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Israel and the Old Testament

Many Christians don’t know what to make of the Old Testament of the 
Bible. Many of us are more comfortable with Jesus because we trust 
that he is loving and welcoming to all, but we may not quite know how 
the story of Jesus fits with the Old Testament. However, if we are truly 
to understand Jesus and his significance for us, we have to understand 
the Scripture that Jesus read, and the faith that Jesus practiced. When 
Jesus taught his disciples to pray “Our Father,” he was teaching them to 
pray to the God of Israel; when Jesus told people that the Bible is 
actually about him, the Bible he was talking about was the Old 
Testament. 

In Week Two, we will discuss the overarching story of Israel’s Scripture, 
the Old Testament: God’s covenant with Israel, the Israelite Exodus 
from Egypt, the promise of a kingdom of peace and justice, and the 
Israelite crisis of faith in the exile. We will talk about what it means to 
read the Old Testament as Christian Scripture, which means learning 
what it means to speak of God’s “chosen people” Israel and 
understanding how non-Jews fit into Israel’s story, and learning to 
understand that the God of the Old Testament and the God of Jesus in 
the New Testament are the same God. 



Rembrandt’s painting of Moses carrying the Ten Commandments. Together, the first five books of the Bible 
are called the “Torah,” which means “law” or “instruction.” These books had multiple authors, but are 
traditionally attributed to Moses because their teachings originated with him. The New Testament often 
refers to the Torah by referring to Moses, the “books of Moses,” or simply “the Law.”

ike Jesus, the first Christians were Jewish. 
They did not believe that Jesus had come to 

start a new religion, but rather that, through Jesus’ 
life, death, and resurrection, the God of Israel had 
brought to fulfillment the promises that he had 
made to Israel. The first Christians were, therefore, 
“Jewish Christians,” who believed that they were 
being faithful Jews by becoming Christians. Indeed, 
these Jewish Christians continued to worship and 
study Scripture with other Jews in synagogues. As 
Christianity spread beyond Israel to other nations, 
Jewish Christians became a minority in a majority 
Gentile (i.e., non-Jewish) Christian Church. This 
shift in the Church was not a bad thing; it was the 
Church’s goal. The mission of the Church has 
always been to invite all people to worship the God 
of Israel because of what he accomplished through 
Jesus. However, one of the unintended, negative 
consequences of the Church’s success among 

Gentiles is that the non-Jewish members of the 
Church were able to forget the Jewish roots of 
Christian faith and the importance of Israel’s 
Scriptures, the “Old Testament,” for Christian faith. 

Sometimes people say that the Church “inherited” 
the Old Testament from the Jews. This way of 
speaking is not quite accurate. In reality, there 
already was the Old Testament, and then there were 
people who believed that the Old Testament told a 
story, and that the death and resurrection of Jesus 
was the conclusion to that story. In other words, 
the Church never “inherited” or “accepted” the Old 
Testament; rather, the Old Testament enabled the 
Church to exist.  

However, it is not obvious how the Old Testament 
“enabled” the Church to exist. After all, did not 
Jesus establish the Church when he sent his 
disciples out to witness to his resurrection? 
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Let us attempt to make sense of how Christian faith 
and the Church relate to the Old Testament.  

Each week in our liturgy, we actually acknowledge 
the connection between the Church’s existence and 
the Old Testament—it’s just a very subtle 
acknowledgment, and we often don’t notice it. 
When we recite the Nicene Creed (which we will 
talk about more in week 5), we say that Jesus was 
crucified and that “on the third day he rose again in 
accordance with the Scriptures.” The “Scriptures” 
according to which Jesus rose are the texts of the 
Old Testament. Thus, while it is absolutely correct 
to say that the Church exists to proclaim that Jesus 
is risen, it is crucial to remember that Jesus’ death 
and resurrection are meaningful as events that 
occur as the conclusion of the story of the Old Testament. 

“Story,” in this instance, does not mean fiction. 
Another word you might prefer is “history.” 
Christians believe that the Old Testament recounts 
a history, and that this history is going somewhere. 
The Old Testament does not just talk about what 
already happened with Israel, but also looks 
forward to a goal—the conclusion of Israel’s and all 
creation’s history. The Christian faith alleges that 
Jesus’ resurrection is that conclusion, and that the 
Church and its mission are a part of it. Thus, when 
we say that Jesus was raised “in accordance with 
the Scriptures,” we are saying that his resurrection 
is the way that God brought Israel’s story to its 
goal. The good news of Jesus is only true, good 
news if it is a true, good conclusion to the Old 
Testament. One way to describe the New Testament 
is to call it the apostles’ explanation of how Jesus’ 
death and resurrection conclude the history of the 
Israel. 

At least two vital questions emerge: (1) What is the 
story of Israel that is told in the Old Testament? (2) 
How is Jesus’ death and resurrection a conclusion 
of that story? 

