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And now it is because of my hope in what God has promised our fathers that I am on trial today. This is the promise our twelve tribes are hoping to see fulfilled as they earnestly serve God day and night. O king, it is because of this hope that the Jews are accusing me. 

Acts 26:6-7

Brothers, I decided to write this short paper to attempt to promote a change in how we view our preaching and teaching of God’s living and active Word, particularly when it comes to preaching and teaching from the Old Testament. The apostle Paul gave one primary reason to Agrippa for his being on trial before him; in fact, one reason for his whole life’s work: hope in a promise. It is my contention that the promise of God that began with Eve, was given to Abraham and the patriarchs, lived on through the great men and women of faith, and now reaches fulfillment in God’s redemptive work through Christ, is the promise that must underpin the hope that is a basis for our lives as Christians and for the corporate hope of our churches. The purpose of this paper is a very positive one – to try to bring some inspiration to those who would bring that hope to their congregation.

A Problematic Legacy

Quite clearly over the last few years, it has become apparent that the culture of the International Churches of Christ has left some less-than-desirable thoughts and behaviors in its wake: faulty leadership paradigms, a works-driven mentality, harshness within the churches, and the like. Some of these things have been dealt with in no uncertain terms: leaders have resigned or been laid off, “discipling trees” dissolved, etc. However, my deepest concern is that we have not come to realize the extent of the fallacious preaching models that have been the example to many of us for the last decade or two, particularly in preaching and teaching from the Old Testament.

As an example, one of the sermons that had an enormous impact on me and really defined my image of what a “great sermon” should be, was a tape that I heard around 15 years ago titled “Does Your Life Make a Difference?” The sermon text was the book of Esther, and the premise was that the listener should compare himself or herself with one of three characters in the book: does your life inspire people to great good, like Mordecai; does your life inspire people to great evil, like Haman; or does your life inspire people to great mediocrity, like Esther’s would have?

Now, this is a very “convicting” line of questioning, and no doubt in the short term it can be used to motivate people in some way to act. However, it raises several questions and the most prominent one is this:

If a book such as Esther is a story of a few characters that we are to either imitate because of their righteousness, or use as a model of bad behavior that is to be avoided, then what becomes of the promise plan of God? Does the historia salutis, the salvation (or redemptive) history, boil down to the positive and negative examples of human beings? Or is this kind of thinking that Goldsworthy describes as legalistic moralism
 somehow contrary to the amazing line of promise that gave Paul the hope to risk all in his Christian mission?

It is not too hard for many of us to remember back to dozens of these kinds of lessons – sermons where Nehemiah and Ezra largely served as examples supporting “bold” church leadership, where the capturing of cities under Joshua immediately related to planting churches, where David’s role in the scheme of things was either as a model of courage (fighting Goliath) or as the example of bearing up under Saul’s harsh leadership, and where some of the most meaningful symbols of God’s promise plan for mankind could be used to leapfrog to a topic that was deemed by the preacher to be more appropriate than whatever the meaning of the original writer had been.

Shortly I will put forward my views as to how we should move forward in this area, and why it is crucial for our congregations that we do. But in the meantime, we should deal quickly with at least one of the examples I have raised above: why is the book of Esther in the bible, and what does it mean to us?

Esther is an interesting book, because it never explicitly mentions God and yet God’s hand is seen so clearly working through all of the events to one end; redemption of God’s people. It is a story of phenomenal hope – a story that shows that God will keep his promises with his covenant people against all odds. Despite an irrevocable law that condemned all of the Jews in exile to death, God was able to turn the tables through the most unlikely of circumstances. And the fact that it took the death of one man up a tree (or at least gallows) should amaze us and show us just how God’s redemptive plan was always working towards its fulfillment in Christ. Yes, there could be some lessons to learn from the characters, but we need to always see that God is the central character in his divine plan, his ancient love song, and that his stories are always played out against a backdrop of promise that gives hope – ultimately hope of eternal life.

Understanding God’s Plan of Promise

Immediately after the account of the fall of mankind in the garden, we see the beginning of God’s great plan of promise:

And I will put enmity 

between you and the woman, 

and between your offspring and hers; 

he will crush your head, 

and you will strike his heel

Genesis 3:15

Man has fallen, sin has entered the world, and the punishments (including death) are inevitable. However, the promise comes immediately: Eve’s offspring will be at war with Satan, and one day her Son will triumph.

