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Under the overarching banner of the glory of God, many themes can be traced 

throughout the Bible. God‟s desire to reveal Himself to all peoples of the world 

permeates the pages of revealed truth as one consistent theme from Genesis to Revelation. 

From the opening words of Scripture, God‟s missionary message rings clear: Here is a 

word from Elohiym, the Creator God. As the story develops in Genesis 1-11 the reader 

sees the big picture: The fall of man, the judgment of evil, the rescue of blameless Noah 

and his family, the scattering of man, the development of the nations. Suddenly, the lens 

narrows. One man, Abram, is called from among these nations and given a promise:  

Now the Lord said to Abram, “Go forth from your country,  

And from your relatives  

And from your father's house,  

To the land which I will show you;  

And I will make you a great nation,  

And I will bless you,  

And make your name great;  

And so you shall be a blessing;  

And 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 will be blessed.” (Gen. 12:1-3)
1
 

 

 As Abraham eventually produces the promised son and becomes the father of the 

nation Israel, Scripture focuses on the Israelites but never loses its broader perspective of 

the remaining nations of the world. The Old Testament clearly presents both Israel‟s 

calling and responsibility: Israel was to be a witness to, not against, the nations
2
. 

Although Israel failed to achieve God‟s purpose and allowed herself to fall into idolatry 

                                                 
1
 Unless otherwise noted, all scripture references are from the New American Standard Bible. 

2
 This phrase is not original to me; however, I have been unable to locate the original source. I am simply 

unsure where I have heard or read it. 



Edwards, Module 1B 

 2 

by conforming to the nations and adopting their false gods, Yahweh‟s intentions were 

perfectly clear. Filbeck notes the responsibility that comes with God‟s election: 

In the call of Abraham God elected Israel. But with election comes 

responsibility....The first responsibility...is to be the channel through 

whom God could bless all nations. A second is that Israel is a kingdom of 

priests of God.... (Ex. 19:4-6; Gen. 12:3) 

A priest 1) serves God and 2) serves before God in behalf of 

others....What was to be the nature of Israel‟s service to the nations of the 

world? Moses did not answer this question directly in Exodus 19:4-6. In 

one respect the question had already been answered in Gen. 12:3....The 

purpose of God‟s people is to serve the nations, for it is through his people 

that the nations will come to know of Abraham and the blessing that 

comes to them because of him. (1994: 64-66) 

 

At some points in the Old Testament this missionary purpose is explicit: 

Solomon‟s prayer at the temple dedication exhorts that God will hear the prayer of the 

non-Israelite (1 Kings 8:41-43). Isaiah prophesied that the “Servant of the Lord” would 

be for the nations as well as the Israelites (Isa. 49:6). Jonah was sent to call Assyria to 

repentance. In other places, however, the missionary message is implicit. In this paper, I 

will show that the Biblical paradigm for Israel‟s treatment of the non-Israelite 
3
 

reflects God‟s plan for the Gospel to reach both Jews and Gentiles, and therefore 

contributes to the implicit missionary message of the Old Testament.  

DEFINITION OF TERMS 

The Hebrew Old Testament uses several terms to refer to non-Israelites. Of these, two 

(
4
 and 

5
) refer strictly to foreigners, either individuals briefly passing through Israel 

or hostile outsiders (Sulzberger 1923:4). These are people with whom close social 

                                                 
3
 “ger” 

4
 “nokri” 

5
 “zur” 
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relations are not required, and who in some cases pose a threat to Israel either politically 

or religiously (Sulzberger 1923:4, Toy 1901:397).  and  often appear in parallelism, 

indicating a similarity of meaning, and are used to distinguish Israel from those “who are 

really outside the community” (Miller 1988:2). Miller notes the politically and spiritually 

threatening nature of the   and  to Israel:  

 … frequently refers to those who are foreigners who 

conquer and dominate, who enter and defile holy spaces 

(Obad. 11; Lam. 5:2; Prov. 5:10; Ps. 109:11; Jer. 51:51). 