Israel’s story begins with the liberation of Hebrew 
slaves from ancient Egypt. This liberation, called 
“the Exodus” is the defining event in Israel’s 
history. According to Scripture, the slaves were 
liberated by a miraculous act of God through God’s 
servant Moses. In Israel’s interpretation of the 
event (recounted in Exodus 2:23-25), God acted to 
liberate the Israelite slaves in order to be faithful to 
the “covenant” he had made with their ancestors, 
Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob (whom God renamed 
“Israel,” and from whom his descendants derive 
their name).  

In Scripture, a “covenant” is special relationship 
between two parties, in which each is bound by a 
mutual promise. A good example is marriage, in 
which two people promise themselves to one 
another for life. In the book of Genesis, God makes 
a covenant with a man named Abram, whom God 
later renames Abraham. God promises to Abraham 
that his offspring will be a great nation, and that 
through his offspring all people would be blessed. 
The covenant is that God will bless the world 
through Abraham’s offspring, and that Abraham’s 
responsibility is to trust him. 

God’s covenant with Abraham is in response to the 
corruption of the world that is a consequence of 
human sin. That is, God’s covenant is a rescue 
mission; he intends to repair the broken creation 
through Abraham’s descendants. One of the chief 
ways that the creation evidenced sinfulness was and 
is oppression—one group holding down and 
exploiting another. Thus, when Abraham’s 
descendants are bound in slavery, God acts to be 
faithful to his promise that he made in the covenant 
with Abraham, and he liberates the Israelites. By 
overcoming slavery, God overcomes sin, thereby 
doing exactly what he intended to do in the 
covenant. In the liberation of Israelite slaves, God 
makes of Israel a nation, and so keeps his promise.



The liberation of slaves, while significant progress, 
did not solve the problem of sin. The world was still 
characterized by evil, and Israel was also sinful. To 
address Israel’s sinfulness and to teach it right 
living, God, through Moses, gave to Israel the Law, 
summarized in the Ten Commandments (Exodus 
20:1-17). However, the Law did not rid Israel of sin. 
Therefore, God gave to Israel a devout king named 
David, whom God intended to lead Israel in faithful 
worship and life. But David, despite his devotion to 
God, was himself sinful, unable to carry out God’s 
intention for Israel. Yet David gave to Israel a hope 
for a “Davidic” king, who would one day lead Israel 
in faithfulness to God’s covenant and the Law given 
through Moses. For generations after David, Israel 
had numerous leaders, who each failed to lead Israel 
in faithfulness to God. Israel’s mission to be God’s 
instrument to repair sinful creation was stalled. 

Finally, Israel was conquered by various local 
empires, most notably the Babylonians. When the 
Babylonians conquered Israel, they destroyed 
Israel’s Temple—where they worshipped and where 
God dwelled to meet them—and killed much of 
their population. This conquest was a major crisis 
for Israel’s faith; if God was to bless the nations and 
repair the creation through Israel, how could God’s 
promise come to fulfillment if Israel’s temple 
worship was ended and if so many Israelites were 
dead? How can God’s promise be true if Israel 
ceases to exist? Is God’s promise greater than death? The 
Babylonian conquest exposed that the work God 
was to do through Israel needed, not only to address 
sin, but also to overcome death.  

Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection concludes Israel’s 
history because in him sin and death are overcome. 
In Jesus, God’s keeps his promise. In Jesus, the 
nations are blessed, and creation is made whole. 
Jesus is the hoped-for Davidic Messiah, the true 
Israelite, the fulfillment of the history of the Old 
Testament, drawing all to God’s promise, and 
restoring all creation to God. ■

Painting by Matthias Stom of the risen Jesus revealing himself by 
breaking break with disciples, explaining that Israel’s Scriptures 
pointed to his death and resurrection.



[Jesus said:] 31 “If  I testify about myself, my 
testimony is not true. 32 There is another who 
testifies on my behalf, and I know that his 
testimony to me is true. 33 You sent messengers to 
John, and he testified to the truth. 34 Not that I 
accept such human testimony, but I say these 
things so that you may be saved. 35 He was a 
burning and shining lamp, and you were willing to 
rejoice for a while in his light. 36 But I have a 
testimony greater than John’s. The works that the 
Father has given me to complete, the very works 
that I am doing, testify on my behalf  that the 
Father has sent me. 37 And the Father who sent me 
has himself  testified on my behalf. You have never 
heard his voice or seen his form, 38 and you do not 
have his word abiding in you, because you do not 
believe him whom he has sent. 

39 “You search the scriptures because you think 
that in them you have eternal life; and it is they 
that testify on my behalf. 40 Yet you refuse to come 
to me to have life. 41 I do not accept glory from 
human beings. 42 But I know that you do not have 
the love of  God in you. 43 I have come in my 
Father’s name, and you do not accept me; if  
another comes in his own name, you will accept 
him. 44 How can you believe when you accept 
glory from one another and do not seek the glory 
that comes from the one who alone is God? 45 Do 
not think that I will accuse you before the Father; 
your accuser is Moses, on whom you have set your 
hope. 46 If  you believed Moses, you would believe 
me, for he wrote about me. 47 But if  you do not 
believe what he wrote, how will you believe what I 
say?”

