On behalf of the First Baptist Church in Dallas, Texas, “Shalom, Y’all”!  It is a great honor for us to welcome the North American chapter of the Lausanne Consultation on Jewish Evangelism, especially so because the goals and purposes of LCJE are so closely bound to the history and ministry of First Baptist Church of Dallas.  

 

Dr. Mac Brunson, the senior pastor, and those who have preceded him, share a love for the Jewish people and a passion for them to come to know their Messiah, Yeshua.  Dr. W. A. Criswell served as the pastor of First Baptist Church of Dallas for over fifty years, and his support for Israel and the Jewish people was well known in Dallas and throughout the United States.  In addition to other awards and honors, Dr. Criswell was awarded the Israeli Humanitarian Award in 1979, and the Tree of Life Award in 1988 from the Jewish National Fund.  On that occasion, the Mayor of Dallas, the Governor of Texas, and the Israeli Consul General personally brought greetings.  On another occasion, Prime Minister Yitzhak Shamir even made an appearance in a worship service at the church.

 

Dr. Criswell’s support for the state of Israel and for the Jewish people could not be divorced from a desire to see Jewish people come to know the Lord.  As a tangible expression of his desire, Dr. Criswell hosted an annual “Jewish Fellowship Dinner” to which members were encouraged to invite their Jewish friends.  It was viewed as “pre-evangelism;” that is, the primary purpose was to link love for them to faith in Jesus, their Messiah.

Interestingly, when I was growing up at First Baptist Church, there were relatively large numbers of Jewish believers in the membership.  Several of the staff of the American Board of Missions to the Jews (now, Chosen People Ministries) were members as well as Zola Levitt.  Also among the more notable members was Lillie Wolff, a Holocaust survivor who devoted herself to Jewish evangelism in Dallas.

Each year for a number of years, the leadership of the Jewish community in Dallas sent an appeal to the deacons of First Baptist encouraging them not to evangelize the Jewish people.  As the business and financial leaders of the city, their collective appeal was somewhat intimidating.  Dr. Criswell read their appeal to the deacons, followed by his response, which expressed the following sentiment:  What you are asking of us is something we would never think of asking of you.  You are asking us to stop being Christians, and we would not think of asking you to cease being Jews.  It is the very essence of our obedience to God to express our faith in Jesus.  As Christians, we will always defend your right to disagree and to reject what we share with you, but we have an obligation to keep on telling the greatest story ever told.  It is our hope and our prayer that you would consider the message we share.

 

Dr. Criswell possessed a well-trained mind (earning a doctorate in Greek), but he was also an independent thinker whose ideas were often prescient.  He once preached a series of sermons in which he set out the elements of a biblical “Berethology”—his term (based on the Hebrew word for “covenant”) for what Arnold Fruchtenbaum would one day call “Israelology.” 

 

In Dr. Criswell’s personal library were books by Adolph Saphir, John Wilkinson, Augustus Neander, Arnold Fruchtenbaum, Zola Levitt, Tom McCall, Alfred Edersheim, and others involved in Jewish ministry.  He also had a copy of a published sermon that was delivered on June 18, 1823 by Daniel Huntington to the Palestine Missionary Society, entitled, “The Duty of Christians to the Jews.”

 

On more than one occasion, Dr. Criswell made reference to the incomparable contributions that Jewish believers had made to various spheres of endeavor.  The first time I ever heard of Adolph Saphir was in one of Dr. Criswell’s sermons.  He averred that Adolph Saphir was one of the greatest commentators on Scripture who had ever lived.  A note in Dr. Criswell’s own handwriting attests to his admiration for Saphir.  In speaking about Saphir’s Hebrews, he writes:   “This book is wonderful…considered the best until Newell wrote his.”
  

 

In a sermon preached on November 28, 1954, entitled "Israel's Unbelief" (on Romans 11:1-32), there is a reference near the end of the sermon to Joseph Rabinowitz, although he is referred to as, "Rabbi” Rabinowitz.  Not surprisingly, Dr. Criswell was thrilled to read of Jewish believers in Jesus.  In the same sermon, Dr. Criswell thundered against Replacement Theology – at a time when almost no one else was dealing with the subject.  Below is an excerpt from that sermon.

 

Dr. Criswell was a kind, gracious, and godly man who loved Israel, the Jewish people, and longed for them to know his Savior.  Dr. Criswell went to be with his Lord on January 10, 2002.  He would have been thrilled to welcome you himself, had he not had this prior appointment.

 “ISRAEL’S UNBELIEF”
 (Romans 11:1-32)

Dr. W. A. Criswell

11-28-54

[The Jewish people will ask us…]

 
“Has God cast away the Jewish people?  Does He not deal with us anymore, as a nation, as a race, and as a people?  What about the promises to the nation?  And what about the covenants?  Has God cast away the Jewish nation?  Does the Jewish nation and does the Jewish people have no longer any future?”


Because God is dealing with us in this dispensation, this age, unto grace, through the faith in Christ Jesus, is therefore He through with the Jew and with the Jewish nation?  