The second of the great promise moments in the older testament comes when God speaks to Abraham:

“I will make you into a great nation 

and I will bless you; 

I will make your name great, 

and you will be a blessing. 

I will bless those who bless you, 

and whoever curses you I will curse; 

and all peoples on earth 

will be blessed through you.”

Genesis 12:2-3

Then, following a series of promises to the patriarchs, and an amazing history of God working redemptively, we see another pivotal promise moment when, speaking through the prophet Nathan, God promises David:

“Now then, tell my servant David, ‘This is what the LORD Almighty says: I took you from the pasture and from following the flock to be ruler over my people Israel. I have been with you wherever you have gone, and I have cut off all your enemies from before you. Now I will make your name great, like the names of the greatest men of the earth. And I will provide a place for my people Israel and will plant them so that they can have a home of their own and no longer be disturbed. Wicked people will not oppress them anymore, as they did at the beginning 11 and have done ever since the time I appointed leaders over my people Israel. I will also give you rest from all your enemies.

“ ‘The LORD declares to you that the LORD himself will establish a house for you: When your days are over and you rest with your fathers, I will raise up your offspring to succeed you, who will come from your own body, and I will establish his kingdom. He is the one who will build a house for my Name, and I will establish the throne of his kingdom forever. I will be his father, and he will be my son. When he does wrong, I will punish him with the rod of men, with floggings inflicted by men. But my love will never be taken away from him, as I took it away from Saul, whom I removed from before you. Your house and your kingdom will endure forever before me;your throne will be established forever

2 Samuel 7:8-16

And the final unique instance of promise in the Old Testament comes through the prophet Jeremiah as God promises the new covenant:

Jer 31:31 “The time is coming,” declares the LORD, 

“when I will make a new covenant 

with the house of Israel 

and with the house of Judah. 

Jer 31:32 It will not be like the covenant 

I made with their forefathers 

when I took them by the hand 

to lead them out of Egypt,

because they broke my covenant, 

though I was a husband to them,’” 

declares the LORD. 

Jer 31:33 “This is the covenant I will make with the house of Israel 

after that time,” declares the LORD. 

“I will put my law in their minds 

and write it on their hearts.

I will be their God, 

and they will be my people. 

Jer 31:34 No longer will a man teach his neighbor, 

or a man his brother, saying, ‘Know the LORD,’ 

because they will all know me, 

from the least of them to the greatest,” 

declares the LORD. 

“For I will forgive their wickedness 

and will remember their sins no more.”

Jeremiah 31:31-34

These were the promises that motivated Paul, and they were the promises that had motivated the Jews ever since the time of Abraham. So what was different about Christianity? The Christians realized that the promise-plan of God had converged in fulfillment in Christ! And it was this good news, this gospel message, which fuelled the early church, and which forms the backdrop to everything that is written in the New Testament. 

Redemptive Examples

After hearing a message recently concerning the conquest of the Promised Land (from Joshua onwards), I realized just how vital it is that we get our heads around the key redemptive events in the Bible, and the importance of underpinning everything we teach in the church with this promise plan of God.

The scope of this brief paper does not cover an in-depth study of any particular passage or book, but even a cursory examination of the conquest scenario should help us to see just how important it was to the saints of the old covenant, and how significant it should be to us today.

Clearly the conquest is a redemptive event, in many ways the conclusion of the Exodus event. God’s promise to Abraham has not been forgotten; in fact, God has worked against all odds to fulfill his promise to Abraham. Finally, after years of desert-wandering, the “community of the redeemed” is led in the most powerful way into the Promised Land. But what is at stake for us if we don’t treat it as a redemptive event? What is really the problem if we treat it with academic historicity, or perhaps if we even see it as a fairly depressing moment since it involved the death of so many Canaanites?

I would suggest firstly that we would be overlooking the following facts and connections:

· The people were lead by Joshua, whose name means “the Lord saves”, or “the Lord is salvation”. Hebrew name meanings are often highly significant in Old Testament narrative (remember Nabal?), and in this case the significance should be ignored at our peril, especially since it is a name shared with Jesus of Nazareth.

· This was an amazing demonstration of God’s grace. The Israelites were given as inheritance a land belonging to other people, who were annihilated to make way for them. Yes, the Canaanites were extremely sinful, but was God’s covenant community truly deserving of their inheritance? The gospel reality is that God declared his people to be righteous (particularly after their “baptism” of the Exodus), a righteousness that they struggled to live up to.

