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Introduction

“The Lord appeared to Abram and said, “To your offspring I will give this 
land” (Gen 12:7a). With these words God brought his promises to a climax. 
He had already promised to bless Abraham, to make him a great nation, and 
to bless the world through him (Gen 12:2-3). The land would be the place 
that gave concrete shape to fulfillment.

These promises to Abraham address the degenerate state of the human 
race depicted in Genesis 1-11. Through distrust and disobedience Adam 
and Eve have usurped God’s lordship over their lives and thus forfeited 
the divine presence, disrupted the harmony of human community derived 
from that presence, and suffered exile from Eden the place of blessing. They 
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have become inhabitants of a world under God’s curse. Through faithful 
Abraham God begins the process of redemption. He promises to restore his 
presence, to establish a new community of people whose life and character 
reflect that presence, and through that community to offer blessing to an 
accursed world. He also promises to provide a blessed land as the locus for 
the fulfillment of these promises. 

When we think of the unity of Scripture our minds turn to such concepts 
as divine presence, salvation history, promise, covenant, and kingdom.1 The 
Promised Land, of course, is closely related to these themes: it is the place 
of God’s promised presence, as the context for covenant obedience it is 
an integral part of salvation history, and it is the locus for the initiation of 
restored divine rule. With the establishing of Davidic dynasty and the City 
of Jerusalem, the Temple becomes the focus of divine presence in the Land 
and thus together Temple and Land become the physical embodiment of 
God’s dwelling among his people. Recently N. T. Wright has argued for the 
Temple as a microcosm that anticipates “the Glory of the Lord” filling the 
entire cosmos. The God who dwelt in Eden as his Temple will fill a renewed 
heaven and earth with his presence. Thus the Temple and the Land become 
an anticipation of the New Jerusalem/Temple within a renewed creation.2 
While acknowledging this connection with city and Temple this study 
focuses more narrowly on the Land motif.

Perhaps the Land has received less attention in relationship to the unity of 
Scripture because it is more prominent in the Old Testament (OT) than in 
the New Testament (NT). However, the Land-theme is important because 
it gives substance and shape to the entire complex of Abrahamic promises. 
We might think of it as the basket that holds the other promises until final 
fulfillment. It is a bucket without which the promises leak through our fingers. 
And thus, without denying the importance of presence, covenant, salvation 
history, or kingdom, we offer this exploration of the Land’s contribution to 
the unity of Scripture as a stimulus for further discussion. 

God begins to fulfill his promise in Exodus through Numbers by delivering 
Abraham’s now numerous descendants from slavery in Egypt and establishing 
a covenant with them at Sinai. His presence dwells in the Tabernacle at the 
center of their “camp.”3 They have become the new community of the people 
of God who acknowledge his lordship. But the generation delivered from 
Egypt fails to enter the Promised Land due to persistent unbelief and rebellion 
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against their Sovereign. Their behavior set a pattern too-often followed by 
succeeding generations. It is their children, however, that Moses addresses 
on the Plains of Moab in Deuteronomy as they are preparing to enter the 
Land. Arie C. Leder has suggested that the storyline of the Pentateuch sets 
the tone for the rest of the Bible by ending here in Deuteronomy with God’s 
people in the wilderness “waiting for the Land.”4

“Waiting for the Land:” From Deuteronomy to Hebrews

The Letter to the Hebrews is the NT book that most self-consciously adopts 
this approach to the Land. In order to understand Hebrews’ Land-perspective, 
however, we must grasp Hebrews’ understanding of the continuity of the 
people of God based on the continuity of God’s self-revelation. 

In the opening chapters its author lays the foundation for the entire Book 
of Hebrews when he asserts that the God who spoke to “the fathers in the 
prophets” has now “spoken to us” in the incarnate, now exalted, eternal Son 
seated at his right hand (Heb 1:1-2). The author uses the term “prophets” 
with deliberate care for two reasons. First, it is general enough to encompass 
the entire OT, to include all of the “various times and various ways” God had 
spoken “of old.”5 Second, the term “prophets” implies fulfillment of what is 
prophesied. All of God’s ancient word finds fulfillment in “one who is Son.” 
We, then, who have heard God speak in his Son are the heirs of those who 
received his ancient word. The people of God has always been constituted 
by, and called to respond to, the word of God. 

