                                        8/07/05 Sermon:    “ The True Israel! ”

                                    ( Texts:  I Kings 19:9-18; Romans 9:1-5; Matthew 14:22-33 )

**************************************************************************************
     I have a request for you.  Please raise your hand if you’ve ever visited the land of Israel.  I have not had the chance to go myself.  Maybe one day I will, Lord willing.

     The nation of Israel gets a lot of attention today.  Not only is the crisis between Israel and the surrounding Muslim nations always in the news.  In addition, the land of Israel is a popular tourist attraction because it is the focus of much of biblical history.  Much of Scripture focuses on the land of Israel and the city of Jerusalem in particular.  As a result, some people get odd ideas about the land of Israel and the Jews who live there.  

     For example, some Christians focus on the land of Israel because they believe that Jesus will soon return and rule the world from Jerusalem for 1000 years.  This idea is wrong, however.  Sometime I’ll teach a bible class on Revelation chapter 20 and the meaning of the Millennium so I can show you what Scripture actually says about the end times.

     However, in addition to those who relate the land of Israel with end times prophecy, there are others who actually teach that we Christians need not witness to Jews who don’t believe in Jesus.  Why?  Because Jews are supposedly saved by their own covenant with God apart from Jesus.  But this could not be more wrong!  There is only ONE WAY of salvation for both Jews and non-Jews, and that ONE WAY is Jesus!

     In fact, in our Epistle reading from Romans chapter 9 Paul makes it clear that he is grieving over all his fellow Jews who are lost because they have rejected Christ.  

     Last Sunday we learned from Romans chapter 8 that nothing can separate us from the love of Christ.  That’s true!  If you believe in Jesus as Savior, then no event or evil power can take you away from the Lord.  However, it is possible to separate YOURSELF from the Lord if you choose to reject Him.

     That was the situation with many of the Jews in Paul’s day.  They rejected their own Savior.  In fact, Paul used to be just like them.  Paul was once an unbelieving Pharisee who thought he was saved simply because he was a full-blooded Jew who had supposedly kept God’s Law perfectly.

     But Paul’s life changed when the risen Christ confronted him one day.  Christ chose Paul to be his own and then used Paul as His missionary to the Gentiles, that is, the non-Jews.

     Now, if we want to understand how the Jews fit in with God’s plan of salvation for us Gentiles we must take a few minutes for a brief overview of bible history.

     As you know, the first humans were Adam and Eve.  They rejected God and separated themselves from Him, thus dooming all their ancestors to be born with their same sinful nature and their desire to rebel against God.

     Later on in history the world was filled with nothing but unbelievers.  However, in His mercy God reached out into this world of unbelievers and chose a man named “Abram” to he His own.  God would later rename him “Abraham”.  God chose Abraham, and so Abraham turned from idol worship and served the One, True God.

      God told Abraham to leave His country and go the Land God would give his descendants.  Even more, in Genesis chapter 12 we find out that God promises to bless “ALL NATIONS” through one of Abraham’s descendants.  Simply put, God would use Abraham’s family line to bring salvation to the whole world!

     We can see an illustration about this plan on our bulletin cover.  Here we see a “family tree”.  Abraham is at the bottom.  Abraham is later given a son named Isaac.  Isaac later has a son named Jacob, whom God later re-names “Israel” – a name which means “submits to God”.  In fact, Israel eventually becomes the name of the entire nation descended from Abraham.

     Now, Jacob, also know as Israel, eventually has 12 sons and one of them is named Judah.  We’re told that the Savior will come from the line of Judah.  In fact, that’s where we get the modern name “Jew”.  The label “Jew” comes from the word “Judah”.

     Anyway, back to the Bulletin cover.  One of the descendants of Judah is Jesse, who is the father of King David, who is the famous ancestor of the Messiah – Jesus - the promised Savior.  As you know, Jesus was born of the Virgin Mary, who was a descendant of King David, from the tribe of Judah, of the nation of Israel.

     God kept His promise!  He sent the Savior into the world through the line of Abraham.  Paul writes about this in our Epistle reading when he says:  5 “ … from them is traced the human ancestry of Christ, who is God over all, forever praised! Amen.”

