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Many people are confused the first time they open a 
book written in Hebrew. When viewing the spine of 

the book, and moving the spine to the left, the title cover 
isn’t there. It’s on the opposite side! From a Western per-
spective this means the front is the back and the back is 
the front. This is because Hebrew is read from right to 
left rather than left to right. I’d like to propose that this 
illustrates the confusion that can exist in biblical inter-
pretation when we read the end of the story first instead 
of reading the Bible the way it was revealed—beginning 
with Genesis and proceeding to Revelation.

Some argue that since the New Testament provides God’s 
inspired interpretation of the Old, we should read the New 
Testament first, and only then turn to the Old in order to 
avoid missing its ultimate message, which is revealed in 
the person of Jesus. One ministry suggests the following 
approach for beginners: read the Gospel of Mark first since 
it is brief and can be read quickly, then go on to John for 
its simplicity and clarity. From here, simply continue to 
Acts, which is action-packed and picks up the story where 
the Gospels left off, and proceed then to the next book, Ro-
mans. “Once you’ve got these under your belt, you can jump 
into some of the narrative stories of the Old Testament.”1

It might sound obvious, but there’s something to be said 
in favor of reading the first testament first. Reading the 
Old Testament first does not neglect or subordinate the 
value of the New. Rather, it allows the reader to appreci-
ate the New Testament more when it is viewed with its 
divinely communicated and logically necessary prepara-
tion and foreground—something we’ll call a “Messianic 
perspective.”2 This Messianic perspective is not a reading 
of all that the New Testament says about Jesus into the 
Old Testament. Rather, it is an appreciation of the grad-
ual development of many biblical themes that culminate 
in the person and work of Jesus the Messiah. Just as vol-
ume II assumes that the reader understands volume I, so 
the authors of the New Testament assume a knowledge of 
the Old Testament as prerequisite for appreciating their 
message of Jesus as the Jewish Messiah. Of course, once 
a reader completes volume II, he will better understand 
volume I—but volume II is not to be placed as a grid over 
volume I before it has been read. Once Scripture is read in 
the order God revealed it, we should interpret the entire 
Bible in light of the entire Bible.3

A colleague of mine likes to use the wedding cake meta-
phor. You don’t cut right into the middle of the cake, but 
enjoy and appreciate each layer for the role it is intended 
to play. Just because the bride and groom crown the cake 
doesn’t mean we eat the top layer first. In many cases, 
these cake tops are stored away frozen for later enjoyment 
on the one-year anniversary. The cake top is held up by its 
base and is more secure because of its foundation. Similar-
ly, the anticipation of Messianic figures throughout Israel’s 
history, and the expectations raised by Israel’s prophets, 
uphold the Bible’s culminating message of Jesus as the 
Messiah. Only with the foundation of the Old Testament 
firmly established are we properly prepared to appreciate 
the crowning of the cake with the Messianic groom and 

His bride—consisting of Jews and Gentiles whom He has 
chosen for His own.

Trevor McIlwain of New Tribes Mission reached a simi-
lar conclusion. As he sought to disciple new believers and 
share the Gospel with unreached tribal people in the Phil-
ippines, he began teaching through the Gospel of John. 
However, he became increasingly aware that his audience 
could not understand and appreciate John’s message. He 
was failing to communicate. McIlwain recounts, “Starting 
with great enthusiasm, it soon became apparent that my 
hearers were not ready for an expositional study of John. 

They could not understand any of the verses containing 
direct references or allusions to people or stories from 
the Old Testament because they had never been taught 
the basic Old Testament historical sequence of events as 
one complete story.”4 This failure led him to seek a more 
“effective means of conveying the Gospel clearly” by pre-
senting “it the way God revealed it in Scripture—pro-
gressively, and in context of His dealing with mankind 
throughout history.”5 Since God’s dealings with mankind 
were mostly in the context of His dealings with ancient 
Israel, McIlwain claims that this progressive history of 
God’s revelation is “the basic difference between the He-
brew-Christian faith and all other world religions.”6 
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Allowing the Old Testament to pave the way for the New 
is the key to a truly Messianic perspective. Put another 
way, reading the New Testament backward into the Old 
(along with the later development of church traditions) 
has been called “a Christian approach.” But why wouldn’t 
proponents want to call it “Messianic”? Could it be that 
they don’t want it to sound too Jewish? This is my con-
cern with Graeme Goldsworthy’s model as presented in 
his book According to Plan: The Unfolding Revelation of 
God in the Bible.  He claims, 

In doing biblical theology as Christians, we do not start at 
Genesis 1 and work our way forward until we discover where 
it is all leading. Rather we first come to Christ, and he directs 
us to study the Old Testament in the light of the gospel. The 
gospel will interpret the Old Testament by showing us its goal 
and meaning. The Old Testament will increase our under-
standing of the gospel by showing us what Christ fulfills.7 

