Handout for Prof. Joel Kaminsky’s talk, CTU-February 2024

A Brief Intro to Chosenness in the Hebrew Bible
1) Now the LORD said to Abram, “Go from your country and your kindred and your father’s house to the land that I will show you. I will make of you a great nation, and I will bless you, and make your name great, so that you will be a blessing. I will bless those who bless you, and the one who curses you I will curse; and in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed” [or, “will bless themselves by you”]. (Genesis 12:1-3)
2) Now Israel loved Joseph more than any other of his children, because he was the son of his old age; and he had made him a long robe with sleeves. But when his brothers saw that their father loved him more than all his brothers, they hated him, and could not speak peaceably to him. (Genesis 37:3-4)
3) For you are a people holy to the LORD your God; the LORD your God has chosen you out of all the peoples on earth to be his people, his treasured possession. It was not because you were more numerous than any other people that the LORD set his heart on you and chose you--for you were the fewest of all peoples. It was because the LORD loved you and kept the oath that he swore to your ancestors, that the LORD has brought you out with a mighty hand, and redeemed you from the house of slavery, from the hand of Pharaoh king of Egypt. (Deut 7:6-8)
Election in the New Testament

4) But you are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God’s own people, in order that you may proclaim the mighty acts of him who called you out of darkness into his marvelous light.  Once you were not a people, but now you are God’s people; once you had not received mercy, but now you have received mercy (1 Peter 2:9-10). 

5) In those days Jesus came from Nazareth of Galilee and was baptized by John in the Jordan. And just as he was coming up out of the water, he saw the heavens torn apart and the Spirit descending like a dove on him. And a voice came from heaven, “You are my Son, the Beloved; with you I am well pleased.” (Mark 1:9-11)
6) Remember that you were at that time without Christ, being aliens from the commonwealth of Israel, and strangers to the covenants of promise, having no hope and without God in the world. But now in Christ Jesus you who once were far off have been brought near by the blood of Christ (Ephesians 2:12-13).

Human Actions versus Divine Grace

7) Is this blessedness, then, pronounced only on the circumcised, or also on the uncircumcised? We say, “Faith was reckoned to Abraham as righteousness.” How then was it reckoned to him? Was it before or after he had been circumcised? It was not after, but before he was circumcised. He received the sign of circumcision as a seal of the righteousness that he had by faith while he was still uncircumcised. The purpose was to make him the ancestor of all who believe without being circumcised and who thus have righteousness reckoned to them, and likewise the ancestor of the circumcised who are not only circumcised but who also follow the example of the faith that our ancestor Abraham had before he was circumcised. For the promise that he would inherit the world did not come to Abraham or to his descendants through the law but through the righteousness of faith (Romans 4:9-13). 

8) What good is it, my brothers and sisters, if you say you have faith but do not have works? Can faith save you? If a brother or sister is naked and lacks daily food, and one of you says to them, “Go in peace; keep warm and eat your fill,” and yet you do not supply their bodily needs, what is the good of that? So faith by itself, if it has no works, is dead. But someone will say, “You have faith and I have works.” Show me your faith apart from your works, and I by my works will show you my faith. You believe that God is one; you do well. Even the demons believe —and shudder. Do you want to be shown, you senseless person, that faith apart from works is barren? Was not our ancestor Abraham justified by works when he offered his son Isaac on the altar? You see that faith was active along with his works, and faith was brought to completion by the works. Thus the scripture was fulfilled that says, “Abraham believed God, and it was reckoned to him as righteousness,” and he was called the friend of God. You see that a person is justified by works and not by faith alone (James 2:14-24).

9) And so you also find that our father Abraham inherited both this world and the world beyond only as a reward for the faith with which he believed, as it is said: And he believed in the Lord, etc. (Gen 15:6). And so you also find that Israel was redeemed from Egypt only as a reward for the faith with which they believed, as it is said, And the people believed (Exod 4:31). Mekhilta de Rabbis Ishmael beshallach 7.