Sometimes these are foreign nations taking over and 

subduing Israel. Sometimes individual foreigners are 

envisioned. But a sense of the threatening character of such 

foreigners is often present. That is not always the case....In 

all the uses of  there are none that refer to such persons as 

strangers among Israel to be received by them. [Similarly, 

 refers]… to those foreigners who oppress and take over 

or with whom Israel is to have nothing to do. But these are 

generally, as is the case with the , those who are outside 

of Israel and stay that way....they are not, for the most part, 

those with whom one experiences a continuing existence 

unless forced to do so by subjugation and domination under 

a foreign country. (1988:2) 

 

The  were subject to laws distinguishing them from Israelites: a  could not 

be king (Deut. 17:15); Israelites could sell them food Israelites were not allowed to eat 

(Deut. 14:21); and Israelites could charge  interest (Deut. 15:3; 23:20). Solomon in 

his prayer at the dedication of the temple (1 Kings 8:41-43) envisioned a day when the 

 would seek to worship at the temple, and asked God to hear the prayer of the  for 

His name‟s sake. In general, however, Miller notes:  
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…there was in Israel‟s experience an encounter with 

foreign people and individuals that was experienced 

incidentally, in war, and in commercial or diplomatic 

activity. These tended not to be persons or groups with 

whom the community had an extended experience of living 

together unless it was a hostile one in which Israel was 

taken over or oppressed by foreign peoples. There are few 

legal requirements relative to the encounter. (1988:2) 

 

Scripture gives a different paradigm for relating to the non-Israelite who chose to 

settle in Israelite territory on a permanent or semi-permanent basis. Although the Hebrew 

words 
6
 and 7 are used in this context, the most common word used for such an 

individual is . Sulzberger (1923) sees the  and  as sub-categories of , with two 

classes of non-Israelites: the “absolute foreigners”,  and , and the “relative 

foreigners”, the  with its subcategories of  and . The Jewish Encyclopedia 

outlines the subtle distinctions in these terms. According to Toy,  means  

„resident alien‟, a foreigner who has come to dwell 

permanently among people with whom he, to a certain 

extent, identifies himself. Nearly equivalent to  is , 

„sojourner,‟ a rare word in the Old Testament, apparently 

implying a less settled residence than  …. To these two 

terms may be added , „hired man,‟ a person who, 

though he may be a native (Deut. 24:14) is often contrasted 

with the native (Deut. 15:18) and associated with the  

(Ex. 12:45). (1901:397-398) 

  

The use of  (92 times in noun form) is much more prevalent than the use of  

                                                 
6
 “toshab” 

7
 “sakir” 
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(14 times) and  (17). Additionally, the  and  appear to be either a subcategory 

of  as Sulzberger (1923) notes, or an immigrant without the intention to settle in Israel 

for an extended time. For these reasons, in this paper I have chosen to focus on the .  

Who are the ? 

Accurate identification of the group referred to by the Hebrew word  has been 

the subject of much scholarly research. Weber argues that the primary characteristic of  

was landlessness (van Houten 1991). Pedersen (1926) proposes that the  were 

Canaanites that survived the conquest. De Vaux (1961) determines that the  were 

resident aliens from the remaining Canaanite population and that later immigrants were 

added to this group. Spina (1983) sees the  as immigrants on the move due to social 

conflict. Mamorstein (1953) presents a completely different hypothesis, arguing that a  

was an “agricultural labourer in the service of a hereditary landowner paid with a share of 

his produce and dependent on the kindness of his patron.”  