I’ll agree with Goldsworthy that interpreting the Bible this 
way is very “Christian”—but only in the historical sense 
of the word (i.e., that’s exactly what was done throughout 
most of Church history). But I disagree with the path the 
majority of the Church has taken throughout this histo-
ry8—a path which largely excluded God’s continual love for 
the Jewish people,9 intentionally distanced itself from bib-
lically Jewish patterns of worship,10 and culminated in var-
ious forms of Christian anti-Semitism that are still present 
in much of Christian theology today.11 Perhaps starting 
with Genesis and allowing its promises to Abraham and 
his offspring to stand unbroken would help Christians to 
have the ongoing love for the Jewish people that is record-
ed in the New Testament—despite Israel’s overwhelming 
rejection of Jesus as the Messiah (Matt. 23:37; Luke 13:34; 
Rom. 9:1-3; 10:1-3; 11:1). We have much to gain in our un-
derstanding of the entire Bible when we read it in the right 
direction—with a Messianic perspective.

from According to Plan: The Unfolding Revelation of God in the Bible by Graeme Goldsworthy 
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The dragon pursuing the woman in the wilderness, Bamberg Apocalypse

How Does Reading in the Right 
Direction Help Us Better Understand 
the Bible?
1. Reading in the right direction recognizes Israel 
as Israel, not the Church.

When one begins with Genesis and continues reading 
through the plotline of the Bible, there is not a hidden as-
terisk hinting that Israel would one day mean something 
other than Israel. The first testament is the basis for the 
second, and in both testaments God reiterates His plan to 
use Israel, the Jewish people, as those through whom He 
would bless all the families of the earth.

Klein, Blomberg and Hubbard, in their otherwise very 
helpful work, Introduction to Biblical Interpretation, ar-
gue that the New Testament “applies to the Church many 
OT passages that originally applied solely to Israel (see 
esp. 1 Peter 2:4–10).”12 This statement by itself is correct, 
but their expansion on it is problematic. They state:

In fact Paul specifically quotes from God’s initial covenant 
with Abraham (Gen. 12:3b)—“All nations will be blessed 
through you” (Gal. 3:8)—as part of the “gospel,” which fore-
saw Gentiles coming to faith in Christ. So it seems highly 
incongruous to take the first half of the verse out of Gen-
esis and assume that “Israel” still means a literal Jewish 
nation. Although it is popular among conservative Ameri-
can Christians to cite Genesis 12:3a (“I will bless those 
who bless you, and whoever curses you I will curse”) as a 
reason for supporting the current state of Israel, legitimate 
principles of application would seem to require that the 
“you” in this text now refers to the Church of Jesus Christ. 
In other words, God will bless those who support Christian 
causes and will not bless those who attack them.13

The authors contend that one should not interpret “Israel” 
literally as the Jewish people, thus eliminating the divine 
encouragement to bless the Jewish people today. But are 
we able to so quickly wrest away from ethnic Israel these 
promises of God’s blessing? And why would we want to 
unless we are reading from the New Testament back into 
the Old—and through the lens of a history of Christian 
tradition known as supersessionism (the view that the 
Church has replaced Israel as God’s chosen people)? 

R. Kendall Soulen correctly identifies a core problem of su-
persessionism. The problem is in the way many Christians 
understand the Bible’s overall message. In describing what 
he calls “structural supersessionism,” he discusses the big 
picture of the biblical plotline. “The standard model [within 
Christian theology] is structurally supersessionist because 
it unifies the Christian canon in a manner that renders the 
Hebrew Scriptures largely indecisive for shaping conclu-
sions about God’s purposes to engage creation in universal 
and enduring ways.”14 He summarizes how this view boils 
down the biblical storyline: “The standard [supersession-
ist] canonical narrative turns on four key episodes: God’s 
intention to consummate the first parents whom God has 
created, the fall, Christ’s incarnation and the inaugura-
tion of the church, and final consummation.”15 What is 
the problem with this? According to Soulen (and I heart-
ily agree), it “completely neglects the Hebrew Scriptures, 
with the exception of Genesis 1–3!”16 Such an approach to 
tracing the biblical plotline is very selective. Michael Vlach 
ties this approach “to the supersessionist concept of ‘New 
Testament priority’ in which the NT is viewed as supersed-
ing the original meanings of OT passages.”17 We can avoid 
this mistake by reading the Bible in the right direction. 
To turn Soulen’s phraseology slightly, a Messianic perspec-
tive renders the Hebrew Scriptures to be largely decisive for 
shaping conclusions about God’s purposes to engage cre-
ation in universal and enduring ways. This is why we start 
in the Old Testament—establishing God’s plan to bless the 
nations through Israel—and never depart from God’s own 
explanation of His plan as it unfolds to include both Israel 
and the nations in the New Covenant.
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2. Reading in the right direction celebrates both 
Jews and Gentiles in God’s redemptive plan.

Klein, Blomberg, and Hubbard make their claim about 
Genesis 12:3 modestly when they un-apply the prom-
ises of Genesis to ethnic Israel and reapply them to the 
Church. Note their carefully-chosen and nuanced word-
ing: “legitimate principles of application would seem to 
require . . .” (emphasis mine). But maybe legitimate prin-
ciples don’t require this at all. Galatians 3:8 states, And 
the Scripture, foreseeing that God would justify the Gen-
tiles by faith, preached the gospel to Abraham beforehand, 
saying, “In you all the nations shall be blessed.” Certainly, 
the promise to Abraham is part of the Gospel as these 
authors claim. But that gospel is the good news of Gentile 
inclusion—not of Jewish exclusion or replacement. While 
it is true that God’s promise to bless Abraham and his off-
spring (a promise reiterated to Isaac and Jacob) is extend-
ed to apply to the Church today as both Jews and Gentiles 
are united through faith in Jesus as Messiah (Gal. 3:29), 
this promise is not un-applied to ethnic Israel. And this 
application does not make Israel the Church. We cannot 
state that “God will bless those who support Christian 
causes and will not bless those who attack them”18 with 
the same force that we can claim the promise to Abraham 
and his offspring. That would be a much farther move-
ment away from the original meaning and application of 
Genesis—a movement the New Testament does not make 
but that some early Church Fathers did.