· The parallels with the gospel events of the New Testament are impossible to ignore: a people saved by lambs’ blood, baptized in water, living as strangers in the desert, are finally led into the Promised Land by their God and by their Joshua.

Consider the following passages from Revelation:

I saw heaven standing open and there before me was a white horse, whose rider is called Faithful and True. With justice he judges and makes war. His eyes are like blazing fire, and on his head are many crowns. He has a name written on him that no one knows but he himself. He is dressed in a robe dipped in blood, and his name is the Word of God. The armies of heaven were following him, riding on white horses and dressed in fine linen, white and clean. Out of his mouth comes a sharp sword with which to strike down the nations. “He will rule them with an iron scepter.” He treads the winepress of the fury of the wrath of God Almighty. 

On his robe and on his thigh he has this name written: 

KING OF KINGS AND LORD OF LORDS. 

And I saw an angel standing in the sun, who cried in a loud voice to all the birds flying in midair, “Come, gather together for the great supper of God, so that you may eat the flesh of kings, generals, and mighty men, of horses and their riders, and the flesh of all people, free and slave, small and great.” Then I saw the beast and the kings of the earth and their armies gathered together to make war against the rider on the horse and his army. But the beast was captured, and with him the false prophet who had performed the miraculous signs on his behalf. With these signs he had deluded those who had received the mark of the beast and worshiped his image. The two of them were thrown alive into the fiery lake of burning sulfur. The rest of them were killed with the sword that came out of the mouth of the rider on the horse, and all the birds gorged themselves on their flesh.

. . .

Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth, for the first heaven and the first earth had passed away, and there was no longer any sea. I saw the Holy City, the new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride beautifully dressed for her husband. And I heard a loud voice from the throne saying, “Now the dwelling of God is with men, and he will live with them. They will be his people, and God himself will be with them and be their God. He will wipe every tear from their eyes. There will be no more death or mourning or crying or pain, for the old order of things has passed away.” 

He who was seated on the throne said, “I am making everything new!” Then he said, “Write this down, for these words are trustworthy and true.” He said to me: “It is done. I am the Alpha and the Omega, the Beginning and the End. To him who is thirsty I will give to drink without cost from the spring of the water of life. He who overcomes will inherit all this, and I will be his God and he will be my son. But the cowardly, the unbelieving, the vile, the murderers, the sexually immoral, those who practice magic arts, the idolaters and all liars—their place will be in the fiery lake of burning sulfur. This is the second death.” 

One of the seven angels who had the seven bowls full of the seven last plagues came and said to me, “Come, I will show you the bride, the wife of the Lamb.” And he carried me away in the Spirit to a mountain great and high, and showed me the Holy City, Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God. It shone with the glory of God, and its brilliance was like that of a very precious jewel, like a jasper, clear as crystal. It had a great, high wall with twelve gates, and with twelve angels at the gates. On the gates were written the names of the twelve tribes of Israel. There were three gates on the east, three on the north, three on the south and three on the west. The wall of the city had twelve foundations, and on them were the names of the twelve apostles of the Lamb. 

The angel who talked with me had a measuring rod of gold to measure the city, its gates and its walls. The city was laid out like a square, as long as it was wide. He measured the city with the rod and found it to be 12,000 stadia in length, and as wide and high as it is long. He measured its wall and it was 144 cubits thick, by man’s measurement, which the angel was using. The wall was made of jasper, and the city of pure gold, as pure as glass. The foundations of the city walls were decorated with every kind of precious stone. The first foundation was jasper, the second sapphire, the third chalcedony, the fourth emerald, the fifth sardonyx, the sixth carnelian, the seventh chrysolite, the eighth beryl, the ninth topaz, the tenth chrysoprase, the eleventh jacinth, and the twelfth amethyst. The twelve gates were twelve pearls, each gate made of a single pearl. The great street of the city was of pure gold, like transparent glass. 

I did not see a temple in the city, because the Lord God Almighty and the Lamb are its temple. The city does not need the sun or the moon to shine on it, for the glory of God gives it light, and the Lamb is its lamp. The nations will walk by its light, and the kings of the earth will bring their splendor into it. On no day will its gates ever be shut, for there will be no night there. The glory and honor of the nations will be brought into it. Nothing impure will ever enter it, nor will anyone who does what is shameful or deceitful, but only those whose names are written in the Lamb’s book of life.