God’s Covenant at Sinai, however, is the heart of his ancient self-reve-
lation. Thus it is not surprising that the author of Hebrews focuses on the 
relationships (1) between the revelations mediated by the Son and at Sinai 
(Heb 1:5-2:18), (2) the resulting situations of those who received these 
revelations (Heb 3:1-6), and (3) their ultimate destinies (Heb 3:7-4:13). 

First, in Hebrews 1:5-2:18 the author assumes that God’s word spoken 
“in one who is Son” fulfills the angel-mediated Sinai revelation (Heb 2:2) 
and establishes a relationship between those who have received these 
revelations.6 That is why the consequences suffered by those who neglect 
the fulfillment are more certain than for those who disobeyed its antic-
ipation under which “every violation and disobedience received its just 
punishment” (Heb 2:2). 
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Second, Hebrews 3:1-6 clarifies this assumed relationship between the 
recipients of the Sinai and Son-mediated revelations. Both “we” and the 
Sinai/wilderness generation are part of the one “household” of God. This 
identification of present believers as the continuation of those who stood 
around Sinai and then journeyed through the wilderness is fundamental not 
only to the author’s use of the wilderness generation as a warning in Hebrews 
3:7-4:13, but also to his development of the fully-sufficient Priesthood of 
the eternal Son in Hebrews 4:14-10:18. Moses, the “steward” within that 
one household, “bore witness to the things that would be spoken” in “the 
Son” who rules over that household. The word that God spoke through his 
“steward” at Sinai established the Tabernacle with its priesthood, sacrifice, 
and covenant as means of approaching God. The word spoken in “one who 
is Son” fulfills all that those institutions anticipated. 7 Through his “once-for-
all” sacrifice the Son has become both the fully-sufficient High Priest who 
ushers the faithful into God’s heavenly sanctuary during the course of their 
pilgrimage (Heb 4:14-10:18, but especially 10:19-25), and the “Pioneer” 
(Heb 2:10, 12:1-3) who, at his return (Heb 9:28), will bring God’s people 
into the final “rest” that is their true promised “homeland.”8 

Third, the way in which the author uses the OT Promised-Land terminology 
of “rest” in Hebrews 3:7-4:13 confirms this unity between the present people 
of God with the wilderness generation by affirming that the ultimate goal of 
the people of God has always been the same. The “rest” that they forfeited, 
and that we their descendants must gain, was never simply the Promised Land 
that was entered under Joshua, but has always been the “Sabbath rest” into 
which God entered at the culmination of creation. The “my rest” of Psalm 95 
is the rest forfeited by the wilderness generation through rebellion (Heb 4:6; 
cf. 4:3; 3:11, 18), the rest offered in the time of David (Heb 4:7-8), and the 
“rest” that “remains” for those addressed by Hebrews (Heb 4:9-11) and thus 
for the people of God “today.”9 The Promised-Land imagery and the use of 
“rest” in contemporary sources indicate that this is not merely a blessed state 
but also a place where God’s people dwell in his presence.10 

By a careful study of Hebrews hortatory style and use of Deuteronomy, 
David Allen has suggested that Hebrews is a re-presentation of that book.11 
There is continuity between those addressed by Deuteronomy and Hebrews. 
Moses addresses the children of the disobedient wilderness generation. 
Hebrews addresses its hearers as the children of that same generation. Both 
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Moses and Hebrews remind their hearers of the consequences that ensued 
from that fateful refusal to enter the Land at Kadesh Barnea.12 Both urge 
faithful obedience. Both anticipate entrance into the Land. 

However, this continuity is a continuity of fulfillment. Moses addressed 
Israel on the plains of Moab as the children of the wilderness generation not 
merely because of physical descent but because they, too, had stood before 
Sinai (Deut 4:10, 15; 5:2).13 Hebrews addresses its hearers as the heirs of the 
wilderness generation because they have received the fulfillment of Sinai in the 
Son. The Aaronic sacrificial system through which that generation approached 
God while traveling to the Promised Land has been fulfilled by the all-sufficient 
Great High Priest through whom God’s people persevere until entrance into 
the eternal “rest” foreshadowed by the earthly Promised Land. 