Each week of Exploring Confirmation & 
Christianity 101 will have a brief look 
at a passage from the Gospel of John, 
which will be thematically related to the 
week’s topic. 

This week’s 
Scripture: 
John 5:31-47

The transfiguration of Jesus by 
Theophanes the Greek (15th century). 
In the story, which is recounted in 
Matthew 17:1-9, Mark 9:2-8, and Luke 
9:28-36, Jesus takes his disciples 
Peter, James, and John (bottom of 
image) to the top of a mountain, and 
he reveals to them that he is from God 
by showing his glory. When this 
happens, Moses (top right) and Elijah 
(top left) appear with Jesus (center). 
Their appearance symbolizes Israel’s 
Scriptures, the “Old Testament,” 
comprised of the Law (Moses) and the 
Prophets (Elijah). A voice from heaven 
declares that Jesus is God’s Son, 
indicating that he is the fulfillment of 
the promises made by God in Israel’s 
Scriptures.



A thought, a question, a challenge 

Thought 
Each Easter Vigil (the liturgy before Easter), our Church reads key passages from the Old Testament in order 
to tell the story of our faith. It is customary to baptize people at this service. The reason is that baptism into 
Christ is joining in the story of Israel and of God’s fulfillment of that story in the world. 

Question 
As you think about some of the stories from the Gospels that you have heard, and think about the story of 
Israel, are there any specific stories about Jesus that may be intended to show how he fulfills Israel’s 
Scriptures? (Hint: a good place to look for answers is the Gospel of Matthew) 

Challenge 
Over the next week, read through the passages of Scripture that tell our sacred story, which we read at the 
Easter Vigil: Genesis 1:1-2:2 (Creation); Genesis 7:1-5, 11-18, 8:6-18, 9:8-13 (The Flood); Genesis 22:1-18 
(Abraham’s Sacrifice of Isaac); Exodus 14:10-15:1 (Israel Crossing the Red Sea); Isaiah 4:2-6 (Promise of 
God’s Presence in a Renewed Israel); Isaiah 55:1-11 (Salvation Offered to All); Ezekiel 36:24-28 (Promise of 
a New Heart and a New Spirit); Ezekiel 37:1-14 (The Valley of Dry Bones and Promise of Resurrection); 
Zephaniah 3:12-20 (The Promised Gathering of God’s People); Romans 6:3-11 (Baptism); Matthew 28:1-10 
(Jesus’ Resurrection Appearance).

hristians and Jews have a complex history, and 
the Gospel of John is a part of it. While the 

first Christians were Jews, not all Jews became 
Christians, because not all Jews believed that the 
death and resurrection of Jesus was a fitting 
conclusion to the history recounted in Israel’s 
Scriptures. After the Jerusalem Temple was 
destroyed in the year 70 C.E., Jewish people who 
were not Christians set out to practice their faith 
apart from the Temple; what was developed is what 
we now call “Rabbinic Judaism.” Thus, Christianity 
and Rabbinic Judaism are roughly the same age, 
and both share a common text—the Scriptures 
inherited from ancient Israel, which Jews call the 
Tanakh and Christians usually call the Old 
Testament. One way to characterize what 
differentiates Christians and Jews is to say that we 
disagree about the idea that Jesus’ life, death, and 
resurrection are a good and true fulfillment of 
God’s covenant with Israel. We respect and honor 
one another as separated sisters and brothers in a 
common faith in the same God of Israel.  

Some early Jewish Christians were rejected by their 
fellow Jews because of their Christianity, and their 
memories of Jesus’ life and teachings were shaped 
by this experience of rejection. The Gospel of John 
reflects their experience, which is evident in how 
Jesus so regularly comes into conflict with Jewish 
people who do not believe in him. It is important 
for us to be aware of this dynamic. Christian faith 
requires that we affirm what the Gospel of John 
teaches, that Israel’s Scriptures testify about Jesus, 
that Jesus is the fulfillment of God’s covenant with 
Israel, and also maintain a profound respect for our 
spiritual siblings in the faith, the Jewish people. 

One of the most significant ways that we can show 
respect to one another is for us to embrace the Old 
Testament as Christian Scripture, and to 
acknowledge that while Christians and Jews may 
not interpret it in the same way, we are both 
committed to the common mission of Israel’s God, 
to bless the nations and to share in God’s work of 
healing the creation.
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Exploring Confirmation 
& Christianity 101 

1. Thinking about Christian faith 

2. Israel and the Old Testament 

3. Jesus’ life and mission 

4. Jesus’ death and resurrection 

5. The Triune God 

6. Creation 

7. Humanity as the image of God 

8. Sin and salvation 

9. The Church 

10. Is Christianity worth it?