Revelation 19:11-21, 21:1-27

The inspiring reality is that this is the event, where the conquest of Canaan was an event. Here we have the hope that we should all be clinging to; the hope in God’s promise of eternal life, the hope in the resurrection of the dead, and in the new creation of all things. But how do we know that God will fulfill this promise? Because God has always kept his promise!

If we fail to see the truly amazing, inspiring, mind-shattering significance behind God’s saving event of the Canaanite conquest, how can we be moved by this reality of God’s Promised Land? If we don’t tremble at the significance of Joshua leading God’s people into Canaan, how will we tremble at the significance of our Joshua on a white horse, leading all of the redeemed in the most spectacular conquest imaginable? If we struggle to grasp why the Canaanites had to be killed, how can we be moved by “The rest of them were killed with the sword that came out of the mouth of the rider on the horse, and all the birds gorged themselves on their flesh.”? And if we struggle to find the life application of the Israelite’s conquest, how can we apply the final chapters of Revelation to our hearers?

A New Testament Example

Of the countless examples from the New Testament that demonstrate this amazing hope that is so strongly grounded in the events of the Old Testament, we will briefly look at a passage in Hebrews, beginning with this:

Now faith is being sure of what we hope for and certain of what we do not see.

Hebrews 11:1

Obviously this is quite important to us: a definition of faith. How important? Well, verse 6 goes on to say that without it we cannot please God – it is vitally important. But what is it that we hope for, and what is this unseen thing that requires our certainty? Can we validly just cling to certainty for certainty’s sake? By no means! This passage is specific, and the whole of Hebrews chapter 11 spells out the basis of this hope and certainty: it is God’s plan of promise beginning with the time of creation and finding fulfillment in Christ! If you doubt this in the slightest, please read through the passage and consider these promises and hopes in Christ:

· God as creator of this world (v3), and the faith of the saints in a new, unseen, heavenly country also created by God (v16)

· Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob as heirs of the promise of land, and understanding that the real promise involved that heavenly country

· Abraham’s belief that God could raise the dead

· Moses’ willingness to suffer disgrace for the sake of Christ

· So many other stories of the faith of our brothers and sisters of the previous covenant, all motivated by their hope in the promise.

The writer of Hebrews then concludes that:

These were all commended for their faith, yet none of them received what had been promised. God had planned something better for us so that only together with us would they be made perfect.

Hebrews 11:39-40

This passage is a veritable “who’s who” of Old Testament heroes of the faith, and it makes it so indisputably clear that they were all faithful because of one thing: hope in a promise that was only fulfilled in Christ! However, the disturbing thing to me is that I have not heard, and still am not hearing, God’s Word preached in this way. Hebrews chapter 12 goes on to call for faith, commitment, and endurance – but only in the light of the amazing material covered in chapter 11. Can you see the “Therefore” that begins chapter 12? Well, when see a “therefore”, we need to think about what it is “there for”. 

We cannot call people to commitment, endurance, tolerance of hardship, or any of the “Hebrews 12” exhortations without grounding them in an understanding of the promise plan of God fulfilled in Christ (also known as “The Gospel”). The only hope for our churches is the same hope that existed for the church of the first century: that Christ is preached!

Brothers, this kind of seeking out of the continuity between the Old and New Testaments is not some kind of optional, extra-curricular teaching activity. It is in fact vital to any attempt to restore biblical Christianity. Why do we need to understand that God created the world? So that we can believe in the promise that God has prepared a heavenly city for us! And how can we believe that Christ will lead us in triumphant procession in the resurrection? Because God has consistently acted to save his people, and he worked through Joshua (their “saviour”) to lead them into a Promised Land. 

Jewish Hope

The more I have considered these things, the more continuity I have seen between us and our Jewish brethren. It has been particularly beneficial to consider the Jewish calendar, and their ways of remaining faithful through countless generations – they remembered God’s acts of salvation and clung to God’s promises of the future. Some of the memorable dates in the Jewish calendar include:

· Purim: An incredibly festive time, celebrating God’s saving acts as found in the book of Esther; against all odds, God worked to save the exiled Jews from extermination and instead allowed them to take vengeance on their captors.

· Passover: Well known to us, this festival celebrates the original Passover event of the exodus – God saved those marked with the blood of the lamb, leading his people out of slavery. This is traditionally also a night of great hope – awaiting the return of the Messiah.

