THOSE WHO SEEK to under-
stand scripture in a systematic way
generdly propose some hiblical
theme or concept that serves as the
foca point for their theology. Some
theologians, for example, have
emphasized God's sovereignty,
while others have stressed human
responsibility. Some have Started
with an aspect of human experience
or existence, while others have de-
veloped their theology around the
theme of liberation.

All of these theologicd darting

ints need to be judged on the

asis of how well they represent the

whole of scripture, or-as one of my
professors used to how well
they string al the beads of scrip-
ture. If important concepts in scrip-
ture are overlooked or distorted,
that theologica view should rightly
be questioned.

Ancther way to approach this
search for a unifying theme in
scripture is to see it scripture itself
offers us one. | am convinced that
scripture does in fact provide us
with just such atheme.

In'_[ri?uingly, the Brethren, and
especidly the Anabaptists, viewed
this theme as a key for understand-
ing God's eternal purposes. In fact, |
was initidly made aware of this
theme by my reading in Brethren
and Anabaptist sources. This theme
answers probably the most basic
guestion we can ask about our faith:
What is God's ultimate purpose in
human history?
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Biblical background
of the theme

In scripture a statement appears
more than 50 times throughout the
Old and New Testaments that
directly answers this question. Its
first appearance is in Genesis 17:78,
while its last appearance is in
Revelation 21:3. As generdly stated
it is "l will be your God, and you
will be my people” Sometimes the
declaration is added: "1 will dwel
in the mid¢ of you" This
declaration is especidly dgnificant
in the light of Exodus 33:12-16. The
one thing that distinguished Isradl
from al other people was that they
had the presence of God among
them.

| cdl this theme the "peoplehood
formula™ It states that God's eternd
purpose, which He has been
working out throughout human his-
tory, is to have a people for Himself
and for His own glory. It has been
His purpose to have a people for
His own ion among whom
He will one day dwdl in intimate
communion ﬁRev. 21:3, 22).

This peoplehood formula appears
most frequently in the Pentateuch
(the first five books of the Old Tes
tament) and in the Old Testament
prophetic books. But it is aso scat-
tered throughout the New Tedta-
ment in the writings of Paul, Peter,
and John, in the book of Hebrews,
and on the lips of Jamesin Acts 15.

What is especidly dSgnificant
about this formula, or variaions of
it, is tha it constantly appears
whenever the topic of God's
purposes for Israedl and humanity
ae being discussed. It appears in
the context of the Abrahamic
covenant in Geness 17:7-8; when
God redffirms His covenant with
lsraedl under Moses in Exodus 6:7;

Ten Commandments in  Exodus
20:2; as lsradl is poised to enter the
Promised Land in Deuteronomy 7:6;
a the inditution of the monarchy in
1 Samue 12:22; at God's disclosure
of the new covenant to Jeremiah in
Jeremiah 31:33; in connection with
the promise of the restoration of
lsadl  following the Babylonian
captivity in Ezekid 11:20; in the
context of the Messianic prophesies
of lIsaah 638-9 and Zechariah
88,139, as a raionale for God's
intention to receive the Gentiles into
the church without their having to
become Jews by circumcison in
Acts 15:13-14; as judtification for
God's regjection of unrepentant Israel
and His incluson of the Gentiles in
His people in Romans 9:24-26; as a
means of indicating the continuation
of Gods Old Testament people in
the New Testament church in 1
Peter 2:910; as the find fulfillment
and cdimax of Gods redemptive
plan in Revdation 21:3, 7. This
peoplehood formula is the eement
of continuity that runs unbroken
through dl the magor trandtions in
Israel's and the church's existence.

Theological significance of the
formula

The concept that God desires to
form a people for Himself has pro-
found implications for all aspects of
theology. | will sketch out some of
these implications below.

The view of God

The peoplehood formula stresses
not only the sovereignty of God and
His otherworldliness in the first part
("l shal be your God"; see Exodus
202-3), but adso His compasson
and immanence in the second part
("You will be my ple’; see 1
Samud 12:22). It likewise affirms
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'The declaration “You will be my people' tells us that we find our
purpose only in relationship with God. We cannot find meaning and
purpose in anything else, for only God can satisfy our need for fel-
lowship,'love, and acceptance.”

that dl history is purposeful and is
directed toward a single god: the
presence of God among a cJoeople
who have His character and who
bring Him glory.

The formula vews God as the in-
itiator of our relationship with Him,
while we are aways the responder
to His grace. We are God's people
solely because God  gracioudy
chose us, not because we merited
His interest (see Deut. 7:6-8). What
is most wondrous is tha God has
unilaterally acted over and over
agan on our behdf to bring His
purpose to pass.

Significantly, this theme tels us
that the bass of the reationship
between God and humanity is rela-
tional before it is lega. God has
chosen to be our God because He
loves us (see Deut. 7:7-8), not be-
cause of our ability to keep His
commandments. But this relation-
ship lays upon His people concrete
demands and expectations in both
Old and New Testaments. While we
don't come to God on the basis of
our works, nonetheless obedience is
to be one of the maks of God's
people because of our love for Him
(see Deut. 6:5-9; John 14:15, 21,
23). Our inner love reationship
with God is the.. motivation for our
obedience to Him. This view of our
relationship with God thus affirms
both divine sovereignty and human
respongbility.

