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When the period of history covered in the Old Testament ends, the Persians reign over the land of
promise. Due to their benevolence, groups of Jews are allowed to return and rebuild the Temple which
was destroyed by the Babylonians and to érect the walls of Jerusalem. (The Temple and fortifications
were completed in 516 BC and 444 BC respectively.) Soon thereafter Israel had to contend with another
mighty power. Alexander the Great began a grand campaign of military conquest in 334 BC, sweeping
away all opposition in his path, including the Persians. Israel had to adjust to a new overlord, who
would rule them for the next century and a half. Following the period of Greek rule, Israel enjoyed a
short interlude of self-rule (the Hasmonean period) before the Roman general Pompey led his troops

into Jerusalem in 63 BC. The Jews would not enjoy independent statehood again until 1948 AD.
Hope

Throughout the centuries under Greek and Roman rule, the Jewish people never abandoned their hope
for deliverance, though the nature of it did shift its focus. Scrolls, circulating in the two centuries
before Christ’s birth, fanned the flames of expectation. These apocalyptic writings, although disparate
in their depiction of how the end would come, shared some common characteristics. The hope they
expressed was now for the end of the world and that day was expected to come soon. This literature
conveys a pessimism about divine resolution within history. Having experienced the power of Greek

might and the prowess of Roman rule, the vision of Israel’s ascendancy over their foes had grown dim.

Christians believe the hope of Israel and all humankind is realized in Jesus. His coming inaugurated the
fulfilment of the promise, the arrival of the Kingdom of God. We will rejoice this Christmas because he
is Immanuel, God with us. The source of our hope and longing is, however, somewhat different than
that found in the Hebrew Scriptures and the Jewish apocalyptic writings. Jewish expectation was
anchored to promise and memory: memory of the golden years of King David and his son Solomon,
when the promise of God had taken on national form. Surely God would restore those days. The
Christian hope stems from fulfilment and participation: fulfilment on account of Christ's advent and

our participation in the Kingdom.
Longing

As Paul describes it, our participation in the Kingdom creates longing, or as he says it in Romans 8,
groaning. Because the Kingdom is only partially manifested, groaning is the common response of
creation, humankind and the Spirit. In fact, the Spirit (the firstfruits of the Kingdom) causes us to

groan. By the presence of the Spirit we enjoy the first taste of the Kingdom harvest, yet this



participation has ruined our taste for everything else. Now that we know (in the biblical sense of
knowing, by experience) the presence of God in Christ with us through the Spirit, it produces a

dissatisfaction in us that will only grow more acute the longer we remain in exile here.

What about Israel? Paul devotes an extensive discussion to the future of his people in Romans 9-11. In
a moving finale, Paul describes his hope that the success of the Gentile mission would spur his own
people to jealousy. Indeed, he says, the day is coming when not only a remnant will know Jesus, but all

Israel will be saved (11.26).

What, then, about us? We minister in a world debilitated by the effects of sin and death, yet we refuse
to believe this is as good as it gets. We refuse to give in to the pessimism that the world is going to
hell in a handbasket (whatever that means). We do the work the Master assigned us with hope, knowing
the Kingdom is being made visible as we cooperate with the Spirit. Yet longing is a primal emotion for
us, which expresses itself in frustration because we do not see more fruit. While we gather in our
communities of worship and rejoice with those who have entered the Kingdom, hundreds of people are
driving by our buildings. We see people healed and families restored, but not everyone and sometimes
not our own. We groan in exile. But not without hope, for having tasted of the Kingdom, we know its

power and believe what God has begun, he will finish.

On Christmas Eve, our congregation will sing the words from Silent Night. “The hopes and fears of all

the years are met in thee tonight.”
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