· Chanukah: Celebration of the rededication of the temple (post-exile); another redemptive act as God brought his people back from Babylon as he promised through Jeremiah and Daniel. Clearly both of these prophets promise something far greater than a return from physical exile, but a faith in the new covenant and the resurrection is solidified by the reality that God fulfilled the lesser promise.

I wonder what it is that makes us so reluctant to stand in awe of these past saving events of God, and see how clearly they illuminate God’s saving work in Christ? What is it about the Jews that they understood the need to continually impress upon their children how God had worked in the past to fulfill His promises to give them hope in the future?

Some Rules

So, where am I proposing we go from here? Is it reasonable to put some rules in place (since we love rules!), such as “every sermon must centre on Christ”, or “every lesson must focus on the gospel”, or some such thing? And the answer is, of course not – because the Bible itself never states such explicit rules. However, rules or no rules, the issue is really whether our preaching of God’s Word is at its heart steeped in the mighty and immutable promise-plan of the Almighty, and whether this is abundantly clear to our hearers?

Walter Kaiser sums this idea up very well when he discusses how we should treat preaching on the prophets:

The messages about the Messiah in the prophets are just as dependable as the other messages of promise and salvation. They too belong to a long, ongoing tradition of the seed promised in the various covenants. They are oracles of salvation with a redemptive history as their heritage. This is not to say that the Messiah may be found behind every proverbial bush in the Old Testament, much less in the prophecies of judgment against the foreign nations. But it cannot be denied that the heart of the promise-plan of God is christocentric without being christoexclusive.

Similarly, Steven Mathewson doesn’t see that every one of his Old Testament lessons has to explicitly point to Christ. Mathewson describes his wrestling with Sidney Greidanus’ book
, concluding with a position that stops somewhere short of Greidanus, but goes on to say:

Believe me, I am passionate about preaching Jesus Christ! The people who have heard me preach the whole counsel of God on a weekly basis know my passion to exalt Christ. When I add this to the fact that my preaching occurs in the context of Christ-centred worship services, I don’t feel pressured to show how every Old Testament story I preach points forward to Jesus.

Like Mathewson, some of us may well conclude that not every lesson must explicitly point to Christ. But like Mathewson, can we all really claim that we are passionate about preaching Christ? Do our listeners know our “passion to exalt Christ”? We have a frightening tradition of preaching moralism and exalting men, both men of the Bible and men of our times. The answer is certainly not to impose any unenforceable homiletical rules, but to develop a ministry of preaching that is unmistakably passionate about Jesus, and that is always set on bedrock of understanding of God’s plan of promise and salvation, and the hope that joyously springs from that.

Conclusion

As Paul said to Timothy:

But as for you, continue in what you have learned and have become convinced of, because you know those from whom you learned it, and how from infancy you have known the holy Scriptures, which are able to make you wise for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus. All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness, so that the man of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work

2 Timothy 3:14-17

The holy Scriptures (that is, the Old Testament) are able to “make you wise for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus”! I am absolutely convinced that the hope for the faith of our churches is contained in the preaching of God’s Word, and that this gospel message is inextricably linked with the whole of redemptive history – we must preach Christ from the Old Testament and the New Testament! We have had ultimate conviction in the usefulness of Scripture for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness – yet we have failed to see that this must be rooted in faith in Christ Jesus. We must return to the model of the New Testament writers, who sought to call their hearers to a life of righteousness based on a hope that was grounded in promises that God had been keeping for all of biblical history, and that were now being fulfilled in Christ. This we know as the gospel - and woe to us if we do not preach the gospel!

When God made his promise to Abraham, since there was no one greater for him to swear by, he swore by himself, saying, “I will surely bless you and give you many descendants.” And so after waiting patiently, Abraham received what was promised. Men swear by someone greater than themselves, and the oath confirms what is said and puts an end to all argument. Because God wanted to make the unchanging nature of his purpose very clear to the heirs of what was promised, he confirmed it with an oath. God did this so that, by two changeable things in which it is impossible for God to lie, we who have fled to take hold of the hope offered to us may be greatly encouraged. We have this hope as an anchor for the soul, firm and secure. It enters the inner sanctuary behind the curtain, where Jesus, who went before us, has entered on our behalf. He has become a high priest forever, in the order of Melchizedek.

Hebrews 6:13-20
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