A Messianic perspective sees Jesus in the development 
and culmination of the biblical storyline with all of its im-
agery, promises, prophecies, and allusions given to Israel. 
The picture of Jesus that develops through a Messianic 
perspective sees Him more clearly through a bloodstained 
doorpost than through a stained glass window. This lat-
er approach to understanding Jesus through Christian 
tradition can be appreciated, but it is not authoritative. 
The images of Jesus in Christian art may be inspiring, 
but they are not inspired. For these reasons, a Messianic 
perspective pushes us further back, beyond the Jesus of 
church tradition, to the Jesus of Scripture—and the Scrip-
ture that Jesus used—the Old Testament. “You search the 
Scriptures, for in them you think you have eternal life; and 
these are they which testify of Me” (John 5:39).

But a Messianic perspective does not merely see the Old 
Testament as a series of proof texts that can be referred to 

on the rare occasion when one wants to find support for a 
New Testament truth, or as something to be read only af-
ter reading the New Testament. This is an insult to God’s 
own plan of self-revelation. And this is why the first testa-
ment is the primary place to look for His plan of redemp-
tion—a plan which includes sending His Messiah to the 
Jewish people and offering salvation through His Jewish 
ambassadors from Jerusalem throughout Judea and Sa-
maria and to the uttermost parts of the world. However it 
does not culminate there. This redemptive plan also holds 
out a future for unbelieving Israel, as this same Messiah 
will return once more with salvation for the Jewish peo-
ple through whom God blessed the nations—not to Rome, 
Geneva, London, New York, or New Guinea, but to Jeru-
salem. Viewing Jesus through the lens of certain Chris-
tian traditions may see the culmination of God’s plan as 
moving away from Jerusalem and toward the front steps 
of a church building or cathedral as the ultimate symbol 
of the divine plan. But a Messianic perspective sees Jews 
and Gentiles from every tribe and language worshiping 
the Lamb around the throne promised to David in the 
New Jerusalem (Rev. 5:9). Before Him we will all bow and 
give allegiance in joyful submission. And there shall be no 
more curse, but the throne of God and of the Lamb shall be 
in it, and His servants shall serve Him (Rev. 22:3).

It must be pointed out that the New Testament not only 
emphasizes the Jewish origin, roots, and identity of the 
early church, but also the ongoing presence of believing 
Jews as Gentiles were added to the ranks. Revelation, 
as the closing book of the New Testament, cites the Old 
Testament more than any other New Testament book—
and it does so with great appreciation for God’s continued 
love for both Jews and Gentiles. Twelve thousand Jews 
from each of the twelve tribes of Israel will make up the 
144,000 whom God protects during the tribulation period 
(7:4, 14:1-3). While it is correct to note that Revelation 
has the redeemed worshiping around the Lamb’s throne 
from “every tribe and tongue and people and nation” (5:9), 
the emphasis is not on Jewish exclusion but Gentile in-
clusion. In fact, the heavenly city, the New Jerusalem, 
has twelve gates with the names of the twelve tribes of 
the children of Israel written on them (21:12). And the 
wall of the city has twelve foundations with the names of 
the twelve apostles written on them (21:14). This imagery 
celebrates both the inclusion of Gentiles and the ongoing 
place of the Jewish people in God’s redemptive plan.

The Vision of Ezekiel by Francisco Collantes
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3. Reading in the right direction appreciates the 
Jewishness of Jesus and the Gospel. 

When Paul explains the Gospel in the opening comments 
of his letter to the believers at Rome, he introduces Jesus 
in a way that many Gospel tracts fail to do today. He im-
mediately links Jesus to the prophecies of the Old Tes-
tament and to the Messianic line God promised through 
King David. 

Paul, a bondservant of Jesus Christ, called to be an apostle, 
separated to the gospel of God which He promised before 
through His prophets in the Holy Scriptures, concerning His 
Son Jesus Christ our Lord, who was born of the seed of David 
according to the flesh, and declared to be the Son of God 
with power according to the Spirit of holiness, by the resur-
rection from the dead (Rom. 1:1–4).

When asked the straightforward question, “What is the 
Gospel? ” many modern followers of Jesus will respond by 
discussing the saving message of the Gospel, the life-chang-
ing power of the Gospel, or the personal benefits of the Gos-
pel. Few will follow Paul’s lead in connecting the Gospel to 
God’s redemptive plan as revealed in the first testament— 
a plan that involved raising up a descendant of David. But 
this is exactly what Paul did when introducing the Gospel 
to which he was committed. He did not view Jesus’s emer-
gence from the line of David as insignificant historical triv-
ia (e.g., Question: From what tribe was Joshua the son of 
Nun? Answer: Ephraim, see Num. 13:8, 16). 

