Bible study: The Holy Land, part 1

The conflict between Israel and Palestine is partly about land ownership. In the first of a series of four bible studies about the conflict, USPG’s advocacy officer the Revd Tim Woods looks at what the Bible says about ownership of the disputed area.

Whose land is it anyway?

Every day we read in the news about suicide bombings or attacks on alleged militants in the Holy Land. The conflict reflects a disagreement over who owns the land. The Palestinians believe the land is theirs because their families have lived and farmed there for generations. To lose the land would be to lose their identity and their livelihood.

Many Jewish people also believe the land is theirs, promised to them by God (see Genesis 15:18-21; 26:24; 28:13-15). 

For centuries, most Jews have been living in small communities around the world. Then, in the nineteenth century, an idea gained momentum – called Zionism – which argued that the Jewish people were entitled to return to what they claimed to be their original homeland. The Earl of Shaftesbury called Palestine ‘a country without a nation for a nation without a country’. But this land was not ‘without a nation’ – it was home to around a million Palestinians.

Today there are over 4.6 million Palestinians living in Israel, the West Bank and Gaza, and nearly 4.8 million Palestinians in exile (2003 data).

So what does the Bible say? Some believe that God’s covenant with Abraham is like a set of title deeds entitling Israel to all the territory between the Nile and the river Euphrates in Iraq. But other passages suggest the story is not so straightforward.

Leviticus 26:27, 33-43 says the Israelites were promised the land on the condition that they observed the commands of God. Yet, as the Hebrew prophets remind us, the Israelites were sent into exile because they continually strayed from God’s Law (see Jeremiah 13:15-17). 

Furthermore, both the Law and the Prophets assert that the land belongs to God (Leviticus 25:23), which raises the question of whether any nation can claim any land in perpetuity.

Withdrawal from Gaza In 2005, Israel appeared to concede that it does not have absolute rights to the whole of the land when it evacuated Jewish settlers from Gaza. But fundamentalist Christians in America disagree. They petitioned President Bush to stop the evacuation because they said the return of the Jewish people to the Holy Land was a sign that Jesus Christ’s return was imminent; so the ‘loss’ of Gaza would delay Christ’s return.

Clearly, the question of who owns the land is a matter of vital concern – even a matter of life and death – to Christians, Jews, Muslims and others. But what do you think?

For reflection How can we balance the rights of the people who moved into the land with those who had lived in and occupied the land for generations?

Is it possible to be sensitive to Jewish history – and the centuries when Europeans, especially, persecuted Jews – while simultaneously criticising the State of Israel for its treatment of the Palestinians? How can Christians honour both Jewish and Palestinian people today?

What impact does the conflict over Palestinian land have on relations between faiths and peoples elsewhere?

Bible study: The Holy Land, part 2 

The site where the ancient Jewish Temple once stood in Jerusalem is the setting for the second in this four-part Bible study looking at the Holy Land. USPG advocacy officer Tim Woods questions the wisdom of Christian Zionists, who want to see the Temple rebuilt because they believe it will speed up the Lord’s second coming. But rebuilding the Temple would certainly lead to bloodshed.

History of the Temple 

In Jerusalem’s Old City there’s a 35-acre piece of land that stands in the centre of Middle Eastern conflict. It is the site of the ancient Jewish Temple – built where Abraham brought Isaac for sacrifice (Gen 22). It is here that Herod the Great built the Second Temple, completed in 64BCE. This Temple was destroyed by the Romans in 70CE and little remains apart from the Wailing Wall, which has become an enduring symbol to the Jews of God’s faithfulness and their hope of returning to the lands of Palestine.

Today, this historically important site is a huge promenade, known in Arabic as Haram al-Sharif [honoured sanctuary]. It is also a place of special importance to Islam, being the site of the Dome of the Rock and the al-Aqsa Mosque.

Christian Zionism Some Christian Zionists claim that texts such as Daniel 9 show that an essential precondition for Christ’s return is that the Temple must be rebuilt. But this would require the demolition of both the Dome of the Rock and the al-Aqsa Mosque – something that would generate such fury within the Muslim world that the ‘Battle of Armageddon’ would become a real possibility. For some Christian Zionists, another biblical precondition for Christ’s return is the reintroduction of the Jewish practice of temple sacrifice; they seem to believe that shedding the blood of animals and the bloodbath of Armageddon are God’s will.

The prominent Christian Zionist Hal Lindsey believes that rebuilding the Temple would speed up Christ’s return – and so he urges Christians to actively campaign for the Temple’s reconstruction regardless of the impact this would have on the Muslim world. Worryingly, these views are thought to have the support of 100 million voting Americans. The possible consequences of allowing these views to influence American foreign policy are terrifying.

For discussion 1. Ezekiel describes his vision for the reconstruction of the Temple in chapters 40-44, see especially Ez 43:10-12. These chapters are among passages used by Christian Zionists to support their case for rebuilding the Temple, even though the prophet’s words were written before Herod built the Second Temple. Is Ezekiel’s vision applicable today?

2. What does the New Testament say about the need to continue making sacrifice? See Rom 3:21-26 and Heb 9:6-14.

3. Palestinian Christians describe themselves as ‘the living stones’, but experience hostility from both the Israeli state and some Muslim neighbours. They also seem to be invisible to Christian Zionists, whose eyes are set on future triumphs rather than on the present suffering of their brothers and sisters. What passages from the New Testament would you use to encourage Palestinian Christians?