This fulfillment brings the exponentially greater privilege of “such a great 
salvation” and the correspondingly greater responsibility of “how shall we 
escape” (Heb 2:3). It also confirms the continuity of the people of God 
throughout history as heirs of the same promise and bound for the same 
eternal “rest.” 

By addressing the original children of the wilderness generation Moses 
addressed future generations of God’s people as those who stood before 
God’s revelation at Sinai in anticipation of the Promised Land.14 So Hebrews 
addresses every generation of God’s people as those who have received God’s 
final revelation in the eternal, incarnate, now exalted High Priest who sits 
perpetually at the Father’s right hand ever ready to aid those who “draw 
near to God” through him in route to the rest that “remains for the people 
of God” (Heb 4:9).15 In this profound way “we” join the generation Moses 
addressed “waiting for the Land.” 

Our understanding of the Land motif in Hebrews, however, would be 
incomplete if we did not examine the author’s exhortation to join the history 
of the faithful in Heb 11:1-40. This exhortation is the appropriate balance 
and counterweight to the warning against association with the unbelieving 
wilderness generation in Hebrews 3:7-4:13. By beginning with the wilderness 
generation the author is able to establish the “Promised Land” as the ultimate 
destiny of the people of God. However, the faithful who heard God speak “at 
various times and in various ways” before, and in anticipation of, Sinai are also 
part of God’s one “household.” The author has ordered these passages with 
consummate rhetorical skill. He would turn his hearers away from disobedience 
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(Heb 3:1-4:13) to faithfulness (Heb 11:1-40). He would arouse their fear of 
sharing the loss of the disobedient (Heb 3:1-4:13) so that they would embrace 
their all-sufficient High Priest (Heb 4:14-10:18) in order to persevere with the 
faithful (Heb 11:1-40).16 This close parallel relationship between the heroes 
of faith in Hebrews 11:1-40 and the wilderness generation in Hebrews 3:7-
4:13 confirms our interpretation of the “Sabbath rest” as the ultimate destiny 
of the people of God by identifying it with the “place” (τόπος) that God 
promised Abraham (Heb 11:8). It is the “homeland” (Heb 11:14) and “city 
with foundations whose architect and builder is God” (Heb 11:10) pursued 
by the faithful of the ages. There can be no doubt that the “Promised Land” 
has become the ultimate destiny of the people of God throughout history, the 
concrete place where the faithful will dwell with God forever.17

By this time it has become obvious that Hebrews has no interest in ethnic 
Israel inhabiting Palestine. The people of God throughout history have always 
been constituted by the word of God and the response of faith. Its destiny has 
always been “the city with foundations, whose architect and builder is God.” 
Hebrews knows nothing of the Pauline Jew/Gentile conflict. The author of 
Hebrews is not concerned with Jewish identity markers, such as circumcision, 
dietary laws, or Sabbath.18 The heroes of chapter eleven are not distinguished, 
as were the Maccabean martyrs, by their loyalty to such markers but by their 
trust in God’s promises and power.19 There is no replacement of one people 
of God with another. The whole point of Hebrews is that the all-sufficient 
Son of God brings the faithful of all time into their “inheritance.”20

Some, however, have suggested that the “rest” lost by the unfaithful wil-
derness generation in Hebrews 3:1-4:13 might represent a present spiritual 
reality or experience rather than the ultimate destiny of the people of God.21 
Hebrews 3:1-4:13 has an immediacy that is lacking in Hebrews 11:1-40. 
It urgently addresses the hearers lest they harden their hearts “today.” It 
envisions the people of God at Kadesh-Barnea about to enter the Promised 
Land. Hebrews 11:1-40, on the other hand, envisions the people of God in 
need of perseverance for a possibly long journey to the eternal “homeland.” 
And yet, in my judgment, the author does not intend for this immediacy to 
suggest that the “rest” was a present spiritual state. In Hebrews 3:7-4:13 the 
author is warning his hearers against ultimate loss. Therefore, he takes them 
to what should have been the end of the wilderness generations journey in 
order to make them face the ultimate fate to which their indifference, laxity, 
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and drifting might lead. We might draw a parallel with the way in which the 
immanence of Christ’s return is meant to keep believers alert so that they 
will persevere until he does return. Furthermore, a sense of immediacy is 
characteristic of the warnings throughout Hebrews. Hebrews’ description 
of its hearers in the present tense as “we who have believed are entering that 
rest” (Heb 4:3, my translation, emphasis added) is perfectly compatible with 
this interpretation. By persevering in faithful obedience “We” (inclusive of 
author and hearers) are in the process of entering that ultimate rest. In my 
judgment, when we grasp the fact that Hebrews uses the language of priest-
hood to describe our present approach to and experience of God through 
Christ and the language of Promised Land when speaking of our ultimate 
entrance into his dwelling place, the entire book makes sense.22 Every passage 
fits within this perspective without remainder. 