Mission and the Status of non-believers
10) “For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who believes in him may not perish but may have eternal life. “Indeed, God did not send the Son into the world to condemn the world, but in order that the world might be saved through him. Those who believe in him are not condemned; but those who do not believe are condemned already, because they have not believed in the name of the only Son of God. (John 3:16)
11) And Jesus came and said to them, “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything that I have commanded you. And remember, I am with you always, to the end of the age.” (Matthew 28:18-20) 
12) Rabbi Eliezer in t. Sanh. 13:2 declares that “none of the gentiles has a portion in the world to come” on the basis of Ps 9:18 [Eng. 9:17]. But his statement is decisively challenged by Rabbi Joshua, who shows that the wording of this psalm, which says, “All the gentiles (lit. nations) who forget [God],” “indicates that there are also righteous people among the nations of the world, who do have a portion in the world to come.”
18 יָשׁ֣וּבוּ רְשָׁעִ֣ים לִ‍שְׁא֑וֹלָ‍ה כָּל־גּ֝וֹיִ֗ם שְׁכֵחֵ֥י אֱלֹהִֽים׃  
The Status of the Law

13) Just as Abraham “believed God, and it was reckoned to him as righteousness, (Gen 15:6)” so, you see, those who believe are the descendants of Abraham. And the scripture, foreseeing that God would justify the Gentiles by faith, declared the gospel beforehand to Abraham, saying, “All the Gentiles shall be blessed in you” (Gen 18:18). For this reason, those who believe are blessed with Abraham who believed. . . . Brothers and sisters, I give an example from daily life: once a person’s will has been ratified, no one adds to it or annuls it. Now the promises were made to Abraham and to his offspring; it does not say, “And to offsprings,” as of many; but it says, “And to your offspring,” (Gen 22:18) that is, to one person, who is Christ. My point is this: the law, which came four hundred thirty years later, does not annul a covenant previously ratified by God, so as to nullify the promise. For if the inheritance comes from the law, it no longer comes from the promise; but God granted it to Abraham through the promise. Why then the law? It was added because of transgressions, until the offspring would come to whom the promise had been made; and it was ordained through angels by a mediator. (Galatians 3:6-9, 15-19)
14) We thus find that Our Father Abraham had practiced the whole Torah in its entirety before it had been given, as it is said, inasmuch as Abraham obeyed me and kept my charge: my commandments, my laws, and my teachings (Gen 26:5). M. Qidd 4:14.
15) How did our father Jacob come in this world to merit a life with no distress, with no evil inclination--a life something like the life that God bestows upon the righteous only in the time to come? Because from his youth to his old age he frequented the house of study, familiarizing himself with Scripture, Mishnah, and Midrash of Halakot as well as Aggadot, as is said, Jacob was an ideal man--he sat in tents [of study] (Gen 25:27). Tanna Debe Eliyyahu, ER 5. 

Divine Arbitrariness versus Human Merit

16) For I could wish that I myself were accursed and cut off from Christ for the sake of my own people, my kindred according to the flesh. They are Israelites, and to them belong the adoption, the glory, the covenants, the giving of the law, the worship, and the promises; to them belong the patriarchs, and from them, according to the flesh, comes the Messiah, who is over all, God blessed forever. Amen. It is not as though the word of God had failed. For not all Israelites truly belong to Israel, and not all of Abraham’s children are his true descendants; but “It is through Isaac that descendants shall be named for you.” This means that it is not the children of the flesh who are the children of God, but the children of the promise are counted as descendants.  For this is what the promise said, “About this time I will return and Sarah shall have a son.” Nor is that all; something similar happened to Rebecca when she had conceived children by one husband, our ancestor Isaac. Even before they had been born or had done anything good or bad (so that God’s purpose of election might continue, not by works but by his call) she was told, “The elder shall serve the younger.” As it is written, I have loved Jacob, but I have hated Esau” What then are we to say? Is there injustice on God’s part? By no means! For he says to Moses, I will have mercy on whom I have mercy, and I will have compassion on whom I have compassion.” So it depends not on human will or exertion, but on God who shows mercy (Romans 9:3-16). 