Paul emphasized the historical importance of Old Testa-
ment prophecy that connected Jesus to David. When one 
reads the first testament first, it is clear that just as there 
is a priestly tribe (Levi), there is also a kingly tribe (Judah, 
see Gen. 49:10). Israel’s first king, Saul, from the tribe of 
Benjamin, was chosen by the people and thus flawed from 
the start. But God chose King David, who came from the 
line of Judah. To David God promised, “your throne shall 

be established forever” (2 Sam. 7:16). Those who looked 
for God’s salvation awaited a descendant of David who 
would serve as God’s anointed leader. No one could be the 
messiah except a son of David. 

For this reason, Matthew introduced his Gospel with the 
words, The book of the genealogy of Jesus Christ, the Son 
of David, the Son of Abraham (Matt. 1:1). And on four 
different occasions in his Gospel when people recognized 
that Jesus was the Messiah, they cried out for salva-
tion with words like “Son of David, have mercy on us!” 
(9:27; 15:22; 20:30-31; 21:9). Those who were less certain 
about Jesus’ true identity asked, “Could this be the Son 
of David?” (12:23). But one thing was clear throughout 
all of Matthew’s account—God would only bring salvation 
through a descendant of David. 

Unfortunately, many Christians today seem to overlook 
Jesus’ identity as the son of David and His connection to 
the Tribe of Judah and the Jewish people as a whole.

It seems no longer relevant that He was the long-awaited 
Messiah of Israel who came as the fulfillment of many 
prophecies. Rather, He is happily portrayed in Christian 
art as the nonethnic, international Jesus of no particular 
flavor, or the ethnic Jesus of color that suits a given local 
constituency, or even as the politically useful image of Je-
sus as a Palestinian.19

A Messianic perspective that reads the Bible in the right 
direction focuses on the Jewishness of Jesus because this 
is God’s focus. Jesus was not being rude or racist to the 
Samaritan woman when He explained, “You worship 
what you do not know; we know what we worship, for sal-
vation is of the Jews” (John 4:22). It was God’s plan to 
bless all the families of the earth through the One Mat-
thew introduced as the Son of David, the Son of Abraham 
(Matt. 1:1). As some of us like to say, “If Jesus isn’t the 
Jewish Messiah, He isn’t anybody’s Messiah.”

Marc Chagall
White Crucifixion
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Something left over, especially the righteous people of God 
after divine judgment. Several Hebrew words express the 

remnant idea: yeter, “that which is left over”; she’ar, “that which 
remains”; she’rit, “residue”; pelitah, “one who escapes”; sarid, 
“a survivor”; and, sherut, “one loosed from bonds.” In the NT 
“remnant” or left over is the equivalent of the Greek words: 
kataleimma, leimma, and loipos.

Several activities of everyday life are associated with these 
words. Objects or people may be separated from a larger group 
by selection, assignment, consumption (eating food), or by 
destruction. What is left over is the residue, or, in the case of 
people, those who remain after an epidemic, famine, drought, 
or war.

Noah and his family may be understood as survivors, or a remnant, 
of a divine judgment in the flood (Gen. 6:5-8; 7:1-23). The same 
could be said of Lot when Sodom was destroyed (Gen. 18:17-
33; 19:1-29), Jacob’s family in Egypt (Gen. 45:7), Elijah and the 
7,000 faithful followers of the Lord (1 Kings 19:17-18), and the 
Israelites going into captivity (Ezek. 12:1-16). They were survivors 
because the Lord chose to show mercy to those who had believed 
steadfastly in Him and had been righteous in their lives.

About 750 B.C. Amos found that many people in Israel believed 
that God would protect all of them and their institutions. With 
strong language he tore down their mistaken ideas (3:12-15; 
5:2-3, 18-20; 6:1-7; 9:1-6). Divine judgment would be poured 
out on all Israel. He corrected the tenet that everyone would live 
happily and prosper (9:10) with the doctrine that only a few would 
survive and rebuild the nation (9:8b-9, 11-15). This new life could 
be realized if one and all would repent, turn to the Lord, and be 
saved (5:4b-6a, 14-15).

Hosea’s book does not use the remnant terminology, but the 
concept of the Lord’s mercy extended to those experiencing 
judgment is present in several places (2:14-23; 3:4-5; 6:1-3; 11:8-
11; 13:14; 14:1-9) including calls to repentance and descriptions 
of what the remnant may enjoy in life.

The book of Micah has much the same emphasis. After 
announcements of judgment, the Lord proclaimed that people 
would be assembled like sheep and led by the Lord (2:12-13) as 
their king (4:6-8). The Messiah would give special attention to 
them (5:2-5, 7-9). The climax of the book is an exaltation of God 
as the one who pardons and removes sin from their lives after the 
judgment had passed (7:7-20).

The remnant doctrine was so important to Isaiah that he named one 
of his sons Shear-jashub, meaning “a remnant shall return” (7:3). 

 The faithful would survive the onslaughts of the Assyrian army 
(4:2-6; 12:1-6) as illustrated by the remarkable deliverance of the 
few people in Jerusalem from the siege of the city by the Assyrians 
(chaps. 36–38).