And yet the “Most Holy Place” into which the Great High Priest provides 
access during our journey and the “homeland” which is its goal both describe 
the same reality, as evidenced in Hebrews 12:18-24. I have argued elsewhere 
that the first “mountain” in this passage confronts the hearers with the ultimate 
destiny of the apostate and the second, with their own ultimate destiny as the 
faithful people of God.23 Thus the author can say that, in some sense, those 
who have been “drawing near” through their Great High Priest “have come” to 
and tasted their ultimate destiny—“Mount Zion, . . . the City of the living God, 
heavenly Jerusalem.” In this way he climaxes with the same immediacy that we 
found in Hebrews 3:1-4:13 in order to underscore the need for perseverance!

The Promised Land, then, is the ultimate destiny of the people of God, 
“the City of the living God” where his redeemed people live in the “Most 
Holy Place” of his presence and join the angels in joyful worship through the 
mediation of Jesus. There is nothing ethereal about this concrete reality. The 
author underscores its eternal permanence when he calls it the “Unshakeable 
Kingdom” (Heb 12:29). 

The only question is whether this reality is the renewal/culmination of 
the present creation, or its replacement. Hebrews has already supported the 
Son’s deity by affirming that he is the one who will “roll up” the creation as if 
it were a garment (Heb 1:12). The way in which the author uses Haggai 2:6 
in Hebrews 12:26-27 also suggests replacement: the God who “shook” the 
earth when he spoke at Sinai will “once more” shake “the heavens and the 
earth” when he speaks at the Judgment. Furthermore, that shaking will be “the 
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removal of things that can be shaken as things that have been made, in order 
that the things that cannot be shaken might remain” (my translation). The 
NIV translates “things that have been made” as “created things.” And yet there 
are features of Hebrews that suggest that this “Unshakeable Kingdom” is the 
fulfillment rather than the replacement of creation. First, as noted above, this 
ultimate reality is identified with the “rest” entered by God at the culmination 
of creation (Heb 4:4, 9). Second, the opening verses of Hebrews suggest that 
as the Heir of all things the Son, through his incarnation and exaltation, will 
bring creation to its God-intended goal.24 Third, bodily resurrection is a close 
corollary with the renewal of creation. I’ve argued elsewhere that belief in the 
bodily resurrection of the faithful and in a “God who raises the dead” is central 
to the faith recommended in Hebrews 11:1-40. The descriptions of Abraham’s 
resurrection faith in Hebrews 11:17-19 and of the “better resurrection” in 11:35 
are the chiastic center and heart of Hebrews 11:1-31 and 11:32-40 respective-
ly.25 In my judgment the author is not as concerned with the removal of the 
physical world as with the demise of the present world order that is hostile 
to believers because it is characterized by temptation, persecution, and the 
danger of apostasy.26 We might think of Paul’s description of living “according 
to this age” and “according to the prince of the power of the air” (Eph 2:2). It 
is certain that this order will pass away. The destiny established for the people 
of God on the seventh day of creation is the goal of creation. 

Both Deuteronomy and Hebrews, then, envision the people of God in the 
wilderness “waiting for the Land.” However, there are two major differences 
brought about by fulfillment in the Son. First, Hebrews does not share Deu-
teronomy’s pessimism. Moses predicts persistent disobedience resulting in 
ultimate loss of the Land (Deut 31:14-29, 32:1-43). The author of Hebrews 
has no hesitation about warning his hearers, but he is confident that “we are 
not of those who shrink back to destruction” (Heb 10:39). He tells them, 
“You have come to Mount Zion” (Heb 12:22). He can be confident of their 
perseverance because of the sufficiency of Christ! 