     Sadly, most of the Jews in Jesus’ day rejected their own Savior.  Why?  Because they would not submit to God’s plan.  Listen to what Paul says about this in Romans chapter 10: 3 “Since they did not know the righteousness that comes from God and sought to establish their own, they did not submit to God’s righteousness.”

     Isn’t that ironic?  The name “Israel” means “submits to God”, but Israel did NOT submit to God’s plan of salvation.  They chose their own way.  Therefore, there can only be one TRUE Israel, and He is Jesus, God’s own son.  Only Jesus lived a life of perfect submission to God, and Jesus’ submission led Him to the Cross where He crushed the curse we inherited from Adam.

     But that leads to a question:  “If Jesus is the True Israel, then why does Scripture refer to both Jewish and Gentile Christians as the True Israel?”  Here’s why:  Jesus took our sin and rebellion and has given us His own righteousness.  In Christ you become part of the True Israel of God!  You see, you are not part of Israel because of your race.  You are part of Israel because of God’s GRACE!

     Remember!  God wants ALL to be saved – both Jew and Gentile.  The Savior descended from Abraham would bless ALL nations.  As we learned last Sunday, nothing can separate us from God’s Grace – nothing, that is, except our own unbelief.

     That’s why Paul grieves over his fellow Israelites who refuse to repent and trust in Jesus.  You see, they thought they were saved because they were physical descendants of Abraham.  But were’ save by Grace, not race!  Paul writes about this later on in Romans chapter 9:  6 “It is not as though God’s word had failed. For not all who are descended from Israel are Israel.      7 Nor because they are his descendants are they all Abraham’s children … 16 It does not, therefore, depend on man’s desire or effort, but on God’s mercy.”

     This is a loving warning for us.  Even though we are Gentiles, we are part of the True Israel because of Jesus.  But what if we deny our sin and stop trusting in Jesus?  Our race and our good works won’t save us then.  If we cling to sin and deny Christ we thereby separate ourselves from God’s Israel.  

     Listen to what Paul writes about this in Romans chapter 10:
19 “You will say then, ‘Branches were broken off so that I could be grafted in.’  20 Granted. But they were broken off because of unbelief, and you stand by faith. Do not be arrogant, but be afraid.  21 For if God did not spare the natural branches, he will not spare you either.  22 Consider therefore the kindness and sternness of God: sternness to those who fell, but kindness to you, provided that you continue in his kindness. Otherwise, you also will be cut off.”

     Simply put, as long as we are connected to Christ as branches to a tree, we will live!  But if we deny Christ then we cut ourselves off from God.  Our only hope is God’s mercy in Jesus.

     That’s why YOU have certain hope today!  Like Paul, Jesus has rescued you from a life of unbelief and the eternal Hell that comes with it.  Like Paul, you are forgiven and have become part of God’s eternal family.  Because of Jesus, you are the True Israel!

     But what about all the other people in this world who still don’t trust in Christ?  Like Paul, we should grieve for them.  Christ died for them, too.  Therefore, we pray for them and we ask God to open doors for us to witness to them so they, too, can become part of the Israel of God.

      That’s why some Christians become foreign missionaries and travel to distant lands to share the Gospel with unbelievers.  That’s wonderful that God moves them to do this!  But you don’t have to travel to a foreign land to be a missionary.  You are called to share Christ in this land where you live; you are called to share Christ with the unbelievers you know in your life -- and you know who they are.

     God calls you to be a witness for Him, and you do this by proclaiming His Word to people when God gives you opportunity.  Listen to what Paul writes about this in Romans chapter 10:      14 “How, then, can they call on the one they have not believed in? And how can they believe in the one of whom they have not heard? And how can they hear without someone preaching to them …        17 Consequently, faith comes from hearing the message, and the message is heard through the word of Christ.”

     In closing, it would be nice if I could visit the land of Israel one day.  But if I don’t get the chance, it’s no big deal.  You see, I don’t have to go to the land of Israel to feel close to Jesus.  Jesus comes close to us today.  Jesus gives us His own Body and Blood today.  This place is God’s Holy Land and you are His True Israel – all because of Jesus!  Amen!