Many remnant passages are closely tied with the future king, 
the Messiah, who would be the majestic ruler of those who seek 
his mercies (9:1-7; 11:1-16; 32:1-8; 33:17-24). These passages 
have a strong eschatological thrust, expecting future generations 
to be the remnant. Other passages looked to the generation of 
Isaiah’s day to provide the remnant. Numerous statements in 
the latter part of the book have an evident futuristic orientation. 
In that future there would be a new people, a new community, a 
new nation, and a strong faith in one God. This remnant would be 
personified in the Suffering Servant (chap. 53).

Amos, Hosea, Micah, and Isaiah thus raised a chorus. Only a 
few would survive judgment events, basically because they 
repented and rested their future on the compassion of their Lord. 
An important segment of the remnant would be those who were 
afflicted (Isa. 14:32). Later, Zephaniah spoke of the humble and 
the lowly as the ones who would find refuge among the remnant 
(2:3; 3:12-13).

Jeremiah announced that Judah would be destroyed for rebelling 
against the Lord of the covenant. The political, religious, and 
social institutions of the state would be eliminated; many would 
lose their lives; others would be taken into exile for 70 years. 
In the exile those who believed in the one true God would be 
gathered for a return to the promised land. God would create a 
new community. Statements of hope and promise for the remnant 
are concentrated in chapters 30–33.

Ezekiel agreed with Jeremiah that the remnant of Judah taken 
to Babylon would be the source of people fit for the Lord’s new 
community. These few would participate in a new exodus and 
settle in the promised land around a new temple (chaps. 40–48).

Zechariah spoke in glowing terms of how the remnant, the 
returned exiles to Jerusalem, would prosper (8:6-17; 9:9-17; 
14:1-21). Ezra recognized the people who had returned to 
Jerusalem as members of the remnant, in danger of reenacting 
the sins of the past (9:7-15).

In the NT Paul quoted (Rom. 9:25-33) from Hosea and from Isaiah 
to demonstrate that the saving of a remnant from among the 
Jewish people was still part of the Lord’s method of redeeming 
His people. There would always be a future for anyone among the 
covenant people who would truly turn to the Lord for salvation 
(chaps. 9–11).

Marc Chagall
White Crucifixion

Livingston, George Herbert. “Remnant.” In Holman Illustrated Bible Dictionary. 
edited by T.C. Butler. Nashville: Holman Reference, 2003. Used by Permission
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4. Reading in the right direction recognizes God’s 
faithfulness in preserving a Jewish remnant in 
every age and anticipates the restoration of the 
Jewish people. 

Scripture is clear that God did not choose Israel because 
of her own greatness in number or spiritual commitment. 
But He did choose Israel nonetheless:

“For you are a holy people to the LORD your God; the LORD 
your God has chosen you to be a people for Himself, a spe-
cial treasure above all the peoples on the face of the earth. 
The LORD did not set His love on you nor choose you 
because you were more in number than any other people, 
for you were the least of all peoples; but because the LORD 
loves you, and because He would keep the oath which He 
swore to your fathers, the LORD has brought you out with a 
mighty hand, and redeemed you from the house of bondage, 
from the hand of Pharaoh king of Egypt” (Deut. 7:6-8).

The Jewish people did not forfeit God’s promises to 
the patriarchs or their standing as His chosen people 
by disobeying the Torah in the Old Testament, or by 
refusing to believe in the Messiah in the New Testa-
ment. Rather, God always preserved a remnant among 
His people through whom His promises would continue. 
Paul assured his readers about God’s continued deal-
ings with the Jewish people. Even so then, at this pres-
ent time there is a remnant according to the election of 
grace (Rom. 11:5). Reading the Bible in the right direc-
tion causes us to affirm that God’s plan for the Jewish 
people is not only in the past tense but in the present 
and future as well. 

This Jewish remnant does not exist merely as a reminder 
of the way in which God once worked in the history of re-
demption—it also points toward a glorious future. Many 
Christians did not appreciate or anticipate this hope of 
restoration for the Jewish people. The destruction of the 
Temple, dispersion from the Land, and demonization of 
Jews by some within Christendom led many to conclude 
that God had abandoned the Jewish people. But a num-
ber of voices began to suggest a rediscovery of God’s an-
cient promises to Israel. Well before the establishment 
of the modern State of Israel, preachers such as Charles 
Haddon Spurgeon read the Scriptures against the major-
ity within Christianity and proclaimed in 1864, “There is 
to be a political restoration of the Jews.”20 Based upon his 

study of the Scriptures, he preached, “Israel is now blot-
ted out from the map of nations; her sons are scattered 
far and wide; her daughters mourn beside all the rivers of 
the earth. Her sacred song is hushed; no king reigns in Je-
rusalem; she brings forth no governors among her tribes. 
But she is to be restored; she is to be restored ‘as from 
the dead.’”21 Similarly, in 1878, well before the beginnings 
of Jewish immigration known as the aliyah movement, 
William E. Blackstone’s famous book, Jesus Is Coming, 
predicted “Israel is to be restored.”22

How could these men have hoped that there would ever 
be a regathering of Jewish people to the land of Israel? I 
believe they recognized God’s faithfulness in preserving a 
Jewish remnant in every age and anticipated the restora-
tion of the Jewish people because they read the Bible cor-
rectly—not replacing the Old Testament with the New, 
but reading the Old on the path toward the New. History 
confirmed that their outlandish predictions were correct. 
This approach to reading the Bible is one of the key ele-
ments of a Messianic perspective.