4. The project to rebuild the Temple would inflame relations between Muslims, Jews and Christians. What view of Islam lurks behind these proposals? Does media reporting of Islam demonstrate a kind of racism? How would Paul have addressed the situation? Look at Acts 17:16-23, 1 Co 10:31–11.1

The Holy Land, part 3

SUBHEAD: In the third instalment of his four-part Bible study looking at the Holy Land, USPG advocacy officer Tim Woods asks what the gospel means for the Palestinians.
Security barrier

On the side of the valley below Beit Sahour, John showed me a high fence, part of the so-called security barrier built by Israel to mark the boundaries of Palestinian land. 

Under a leaden sky, we looked down on his olive grove. The trees below us were tended and cared for; the area carved off by the Security Barrier had been made unreachable for John and his family and was neglected. 

He showed no bitterness towards the Israeli people but, as a Palestinian and a Christian, he expressed his deep sorrow for the mistrust and enmity that the Israeli occupation of Palestinian land had created. 

Tragically, some Christians have played a part in this conflict. Specifically, the views of Christian Zionists have encouraged division and occupation, together with myriad human rights abuses. 

Armageddon

Some Christian Zionists believe that God’s plan for the world will only be complete when Israel has been fully restored as a state. And to help speed this up, these Christian Zionists are actively encouraging Jews to return to Israel – where, they believe, the Jews will either have to convert to Christianity or be annihilated in the last days in the Battle of Armageddon. 

This is hardly good news for Jews. Neither is it good news for the Palestinians, because a full restoration of the state of Israel would mean totally dispossessing the Palestinians of their land and freedom. 

Many Christian Zionists have this view because they hold the Old Testament promises to ‘Abraham’s seed’ (Genesis 15:18-21) to be more important than the New Testament promises of forgiveness made by Christ (eg. Hebrews 9:15). 

However, more orthodox theology would state that it is God who makes us holy, and attempting to justify ourselves by supporting Israel is a distortion of our faith (see  Romans 10:1-4). Palestinian theologian Canon Naim Ateek adds: ‘God is not the God of Armageddon but the God of Golgotha. This is the God who continues to call us to a loving service of our fellow human beings.’

My friend John can see no hope in Christian Zionism, only destruction. But in turning to Christ there is hope, not only for life beyond death, but for peace and reconciliation in the here and now. 

For discussion

1. What is your understanding of Christian Zionism? What examples of it have you seen in the press and in the church in Britain or Ireland?

2. In what ways does the ‘good news’ differ for Palestinian and Jewish people? See Luke 4:16-22.

3. How does the New Covenant in Christ replace or fulfil the old one? See Hebrews 9 and Galatians 3:23-29.

Is Jesus the ‘Hollywood superhero’ of Christian Zionism?

SUBHEAD: In the final instalment of his four-part Bible study looking at the Land of the Holy One, USPG advocacy officer Tim Woods questions the Christian Zionist view of End Times.

The cross is central to Christian faith. It is when we look at how Jesus died and how he was vindicated that we recognise him as Christ the King. 

It is here that the Hebrew Bible, our Old Testament, falls into place: the people of Israel were searching for the truth about God and, in Christ, they – and we – discover it.

Tragically, the teachings of Jesus and his early followers are being ignored by so many people today. 

Film script

When I started researching Christian Zionism, I realised that there are huge numbers of people who are trying to fit Jesus into a kind of Hollywood film script.

Many Christian Zionists seem to view Jesus as a Jewish hero: 2,000 years ago he was apparently defeated by the Romans and corrupt religious leaders, but when he returns at the end of time he’ll save the day by redeeming all Christian believers and condemning his opponents.

It is a picture of triumph that Christian Zionists claim is prophesied throughout the scriptures. But it is not consistent with either Jesus’ teaching or with the cross. 

Jesus’ taught his audience to resist aggression without using violent means (Matthew 5:38-42). And the basis of his teaching is found in his summary of the Jewish Law, namely that you should love God and love your neighbour as yourself (Matthew 22:34-40).

Christ’s return

The Christian Zionists do not demonstrate this love. Instead, they try to persuade European Jews to migrate to Israel because they believe this will hasten Christ’s return and their own redemption. As proof of this belief, they cite passages such as the last three chapters of Zechariah which, they say, suggest that only believers who protect Jerusalem will be saved (Zech14:14: ‘Even Judah will fight against Jerusalem’). 

Christian Zionists do not demonstrate this love. Instead, they try to persuade European Jews to migrate to Israel because they believe this will hasten Christ’s return and their own redemption. As proof of this belief, they cite passages such as the last three chapters of Zechariah which, they say, suggest that only believers who protect Jerusalem will be saved (Zech14:14: ‘Even Judah will fight against Jerusalem’). 

Though they encourage them to return to Israel, these Christian Zionists do not necessarily believe the Jews will be saved. Only if they convert to Christianity will Jews be redeemed. Their reason for encouraging Jewish migration into Israel is primarily for their own ends. To try and use people in this way is not consistent with Jesus’ teaching (Matthew 23:24-28).

For discussion

1. What does it mean today for a Christian to deny him/herself and take up his/her cross? How does losing one’s life for Jesus’ sake mean saving it?

2. Paul tells us that we are reconciled to God through the death of Jesus Christ. (Romans 5:1-11). If so, why are Christian Zionists looking for salvation by trying to bring about the return of Christ? Will they succeed?

3. Which is more in line with Jesus’ teaching: to love and serve our neighbour or to manipulate events for our own ends (John 13:1-16)? How does the parable of the vineyard help us in our thoughts (Luke 20:9-18)?

