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The Israel of God – Book Review Brian M. Sandifer 

In his monumental work The Christ of the Covenants (P&R Publishing, 1980, p. 289), O. 

Palmer Robertson made the following argument: “If the new covenant people of God are the 

actualized realization of a typological form, and the new covenant now is in effect, those 

constituting the people of God in the present circumstances must be recognized as the ‘Israel of 

God.’  As a unified people, the participants of the new covenant today are ‘Israel.’”  Perhaps 

sensing the controversial nature of such a statement to modern evangelicalism and its love affair 

with the secular state of Israel, Robertson devoted a separate monograph to a biblical-theological 

study of what Paul called in Galatians 6:16 “the Israel of God.”  In a climate that holds deep-

seated convictions surrounding the modern nation of Israel, The Israel of God (hereafter IOG) is 

a welcome contribution to the discussion of how Christians should view the subject of Israel 

from a biblical perspective. 

Israel as a land is the topic of chapter one where the land-theme is traced in the 

experience of God’s people from the old covenant, through the writings of the Psalms and the 

Prophets, and finally from the new covenant perspective.  Robertson concludes that from a 

redemptive-historical viewpoint, the geographic land of Palestine previously served as a type of 

paradise lost and promised, but which is now fulfilled and expanded in the new covenant to 

encompass the entire earth. 

The theme of Israel as a distinct people is presented in chapter two.  First, he explores 

certain aspects of the identity of “the Israel of God,” noting the process of how Gentiles became 

Jews and later became members of the Christian community.  Second, the author explores the 

relationship of various peoples to the land of Palestine today.  Third, Robertson pleads with all 

Christians to agree that freedom of worship, proselytizing, due process under the law, basic 
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justice, and the absence of violence or revenge should be available to those living in the land of 

the Bible. 

Chapter three is an exegetical analysis of Hebrews 7 with focused attention on priestly 

worship under the orders of Levi and Melchizedek.  The writer of Hebrews reveals the 

priesthood of Christ under the new covenant is superior to the old covenant order, therefore 

Robertson concludes, “as a consequence, our worship cannot conform to the old patterns 

associated with the previous priesthood and sacrifices.  Instead, the new covenant community 

must worship in a way that indicates that the old rituals are gone and the eternal realities have 

come” (p. 83). 

The lifestyle of the Israel of God, with particular emphasis on the wilderness theme, is 

the subject of chapter four.  Robertson surveys the wilderness in Israel’s historical tradition, the 

development of thematic elements owing to wilderness in Israel’s theology, and the wilderness 

theme in the new covenant age with its corresponding applications for Christian lifestyle. 

The longest section in IOG (chapter five) is an examination of the Israel of God and the 

theme of the coming of the kingdom.  The relation of Israel to the coming kingdom is traced 

through the synoptic Gospels, Acts, Paul’s writings, and the Johannine corpus.  While each 

source illumines different kingdom aspects, they all share the idea that “as the drama of his 

coming in to the world unfolded, Jesus made it plain that the messianic kingdom was to be 

realized in two stages” (p. 113), identified as the kingdom inauguration at his first coming, and 

continuing in gospel proclamation until the consummation of the kingdom at his second coming. 

Chapter six provides a commentary on Romans 11 as it relates to the Israel of God.  

Specifically, the question addressed is whether or not there is a distinctive future for ethnic Israel 

in Romans 11.  Robertson completes his exegetical study by summarizing the thesis of IOG – 
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that “all Israel” in Romans 11 probably refers to all elect Jews, but the “Israel of God” consists of 

all elect Jews and Gentiles. 

Chapter seven closes the book with twelve propositions Christians should affirm 

regarding Israel in relation to the land, the people, its worship and lifestyle, and the messianic 

kingdom.  These propositions function as an excellent summary of IOG. 

Overall, Robertson has contributed an irenic reformed study on a topic increasingly 

dominated by dispensational interpretation of biblical eschatology.  His exegesis of Scripture is 

guided by a theologically-rich, redemptive-historical hermeneutic characteristic of covenant 

theologians.  His covenantal interpretive framework offers a convincing reinterpretation of how 

Christians should view Israel.  While his chapters on Hebrews 7 and Romans 11 are excellent 

mini-commentaries, the most insightful work is the author’s compelling case for an amillennial 

understanding of the kingdom by comparing the two resurrections in John and Revelation (pp. 

149-165).  IOG could be improved in a future edition by elaborating on the implications for 

Israel and covenant theology regarding Hosea’s “Lo-Ammi” prophecy (p. 36).  More could be 

said about what happens in God’s relationship to Abraham’s descendants after the divine 

“divorce” recorded in Hosea.  Additionally, Robertson argues that those who make no distinction 

between Jew and Gentile are those who are blessed (p. 46).  While non-sensational and Scriptural 

reasoning from Galatians precedes this statement, such potentially inflammatory words probably 

need the balance of a strategic qualifier to honor the Jewish forefathers and to deflect 

unwarranted charges of anti-Semitism.  Finally, the author needs to tighten his logic surrounding 

the origin of Israel’s Melchizedek priesthood theology (pp. 73-74).  He suggests that somehow 

King David came to understand that the future messiah would combine the offices of king and 

priest, and then gives an analysis of Psalm 110.  The problem is that Robertson cites a psalm 
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David penned as evidence for why David introduced the idea of a priesthood that is higher than 

the Levitical order, although citing David’s work only proves that David introduced the idea.  

Robertson’s unintended assumption seems to be that David received his understanding by direct 

revelation without the aid of messianic clues in the Genesis 14 text itself, despite David’s 

obvious dependence on the Genesis account.  Robertson would do better to first construct his 

case from the older passage and then supplement its content with David’s conclusions. 

Despite these few relatively minor flaws, IOG remains a helpful study for those desiring 

a refreshing (and I think correct) alternative view of several facets of Israel as it relates to the 

modern Christian.  This book should be required reading for all believers, particularly those 

interested in theology (both covenantal and dispensational) and its governmental effect upon 

Middle Eastern foreign policy. 
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