5. Reading the Bible in the right direction protects 
us from the arrogance against which Paul warns.

The Apostle Paul warns the Gentile believers at Rome as 
follows:

For if the firstfruit is holy, the lump is also holy; and if 
the root is holy, so are the branches. And if some of the 
branches were broken off, and you, being a wild olive tree, 
were grafted in among them, and with them became a par-
taker of the root and fatness of the olive tree, do not boast 
against the branches. But if you do boast, remember that you 
do not support the root, but the root supports you. 

You will say then, “Branches were broken off that I might 
be grafted in.” Well said. Because of unbelief they were bro-
ken off, and you stand by faith. Do not be haughty, but fear. 
For if God did not spare the natural branches, He may not 
spare you either. Therefore consider the goodness and sever-
ity of God: on those who fell, severity; but toward you, good-
ness, if you continue in His goodness. Otherwise you also will 
be cut off. And they also, if they do not continue in unbelief, 
will be grafted in, for God is able to graft them in again. For if 
you were cut out of the olive tree which is wild by nature, and 
were grafted contrary to nature into a cultivated olive tree, 
how much more will these, who are natural branches, be 
grafted into their own olive tree? (Rom. 11:16-24).

Alexander MelvilleCourtesy of Life in Messiah International
Charles Haddon SpurgeonWilliam E. Blackstone
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ENDNOTES

What is mainly a “Gentile church” today—and largely de-
void of appreciation for God’s choice of, or ongoing special 
love for the Jewish people—can benefit from Paul’s warn-
ing in verses 21-22. A mere outward profession of Christ or 
connection to Christendom will not pass the bar of God’s 
judgment. Jesus assured His followers that there would be 
surprise and disappointment at the judgment. “Not every-
one who says to Me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ shall enter the kingdom of 
heaven . . .” (Matt. 7:21). Elsewhere, Paul warns both Jews 
and Gentiles of misplaced confidence in the flesh (Phil. 3:1-
3). Certainly, these will not stand in the day of judgment. 
But here in Romans 11:20-21, he cautions Gentile believ-
ers against “sinful pride and arrogant superiority”23 over 
both unbelieving and believing Jews, lest they also should 
be “cut off.” Douglas Moo’s comments are instructive here:

Gentile-Christian boasting over Jews is probably not the 
result of anti-Semitism generally, but of a mistaken reading 
of the course of salvation history. These Gentile Christians 
appear to have concluded that the unprecedented degree in 
which the doors of salvation were open to Gentiles after the 
coming of Christ meant the closing of those same doors to 
Jews. At the same time, these Gentile believers were appar-
ently convinced that they belonged to a new people of God 
that had simply replaced Israel. Those [Jews] who believed, 
they apparently assumed, could become part of their com-
munity and on their terms (see 14:1–15:13). It is to this 
kind of attitude that Paul responds in vv. 18b-22.24

One does not have to be Jewish to employ a Messianic per-
spective. But it is impossible to read the Bible in the right 
direction without appreciating what God has done, is doing, 
and will do with and for the Jewish people, as well as how 
God will cause the Jewish people to once again be a blessing 
on the earth. A Messianic perspective reminds all believers 

that God’s redemptive plan is not about us—whether we 
are Jewish or Gentile. God’s plan in salvation history is to 
bring glory to Himself through His dealings with mankind 
in Israel, the Church, and ultimately through His Messiah.

The value of a Messianic perspective is that it seeks to let 
the Bible describe itself on its own terms. It does not ig-
nore the historical context and grammatical specifics in a 
given passage. It seeks for the author’s intent in the text. 
And it does not spiritualize Old Testament passages by 
importing New Testament concepts through the lens of 
supersessionist traditions within Church history. Read-
ing the Bible with a Messianic perspective enables us to 
see biblical concepts grow and develop, beginning with 
the Old Testament and continuing through the New—yet 
without forgetting the Old. This approach agrees heartily 
with the following sentiment: “To ignore the Old Testa-
ment is like making a new friend and never asking about 
his past.”25 Reading the first testament first trusts God 
to set the curriculum the way He wants it. He introduces 
us in His perfect timing to the concepts He wants us to 
have about Him, His world, ourselves, our sin, our need of 
Him—and His plan to restore humanity and the world to 
Himself through His Son, the Messiah. This is the value 
of a Messianic perspective.

Tim M. Sigler (Ph.D., Trinity) serves as 
Scholar-in-Residence for CJF Ministries and 
is Professor of Hebrew and Biblical Stud-
ies at the Moody Bible Institute in Chicago. 
Through his extensive travels in Israel and 
the Middle East, he seeks to equip his stu-
dents with an understanding of the historical 
and cultural world of the Bible, the Jewish 
roots of the Christian faith, and the ongoing 
role of Israel in God’s redemptive plan.
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As CJFM missionaries throughout the world prepare for their 
ministries in the New Year, we thank you for your continued 
love, prayers and support. 