And that is the exact question that Paul raises as he begins the 1st verse of the 11th chapter of Romans.  “I say then, hath God cast away his people?  Is God done with the Jew?  Is God through with the children of Abraham?  Hath God cast away his people?”


Now the answer to that question from practically all Christendom is this: “Yes, God is done with the Jew.  God is through with the children of Abraham.  They are no more now in God’s sight than any other race, or any other nation, or any other people.”


And they say further – practically everybody: Has God cast away his people?  Is God done with the Jew and the Hebrew?  They say that the new Israel is the Church.  And that all of the covenants and all of the promises that were made to Abraham and to his seed, and were made to David and to his son, that all of the prophecies and promises in the prophets of the Old Testament and all of those covenants and promises now pertain to the “spiritual Israel,” to the Church.  


That’s what they say.  I have three comments to make about it.  Number one: If that is true, if God is done with Israel, if God is through with the Hebrew nation, and if the promises and the covenants that were made to Abraham and to David and to the Hebrew people, if they are now spiritualized and made pertaining and pertinent only to the Church.  


I have this to say, that such a spiritualizing mode of interpretation brings to pass the exact thing that higher criticism claims for the Old Testament prophets.  The higher critic says that the Old Testament prophet is nothing more than a Hebrew patriot and dreamer.  


And that he was not able to rise above the natural provincialism of his day.  And that as prophecies, pertain just to those people there, whereas when you read the prophecies in the Old Testament, they pertain to Israel, all through the generations and all through the millennia and those covenants were made forever and ever. 


And if, by a spiritualizing process, you can get rid of those covenants and those prophecies, then the higher critic is right.  The prophet is no more than a patriot and a dreamer, and his promises and his prophecies will never be fulfilled.  They mostly fall to the ground.  


I have a second word to say.  If God is done with Israel and if the covenants and the promises are not to be fulfilled, then this thing that Paul says in Romans 11:29 is not true:  “The gifts and calling of God are without repentance.”  If the covenants and the promises of God to Israel fall to the ground, then the gifts and the calling of God are not without repentance.  That is, they are not without shame.  God will make a covenant with a people, and then God will break it.  One day God will make a promise, and the next day, then, he doesn’t keep it.  And if God will break the covenant that he made with Abraham and with David and with Israel, then how do I know that God will not break the covenant he makes with me when he says if I trust the Lord Jesus Christ, he’ll save and keep me forever.  If our God is a covenant-breaking God, and a promise-annulling God, then I have no assurance, and no promise, and no ultimate hope.  


And then I have a third thing to say about that.  If God casts away his people; if there is no future for the Hebrew race and the Hebrew nation; if that’s true, then what Paul says here is not the inspired Word of God.  


“I say then,” quoting Paul, the 1st verse, the 11th chapter of Romans; “I say then hath God cast away his people?  God forbid.”  That’s the strongest way Paul can say, “Not so; not so.”  And in that 11th chapter of the book of Romans, Paul says they are not cast away totally, as to individual salvation; and they are not cast away nationally as to an ultimate deliverance and restoration.  


And in the 24th -- in the 25th verse here, “Until the fullness of the Gentiles be come in, and then shall all Israel be saved.”  Shall all Israel be saved?  According to the word of God, the Hebrew nation will be here as long as God lives.  According to the word of God, the children of Abraham can never be destroyed.  

In the 30th chapter of the book of Jeremiah the prophet said: “O my servant Jacob, O Israel, I am with thee, saith the Lord, to save thee.  Though I make a full end of all nations whither I have scattered thee, yet will I not make a full end of thee.”


The Babylonian nation may disappear.  The Chaldean nation may be destroyed.  The ancient Ninevites may disappear from the earth.  The Girgisites, the Hittites, the Hyksos, and all of the other nations may disappear, but I will save thee, O Jacob, and O Israel.  If I make an end of all of the nations of the world, yet will I not make a full end of thee.  


And now listen again to the prophet Jeremiah, this time in the 31st chapter: “Thus saith the Lord, which giveth the sun for a light by day, and the ordinances of the moon and the stars by night, that divideth the sea from the land, the LORD of hosts is his name:  If these ordinances depart from before me” -- if the night gets mixed up with the day, and if the sun gets mixed up with the stars, and if the sea gets mixed up with the land – “then,” says the Lord, “the seed of Israel also shall cease from being a nation before me forever.  Thus saith the Lord, if heaven above can be measured and the foundations of the earth beneath, I will also cast off all of the seed of Israel for all that they have done, saith the LORD God.”


The Lord God says: “By me who made the light of the day and the moon of the night and by me who made the land and sea, by me, do I sware that Israel shall abide forever and forever.”


And so, Paul says as he begins the 11th chapter: “Has God cast away his people?  No, no, God forbid.  And some of these days all Israel shall be saved.”  It is a race and a people that shall abide until the end of time.  

� Note is in the author’s possession.


� This is an authorized extract from the transcript of Dr. Criswell’s sermon.  The full text and audio recording may be found on the internet at:  http://www.wacriswell.com/.