17) Terah was a manufacturer of idols. He once went away somewhere and left Abraham to sell them in his place. . . . [Once] a woman came with a plateful of flour and requested of him, ‘Take this and offer it to them.’ So he took a stick, broke them, and put the stick in the hand of the largest. when his father returned he demanded, ‘What have you done to them?’ ‘I cannot conceal it from you,’ he rejoined. ‘A woman came with a plateful of fine meal and requested me to offer it to them. One claimed, ‘I must eat first,’ while another claimed, ‘I must eat first.’ Thereupon the largest arose, took the stick, and broke them.’ ‘Why do you make sport of me,’ he cried out; ‘have they then any knowledge!’ ‘Should not your ears listen to what your mouth is saying,’ he retorted. (Gen Rab 38:13)
18) And it was for the following reason that the nations of the world were asked to accept the Torah: In order that they should have no excuse for saying: Had we been asked we would have accepted it. For, behold, they were asked and refused to accept it, for it is said: ‘And he said: The Lord came from Sinai, etc. (Deut 33:2). He appeared to the children of Esau the wicked and said to them: Will you accept the Torah? They said to Him: What is written in it? He said to them: Thou shalt not murder (ibid. 5:17). They then said to him: The very heritage which you left us was: And by thy sword shalt thou live (Gen 27:40). He then appeared to the children of Amon (sic) and Moab. He said to them: Will you accept the Torah? They said to Him: What is written in it? He said to them: Thou shalt not commit adultery (Deut 5:17). They, however said to Him that they were all of them children of adulterers, as it is said: Thus were both daughters of Lot with child by their father (Gen 19:36). Then he appeared to the children of Ishmael. He said to them: Will you accept the Torah? They said to Him: What is written in it? He said to them: Thou shalt not steal (Deut 5:17). They then said to him: The very blessing that has been pronounced upon our father was: And he shall be a wild ass of a man: his hand shall be upon everything (Gen 16:12). . . . But when he came to the Israelites and: At his right hand was a fiery law unto them (Deut 33:2), they all opened their mouths and said: All that the Lord hath spoken we will do and obey (Exod 24:7). Mekhilta bachodesh 5. 

Judaism and Christianity as Sibling Rivals

19) For it is written that Abraham had two sons, one by a slave woman and the other by a free woman. One, the child of the slave, was born according to the flesh; the other, the child of the free woman, was born through the promise. Now this is an allegory: these women are two covenants. One woman, in fact, is Hagar, from Mount Sinai, bearing children for slavery. Now Hagar is Mount Sinai in Arabia and corresponds to the present Jerusalem, for she is in slavery with her children. But the other woman corresponds to the Jerusalem above; she is free, and she is our mother. For it is written, Rejoice, you childless one, you who bear no children, burst into song and shout, you who endure no birth pangs; for the children of the desolate woman are more numerous than the children of the one who is married.” Now you, my friends, are children of the promise, like Isaac. But just as at that time the child who was born according to the flesh persecuted the child who was born according to the Spirit, so it is now also. But what does the scripture say? “Drive out the slave and her child; for the child of the slave will not share the inheritance with the child of the free woman.” So then, friends, we are children, not of the slave but of the free woman. For freedom Christ has set us free. Stand firm, therefore, and do not submit again to a yoke of slavery (Gal 4:22-5:1).

20) For the portion of the lord is His people (Deut 32:9): A parable; A king had a field which he leased to tenants. When the tenants began to steal from it, He took it away from them and leased it to their children. When the children began to act worse than their fathers, he took it away from them and gave it to (the original tenants’) grandchildren. When these too became worse than their predecessors, a son was born to him. He said to the grandchildren, ‘Leave my property. You may not remain therein. Give me back my portion, so that I may repossess it.’ Thus also, when our father Abraham came into the world, unworthy (descendants) issued from him, Ishmael and all of Keturah’s children. When Isaac came into the world, unworthy (descendants) issued from him, Esau and all the princes of Edom, and they became worse than their predecessors. When Jacob came into the world, he did not produce unworthy (descendants), rather all his children were worthy, as it said, And Jacob was a perfect man dwelling in tents (Gen 25:27). When did God repossess His portion? Beginning with Jacob as it said, For the portion of the Lord is His people, Jacob the lot of His inheritance (Deut 32:9), and, For the Lord hath chosen Jacob for Himself (Ps 135:4). Sifre 312. 

21) As for Ishmael, I have heard you; I will bless him and make him fruitful and exceedingly numerous; he shall be the father of twelve princes, and I will make him a great nation. But my covenant I will establish with Isaac, whom Sarah shall bear to you at this season next year." (Genesis 17:20-21).
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