The Leaking Tap Saga
CJFM worker (Israel) Ruth Nessim looks forward (with 
great joy) to having a problem with one of her taps (faucets). 
She knows that her Muslim plumber friend, “E,” will show up 
to fix the problem. He refuses to take any money, but instead, 
always settles down with a bar of chocolate to chat with Ruth 
about spiritual matters. “E” has accepted the gift of the com-
plete Bible in Arabic and Hebrew from Ruth and also a book en-
titled, The Love Revolution, which Ruth says is so sorely needed 
in the Arab world. Ruth acknowledges that eventually she will 
need “E’s” plumbing services again, but now sees that “faulty 
plumbing” is no longer a cause for frustration, but an avenue 
for the Gospel!

God is in Control
Richard Hill, CJFM representative (Las Vegas) and pas-
tor of Beth Yeshua Messianic Congregation, writes, “We 
all know that God is in control! But it is really great to be able 
to praise Him when He reveals that He is in control!” It was 
not a chance meeting when Rich’s wife, Oanh, met “Sadie,” an 
elderly Jewish woman at the gym. In the course of their conver-
sation, Sadie shared that she has experienced much hatred and 
discrimination in her life because she is Jewish. She confessed 
that she has trouble with the Holocaust, objections about the 
Bible, and does not even believe in the God of Israel. Sensing 
Sadie’s pain, Oanh answered her questions with Scripture and 
shared the Gospel message with her. They exchanged phone 
numbers and soon afterward Sadie called Oanh to meet her 
for a gym workout. The Lord is working to heal Sadie’s heart. 
Please pray for her salvation.

Transformed
CJFM Representative Eric Chabot (Columbus, OH) re-
cently ran into an Ohio State University student to whom he had 
witnessed earlier in the year. Eric was blessed to hear from the 
young man that someone else had also witnessed to him about 
a month later, and that he had prayed and come to faith in the 
Lord. Furthermore, he told Eric that he now spends 15-20 hours 
a week sharing the Gospel on the OSU campus. Eric asked the 
young man why he did this. “He told me he realized the value of 
someone such as myself (and others) taking the time to share the 
message with him. He now wants to do the same. He is a trans-
formed vessel. I praise God for this!” Please pray for Eric’s OSU 
campus ministry, for divine appointments, and for God to bring 
people to his weekly evangelism/apologetics training meetings.

Ministry Travels Abroad
Rob Styler, CJFM director of missions in North Ameri-
ca (Phoenix), returned to Ukraine for CJFM’s third pastors’ 
conference. Rob writes, “We had the biggest crowd ever. It 
was so nice to reconnect with some of the pastors I had met 
before, and to meet new attendees as well. My goal was not 
only to give the pastors more information, but also to help 
them appreciate the Jewish roots of our faith. I also wanted 
to make them better prepared to share their faith with Jew-
ish people in their communities. Please pray for the Ukraine 
and the unrest that covers the country, and also that God will 
protect the believers.”

Exciting Responses
Michelle Beadle, CJFM Southeast representative (New Or-
leans), was invited to speak at a special women’s meeting. Once 
a month the leaders invite women who are in a rehab program to 
join them for a free dinner and to hear a speaker. Michelle writes, 
“When I arrived at the banquet hall, I was advised that when 
a speaker sits at a table with some of the new visitors, they are 
more likely to be receptive to the speaker’s message.” Michelle 
then sat at a table with four visitors. When it was time for Mi-
chelle to speak, she shared her testimony and the Good News. Six 
women prayed with her and gave their hearts to Yeshua—three 
of these women had shared dinner with Michelle at her table.

Michelle also shares the results of an outreach to festivalgo-
ers during the New Orleans Oak Street Po-Boy Festival. She 
and seven volunteers distributed 500 tracts, had 36 conversa-
tions with people who stopped at their tables (21 of them did 
not know Jesus, and three were Jewish), two people prayed to 
receive Jesus,  six people who did not own a Bible asked to have 
one sent to them, and 19 people offered their contact informa-
tion for follow-up. Please pray for the Lord to continue moving 
in the hearts of those who responded.

A Divine Appointment
Despite experiencing a setback in his recovery from back surgery, 
CJFM Director of Missions Emeritus, Barry Berger (Phoe-
nix), was nonetheless blessed during his recent hospital stay at 
the Mayo Clinic. A nurse from another hospital was hired and 
specifically assigned to Barry to provide him one-on-one care. She 
had never worked at Mayo. In the course of the two days that she 
cared for Barry, he had the privilege of leading her to the Lord. 
Before returning to her former hospital, she thanked Barry for 
her wonderful spiritual born-again experience and for all that he 
had taught her about the Bible. Barry told her it was her desti-
ny—just like her name. The nurse’s name is Destiny. Her parting 
words were: “Now God will hear my prayers for you, too!”

par003481
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Questions
Bible

AnswersAND

by DR. GARY HEDRICK 

QUESTION: I’m intrigued by the Jewish roots of our Christian 
faith. I was raised in a denomination where we never heard any-
thing about this—and now I’m trying to make up for lost time! 
Would you mind helping me out by explaining what we learn 
about NT baptism from the way our ancient Jewish counter-
parts practiced it?