Second, in Hebrews the Promised Land is no longer Canaan. The true 
destiny of the people of God is, and always has been, the “rest” God entered 
at the culmination of creation, the heavenly “homeland” pursued by Abraham 
and the faithful, “Mount Zion, the City of the Living God, a heavenly Jerusa-
lem.” It is the “Unshakable Kingdom” the faithful will receive at the return of 
Christ (Heb 9:28) and the ultimate “shaking” of all things (Heb 12:25-29).
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The OT: The Expansion of the Promise

With these two differences in mind we return to the OT. When we do we 
discover, first, that the perennial disobedience of God’s people predicted 
by Moses repeatedly frustrated the fulfillment of the Land promise. But, 
second, this very frustration also led to an expanded understanding of the 
Land promise from settlement under Joshua, to Solomonic empire, to New 
Heaven and Earth. And so the promise reaches the proportions set for it 
from the beginning by Genesis 1-11.27

First, the generation that stood on the Plains of Moab did enter and 
possess Canaan so that Joshua could say “not one of all the good promises 
the Lord your God gave you has failed” ( Josh 23:24, cf. 21:45). This was 
Israel’s primary, foundational entrance into the Land. Each tribe and family 
had its own inheritance. All was well. And yet there was a certain elusiveness 
about this land possession. The person who began reading from Genesis one 
might think, “life” in the Land is good, but not as good as the “life” lost in 
Eden. And how has blessing spread to the nations? Furthermore, there are 
still enemies within the possessed Land. 

On the surface the declaration that Israel served the Lord throughout the 
lifetime of Joshua and the elders who outlived Joshua is reassuring ( Josh 
24:31). But at a subtler level it forebodes the disobedience and loss of Land 
predicted by Moses. For, according to Judges 2:10-11, the next generation 
did what was “displeasing in the eyes of the Lord” because they did not know 
the Lord or the great things he had done. Judges narrates the subsequent 
story of degeneration. All of the promises begin to unravel—the knowl-
edge of God, life in the covenant community, and possession of the Land. 
Instead of being a blessing to the nations, God’s people are oppressed by 
the surrounding nations, resulting in loss of the Land: in Gideon’s day the 
peoples of the east “did not spare a living thing for Israel.” They covered the 
land “like swarms of locusts” ( Judges 6:4-5). 

God will not leave his promise in such disarray. He addresses the sinful 
condition of Israel by making his covenant with the house of David, whose 
mission is to “plant” Israel (2 Sam 7:10, 1 Chron 17:9, cf. 1 Kings 2:3) in the 
Land by leading them to obey the Law of Moses. As God’s regent David is to 
restore God’s rule inaugurated at Sinai but rejected by his sinful people. The 
institutions of Davidic Dynasty and Jerusalem/Temple are meant to secure 
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the promise by ensuring obedience to God’s rule. These institutions bring 
the Land-promise to a previously unimagined glorious fulfillment. And yet 
the “weight” of this fulfillment and the foreign entanglements inherent in 
its magnitude led to the idolatry and oppression that was its undoing. This 
undoing began with the division of the Land at Solomon’s death but climaxed 
in exile from the Land in the days of Jeremiah. Something more than insti-
tutions would be necessary to secure the obedience of the people of God. 
The final fulfillment could not be a mere repetition of the Davidic Monarchy. 
After all, if the Messiah were simply David’s son why would David call him 
“Lord” (Mark 12:35-37)? Meanwhile, the exile has replaced the wilderness 
as the place of “waiting for the Land.”