View of humanity and sin

The declaration "You will be my
people’ tells us that we find our
purpose only in reaionship with
God. We cannot find meaning and

purpose in anything ese, for only ¢

God can satisfy our need for fellow-
ship, love, and acceptance. We are
made for fellowship with God. But
we ae aso made for felowship
with God's people. | will return to
this idea when | tak about the
church.

Our rdationship with God, for
which God created us, was broken
by sn; because of the fdl we dl
have become rebels to God's pur-

pose for us. Our sin not onlv de
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srays felowship with God, but it
distorts al that we were meant to
be by creation. It likewise
introduced death into the human
experience and the prospect of
gterna  spiritua  death for those
who reject God. Though we were
meant for eternal fellowship with
God, spiritud desth is viewed in
pat as eterna departure or
separation from God (see Matt.
25:41. 46).

View of Christ and salvation
Jesus Christ is the one who re-
verses the terrible effects of sin, in-
troduced by Adam and experienced
anew by evey one of his
descendants by their own sinful
acts. Jesus Christ, the incarnate Son
of God, unites God and humanity in
His own peson and reveds
perfectly the life we are caled to
live as God's people. He done, as
the God-Man, is capable of
restoring the broken relationship
between 'God and humanity. As our
Representative, He suffers the
penalty due our sins on the cross; as
our Redeemer, He frees us from our
davery to sin and defeats death and
Satan, as our Reconciler, He makes
possble renewed fdlowship with
God, as our Restorer, He embodies
the new humanity we ae to
become.

We enter into renewed
felowship with God as His sons
and daughters through repentance
of our sins and faith in Jesus Chrigt.
We continue to grow in the
Chrigtian faith through our
faithfulness and obedience to our
Lord Jesus Christ. The goad of this
rowth process is Christlikeness, to
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View of the Spirit and

the church

One of the important promises
Jesus Christ gave to His disciples
was. "I will be with you adways, to
the very end of the age’ (Matt.
28:20). Though Christ is not now
with  us bodily, He is present
through the Holy Spirit, the
Comforter He promised to send,
who would be with us forever (John
14:16-17). The promise that is part
of the peoplehood formula that God
would dwdl with us finds partid

fulfillment dready in the Holy
Spirit's indweling presence. Though
one day we will dwel in the

presence of God the Father and Son,
the Spirit is now our "depost
guaranteeing our inheritance until
the redemption of those who are
God's possession” (Eph. 1:14).

| earlier noted that part of the
concept of being Gods people
means that we were made for
fdlowship not only with God but
dso with Gods people. God is
continuing to fashion a people for
His own glory in and through the
church. It has been God's eternal
purpose that, through the church,
His will and redemptive plan in
Chrigt should be made known (Eph.
1:22-23; 3.8-12).

Both Jesus Christ and the Holy
Spirit are essentia to the church.
Paul indicates that Christ is the
Head of the church, uniting al be-
lievers in His body (1 Cor. 12:12)
and providing the sustenance nec-
essary for the bod%/'s growth (Col.
2:19). Usng a ditferent metaphor,
Paul states that believers are "being
built together to become a dwelling
in which God lives by his Spirit"
Eph. 2:22). Again we are reminded
that God's promise to dwel among
His people is now being redized
throu%h the Spirit's indwelling the
church.

The teaching of the New Testa-
ment makes it clear that we, as
God's new covenant people, cannot
row and mature without active
continued on page 9)



The People of God

(continued from page 7)
involvement in the church (Eph.
4:11-16). Though we enter
Chrigt's body individudly by faith
in Him, we cannot continue to
grow in Christian maturity unless
we are afunctioning part of His

This truth directly challenges an
unfortunate trait of American
Chrigianity. We a times put so
much sress on individud salva-
tion that we minimize the neces
sty of being an active participant
in the church. The church is not
optiond in Gods redemptive
plans. It plays the centrd role in
God's present-day plan to form a
people for Himself.

The view of last things

As | read the book of
Revedation, one of the things that
grikes me is the number of
passages that are devoted to the
worship and praise of God by His
people.  When time becomes
eternity by God's consummating
work, we will live

in the very presence of God, be-
yond the touch of death, mourn
ing, crying, and pan (Rev. 21:3-
4). The joy and love experienced
in God's presence certainly will
provide His people with the in-
gpiration for the worship that
rings throughout John's
prophecy.

All of this is an assured promise
to every one of us who is united

with- God and His people
Rightly does John end his
Revelation with the words,

"Amen. Come, Lord Jesus. The
grace of the Lord Jesus be with

Gods peoplee. Amen" (Rev.
22:20-21).

Conclusion
The peoplehood formula ac-
quants us with Gods "big

picture God Himsef reveds to
us that His eternal plan is to have
a people for His own possession.
All tha He has done from
Genesis to Revelation is to the
end that His people might again
experience the blessed joy of His
presence, a blessing God had
intended for humanity from the

beginning.