ANSWER: The term “baptism” has a bad connotation to some 
Jewish people because of the periods in church history when 
Gentile religious authorities forced Jewish people to accept 
“Christian” baptism or suffer dire consequences (sometimes 
even death). You can go online to www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org 
and search “forced baptism” for more information about this. 
These were sad episodes in church history, to be sure.

The term more commonly used in Judaism is “ritual immer-
sion,” or simply “immersion.” The Hebrew word is tevilah 
 which means “to dip” or “to immerse.” In traditional ,(טבילה)
Judaism, immersion was (and still is) performed in a pool of wa-
ter known as a mikveh. John the Baptizer (Yochanan haMatbil 
or יוחנן המטביל in Hebrew) was the last of the OT prophets; so, in 
a sense, he represented the continuity between the OT and the 
NT. John immersed his followers in the Jordan River, like the 
leaders of other ancient Jewish sects (including the Qumran 
community) did. It was clearly a Jewish practice long before the 
church came into existence.

Immersion was more important in ancient Judaism (an entire 
tractate in the Mishnah, in fact, is devoted to the subject of the 
mikveh) than it generally is today. However, the way immer-
sion was understood in biblical times may shed some light on 
the original intent of the Messianic (Jewish-Christian) practice 
of tevilah, or baptism. For example:

1. Immersion followed salvation, not vice versa. The mikveh 
was a good place to get a bath (ritual cleansing of the body), 
but it didn’t provide forgiveness of sins. The late Dr. David 
Flusser, longtime professor at Hebrew University in Israel 
and one of Judaism’s most renowned NT scholars, has a 
chapter entitled “Baptism” in his classic book Jesus (Jeru-
salem: Hebrew University Magnes Press, 1997). We don’t 
agree with Flusser, of course, on everything; however, he 
was amazingly close to the truth on many issues. On this 
topic, for example, he writes, “Traditional Jewish bap-
tismal baths merely washed ritual uncleanness from 
the body . . . Or again—almost in the very words that ex-
press the view of John the Baptist—water can cleanse the 
body only if the soul has first been purified through 
righteousness” (p. 40, emphasis added). So righteousness 
(or salvation) came first, and then immersion.

2. Immersion was performed by (what else?) immersion. John 
the Baptizer performed the ritual in a river—which would 
have been unnecessary if all he did was pour or sprinkle wa-
ter on the subject’s head. Similarly, the Ethiopian eunuch 
saw a body of water and asked Philip to immerse him—which 
he did (Acts 8:36-38). Again, this was a lot of trouble to go to 
if all Philip needed to do was pour or sprinkle water over the 
Ethiopian’s head. Some non-immersionists have suggested 
that it would have been impossible to immerse the multiplied 
thousands of people who were coming to faith in the Book 
of Acts (2:41; 4:4). In the late 20th and early 21st centuries, 
however, archaeological excavations have uncovered literally 
hundreds of first century mikveh sites all over the Old City 
of Jerusalem—many more than anyone previously thought 
existed (see Shimon Gibson, “The Pool of Bethesda in Jerusa-
lem and Jewish Purification Practices of the Second Temple 
Period,” in Proche-Orient Chrétien [Jerusalem: Sainte Anne, 
2006]). So we now know that the logistics of having to bap-
tize thousands of new messianic believers within a matter 
of a few days would not have posed an insurmountable prob-
lem for the early church. In immersion, we are “buried” (sub-
mersed in water) and then “resurrected” (brought back up out 
of the water) as a symbol of our identification with the Mes-
siah’s death, burial, and resurrection (Rom. 6:4ff). Pouring 
and sprinkling both distort this symbolism.

3. Immersion was a means of identifying with God’s people. 
Ritual immersion was a requirement for non-Jews who 
wished to convert to Judaism—and it still is, by the way.

4. Immersion was for people old enough to make a choice. In 
Judaism, immersion was for people who were old enough to 
comprehend its significance. It wasn’t for babies or infants.

5. Immersion wasn’t considered optional. It was considered a 
matter of being faithful to the community’s traditions and 
requirements. Likewise, the NT portrays immersion as a 
matter of obedience to our Lord’s explicit command in the 
Great Commission, where He said, “‘Go therefore and make 
disciples of all the nations, baptizing them in the name 
of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, 
teaching them to observe all things that I have commanded 
you; and lo, I am with you always, [even] to the end of the 
age.’ Amen” (Matt. 28:19-20, emphasis added).

What all of this means is that practices like infant baptism, 
sprinkling/pouring, and baptismal regeneration were later de-
velopments in the Christian tradition and represent a depar-
ture from the original Jewish understanding of tevilah. It also 
means that tevilah is a requirement, not an option. It’s not 
required for salvation, certainly, but it’s required for obedi-
ence and discipleship.



CJF Ministries®

Post Office Box 345
San Antonio, Texas 78292-0345

IN ThIS ISSUE
Reading the Bible in the 

Right Direction
by Dr. Tim Sigler  

Page 1

Fruit from the harvest
 by Violette Berger

Page 10

Bible Q&A
by Dr. Gary Hedrick

Page 11