Ezra and Nehemiah tell the story of how God used Cyrus King of Persia to 
bring his people back from exile and once again establish them in the Land. 
This third “possession,” however, is as diminutive as the previous one was 
glorious. The returned exiles occupy little more than the area surrounding 
Jerusalem. They remain the servants of a foreign king who, as Nehemiah 
confesses, receives the bounty of the land that once went to the people of God 
(Neh 9:36-37). God’s promise must mean more than this! The Chronicler 
encourages the returned exiles by retelling Israel’s history with an emphasis 
on the mighty way in which God fulfilled his promise in the time of David 
and Solomon. The problem of disobedience still persists, as indicated by 
Nehemiah’s final prayer (see Neh 13:1-31). And yet there is hope that the 
God who so wondrously fulfilled his promise in David and Solomon’s time 
will do so again. More than ever, God’s people, though returned from exile, 
are “waiting for the Land.” They desperately need someone who will “save 
his people from their sins” and restore God’s rule.

What, then, will this fulfillment be for which the exiles so fervently yearn? 
Will it be possession of the earthly Canaan as in Joshua’s day? Or will it be 
entrance into the “Unshakeable Kingdom” envisioned by Hebrews? The 
two share many similarities. Both are the dwelling place of a holy God. That 
is what makes them unique. Both are God’s gift to his people. Both are the 
place where God’s people dwell with him as a holy community. Both are the 
place of blessing. Both are concrete realities. And yet one vision of the Land 
is temporal, the other, eternal. 

As already suggested, there are indications within Genesis that the ultimate 
meaning of the Land surpasses Canaan real estate. Abraham’s obedience 
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contrasts with Adam’s failure. God’s promise to Abraham is a promise to 
restore blessing to the sinful, scattered nations of Genesis 1-11. The land is 
the new place of fellowship with God that replaces Eden. In fact, this land 
of blessing contrasts with the earth cursed through sin. Is it, then, intended 
to be merely the home of one nation or the beginning of a new creation?

The great prophets of Israel looked beyond exile to a far greater fulfill-
ment of the Abrahamic promise based on their confidence in the character 
of God. All that God had done before established a pattern for the vision of 
what he would yet do. Thus, they could describe this fulfillment in terms of 
a new Eden, a new creation, a new exodus, a new covenant, a new entrance 
into the Land, a new Jerusalem/Zion, even a new Temple. This fulfillment 
would be brought in by a new Moses, a new priest, and especially by a new 
David, who, as the Servant of the Lord would make atonement for sin and 
establish God’s people is obedience to God’s rule. The prophets envision 
a fulfillment that reaches beyond Israel and the earthly Promised Land to 
encompass the nations of the world and a new creation.28 Oren Martin, who 
discusses the development of these themes in Isaiah, Jeremiah, and Ezekiel, 
summarizes his findings thus:

This eschatological resolution will be accomplished by the work of the future 

Messiah, the Davidic king who comes as the Servant of the Lord, whose death 

will inaugurate a new covenant and usher in the age of the Spirit, extend his 

kingdom to the ends of the earth and finally bring about a new creation.29

The NT: A Fulfilled Promise

When come to the NT, we discover that Christ fulfills this prophetic vision. 
We turn, again, to Hebrews, the book that has the most to say about the Land: 
through his incarnation, suffering, and self-offering for sin in obedience to the 
Father the eternal Son fulfills all that the prophets have spoken. According to 
Hebrews he offered a once-for-all sacrifice for sin, thus becoming the all-suf-
ficient High Priest able to bring us into God’s presence, establishing the new 
covenant of obedience, and taking his seat in fulfillment of God’s promise to 
David at God’s right hand, the place of all authority.30 God’s people are still in 
“the wilderness,” but they enjoy unhindered access to God in order to receive 
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all that they need to persevere in obedience until they enter the “heavenly 
Jerusalem,” that “Unshakable Kingdom” at Christ’s return when his enemies 
become his footstool (Heb 1:13) and all that is not eternal is removed (Heb 
9:26-27). We are reminded of the New Heaven and Earth in Revelation 21 
and of the “holy city New Jerusalem” coming down from heaven. 

Two further observations before leaving Hebrews. (You thought we’d 
never get beyond Hebrews!). Hebrews is the only NT book that so consis-
tently envisions God’s people as in the wilderness. Several employ the related 
imagery of being in exile ( James 1:1; 1 Peter 1:1-2, 2:11). After all, Israel 
“waited for the Land,” in the way we are using that term, under a variety of 
circumstances in the OT. Second, as noted above, there is nothing ethnic 
about Hebrews: the people of God are and always have been those who heard 
the word of God and responded in faith. Since there is nothing distinctly 
Jewish about the way Hebrews describes the people of God it has no need 
to contrast Israel with the nations. 

Paul, on the other hand, echoes the prophets with his concern for the 
nations. The offer of salvation by faith to the nations is the fulfillment of both 
the promise to bless the nations through Abraham (Gal 3:8) and the prom-
ise to make him the father of many nations (Rom 4:17). Through faith the 
nations experience God’s promised presence and become part of the people 
of God. They receive the gift of God’s Spirit (Gal 3:14, 4:6-7) and adoption 
as children of God (Gal 3:26). They were once “aliens to the commonwealth 
of Israel and strangers to the covenants of promise” but have now become 
“fellow heirs with the saints and members of the household of God” (Eph 
2:12, 19). Just as Abraham received God’s promise with obedient faith (Rom 
4:1-25), so those who now embrace its fulfillment in Christ with obedient 
faith become children of Abraham and heirs of the promise.

All of this has been made possible through Christ, who is the “seed” to 
which the promise pointed (Gal 3:16). By his death on the cross he has taken 
upon himself the curse of disobedience that was exposed and exacerbated 
by the law (Gal 3:13). Thus, he has addressed the perpetual unfaithfulness 
that so plagued God’s people of old. And the nations who were so far from 
God have been “brought near by the blood of Christ” (Eph 2:13). 

But what does Paul say about the promise of land? In 1 Corinthians 10:1-12 
Paul joins Hebrews by associating his hearers with the disobedient wilderness 
generation. He warns them against the sins of that generation—lust, idolatry, 
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fornication, murmuring, and tempting “Christ.” He doesn’t focus as narrowly 
on unbelief at Kadesh Barnea, but is concerned lest they be “overthrown in 
the wilderness” through divine displeasure. This at least suggests that the 
final goal of believers is the ultimate “Promised Land.” Furthermore, the 
gift of the Spirit (Gal 3:14, 4:6-7) to all believers is, according to Paul, the 
“earnest” of their ultimate “inheritance” at the time of their final redemption 
(Eph 1:14; 2 Cor 1:22, 5:5). OT usage of “inheritance” language suggests 
that Paul is referring to the ultimate Promised Land, “a possession and 
heritage given by God.”31

Finally, Romans 4:13 is one of our best indications of Paul’s thinking 
concerning the Land promise: “It was not through the law that Abraham 
and his offspring received the promise that he would be heir of the world, but 
through the righteousness that comes by faith” (italics added). The promise 
of “inheriting” Canaan has become a promise of inheriting the world. This 
“expansion” of the promise fits well both with the prophets’ emphasis on 
the universal nature of the Abrahamic promise (e.g. Isa 11:10-14, 55:3-
5)32 and the original purpose of the promise in Genesis as God’s antidote 
for a fallen world. As the new place of fellowship with God the Promised 
Land becomes the place of blessing in a cursed world. If the conversion 
of the nations is the way that God “blesses the world” through Abraham 
and makes him “the father of many nations,” then it is reasonable that the 
Land where the faithful would enjoy this blessing expand so that the curse 
be removed from the entire world. When Isaac Watts wrote “He comes 
to make his blessing known far as the curse is found” he was referring to 
Christ’s second coming. Paul anticipates a new creation, the New Heavens 
and Earth which will become a reality at Christ’s return (see 2 Cor 5:17, 
Gal 6:15, cf. Rev 21:1-5). Hebrews is burdened for the perseverance of 
the faithful while Paul’s primary concern when referring to the Abrahamic 
promises is the inclusion of the nations. Yet Paul’s vision of the Land as 
New Creation is not irreconcilable with Hebrews’ “heavenly Jerusalem” 
and “Unshakable Kingdom.”

The Land is, of course, the place of restored divine rule. However, when 
we turn to the Gospels, the restoration of God’s kingdom becomes dom-
inant. Christ’s fulfillment of the Abrahamic promises is fundamental to 
Matthew’s thinking.33 He begins by linking the “book of the genealogy 
of Jesus Christ, the son of David, the son of Abraham” with the “book of 
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the genealogy of heaven and earth” (Gen 2:4) and “the book of the gene-
alogy of Adam” (Gen 5:1). Matthew divides Jesus’ genealogy into equal 
segments: from Abraham to David “the King,” from David “the King” to 
the “deportation to Babylon,” and from the “deportation to Babylon” to 
Jesus, “who is called the Messiah.”34 The initial fulfillment of the Abrahamic 
Promises that was achieved under David the King, but lost in the exile, 
will be brought to final fulfillment in Jesus, the Messiah. By overcoming 
the exile he will bring God’s people into the ultimate Promised Land. 
This is the “earth” that the meek will inherit (Matt 5:5), the “new world” 
where the twelve will sit on thrones representing the new people of God 
(Matt 19:28). Thus it is imperative that Jesus’ followers “make disciples” 
of all nations (Matt 28:16-20). There is no space in this study for a proper 
consideration of Luke-Acts. Gary Burge, however, has made the interesting 
suggestion that Acts 1:8 is Jesus’ answer to the disciples question concerning 
the restoration of the kingdom to Israel.35 The kingdom is restored through 
preaching the Gospel to the entire world.36

Only Hebrews reserves Promised-Land language exclusively for the ulti-
mate destiny of God’s people.37 The Gospel of John, on the other hand, uses 
the language of Temple and Promised Land to describe present fulfillment 
more than any other NT writer. Jesus, as the place where God dwells with 
us, is not only the new Tabernacle ( John 1:14) but the new Bethel ( John 
1:50-51) and the new Temple ( John 2:20-22). Through the gift of the Spirit 
he is present with his followers everywhere effectively making the entire 
world a Temple ( John 4:21-23). Just as the faithful of old were to enjoy 
“life” in the Promised Land, so believers now enjoy “eternal life” ( John 3:16, 
etc.). Sometimes other NT writers use Promised-Land language in this 
way as well. Jesus’ offer of “rest” in Matthew may be more closely related to 
wisdom terminology than to the “rest” of the Promised Land (Matt 11:28-
29).38 Even though, according to Paul, the Spirit is the “earnest” of future 
inheritance his presence in the church makes it even now a Temple (1 Cor 
3:16, Eph 2:21-22). 

Nevertheless, our study agrees with Oren Martin when he says, “[T]he 
New Testament presents the land promised to Abraham and his offspring 
as finally fulfilled in the (physical) new creation, as a result of the person 
and work of Christ.”39
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Conclusion

The way in which the manifold development of the Land promise in the OT 
foreshadows, pictures, and typifies the ultimate destiny of the people of God 
provides a rich resource for understanding the purposes of God. Its fulfillment 
in the New Creation through Christ prevents the “spiritualization” of the 
ultimate destiny of God’s people. Despite sin, Creation, through Resurrec-
tion, leads to New Creation. Thus, familiarity with the Bible’s development 
of this theme provides helpful insight whether one is preaching from the 
OT or the NT. Properly understood, the Land-promise is both motivation 
for our own faithful perseverance (Hebrews) and for carrying the Gospel 
to the nations of the world (Paul).

An understanding of the Biblical significance of the Land-promise has 
also helped me to understand some of the “harsher” laws pertaining to life in 
the Land, particularly those that required capital punishment for numerous 
offenses.40 Ultimate blessing required the exclusion of all evil. Thus, it was 
necessary to exclude all covenant unfaithfulness if the Land was to be a true 
foreshadowing of the New Creation. Any breach diminished the blessing of 
the entire community. Of course, in the OT God forbore exacting punishment 
time and again offering forgiveness and calling his people to repentance. 

Finally, it seems to me that current discussions about the ethics of the 
conquest need to begin with an understanding of the significance of the 
Land-promise for the entire Bible. If we peremptorily dismiss the conquest 
as a misunderstanding of God’s will or say that it did not happen,41 do we 
not rend the fabric of Biblical theology?

Finally, we are all still “waiting for the Land.” The land-promise still pro-
vides motivation, as it did in the NT, for faithful perseverance and for carrying 
the Gospel to the nations of the world. We acknowledge our status as those 
“waiting for the Land” when we confess in the words of the Creed, “we await 
the resurrection of the dead and the life of the world to come.”
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