More recently, van Houten (1991) challenges some of these traditional 

designations, especially the concept that the  were Canaanites left in the land. Instead, 

she sees a progressive definition of : first identified in the pre-monarchial era as “the 

stranger who would occasionally enter the village” requiring hospitality and submitting 

himself to the laws of the household in which he resided; then in the monarchial times 



Edwards, Module 1B 

 6 

becoming  the “resident alien” who was an economically vulnerable, typically landless 

non-Israelite dependent on assistance from landowners but sometimes living in a separate 

household; and finally during the exilic and post-exilic eras developing into the 

“proselyte alien who was allowed to become one with the Israelites”. She also observes 

that these non-Israelites maintained a separate ethnic identity even as they “lived among 

Israelites, were loyal to Israel and its God, and participated in its social and [religious] 

life” (van Houten 1991:160).  

Ramirez Kidd (1999) sees a progression as well, observing that Ps. 39:13 and 1 

Chron. 29:15 bring the dimensions of strangeness and dependency into an understanding 

of the meaning of . He notes, “When the noun  is used of human beings the dimension 

of dependency is stressed. In Ps. 39:13 the Psalmist says, „I am a  with you...‟. Here he 

sees himself as a protege of Yahweh, in a relationship which is based on a principle of 

mercy.” (1999:2-3) 

Van Houten (1991:164) and Ramirez Kidd (1999:101) both assume the 

Documentary Hypothesis regarding the Pentateuch‟s authorship and date
8
. This 

presupposition has led them and other authors to identify multiple definitions of the  in 

different time periods based on presumed authorship by J, E, P, or D. Ramirez Kidd, for 

example, summarizes the findings of T. Meek on the meaning of  as: “immigrant” in J 

and E, “resident alien” in the Covenant code and Deuteronomy, and “proselyte” in the 

                                                 
8
 The Documentary Hypothesis, first proposed in 1886 by Julius Wellhausen, challenges the traditional 

assumption of Mosaic authorship of the Pentateuch. Instead, proponents assume that a redactor compiled 

the Pentateuch from four earlier sources, labeled J, E, P and D. 
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Holiness code and P (1999:2-3). However, if it is assumed that the Pentateuch was the 

work of Moses, the inclusion of references to apparently different categories of  could 

simply reflect the fact that different types of  (family guests, resident aliens, proselytes) 

were present within Israel‟s borders at the same time.  

Miller (1988:3-4) defines  as “those from outside who resided in Israel for 

extended periods or permanently”, becoming a resident of a specific community for an 

extended or permanent period of time. This migration might be due to famine (Gen. 

12:10, Ruth 1:1), military conquest (2 Sam. 4:3), or other factors. He observes that the 

term „resident alien‟  

conveys both the notion of stranger and sojourner but also 

points us clearly to the fact that this is the outsider who 

comes into the midst of the community without the network 

of relationships that can be counted upon to insure care, 

protection, acceptance, the one who belongs to another 

group but now resides in the midst of the Israelite 

community. (1988:3-4) 

  

For purposes of this paper, I have adopted Miller‟s definition of  as “resident 

alien”, typically a non-Israelite who settles within Israel‟s borders, maintains his ethnic 

identity, submits to the requirements of Israelite society, and may or may not become 

fully involved in the religious life of Israel. Although  is occasionally used to refer to 

Israelites or the patriarchs and to temporary visitors, I have adopted this definition based 

on the plainest meaning of the majority of the biblical texts through a word study of the  

with an assumption of Mosaic authorship of the Pentateuch.  
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THE CULTURAL SETTING 

The concept of showing hospitality to strangers is not unique to Scripture. An 

elaborate set of responsibilities surrounded the custom of hospitality in the ancient near 

eastern world. For example, strangers were expected to refuse a first invitation as an 

indication that they were not a threat or imposition; refusing a second or multiple 

invitations, however, was a disgrace to the honor of the host. When a host washed a 

stranger‟s feet, the stranger was recognized officially at a different social status: he had 

become a guest and was completely under the protection and care of the host‟s 

household. Hosts took this responsibility of protection seriously; failure to shield a guest 

from harm was shameful to the entire household (Matthews 1993).  

Guests were responsible for certain obligations as well. They could not ask for 

anything, being fully dependent upon the host to fulfill his responsibility to offer his best. 

They were expected to stay only for a specified length of time. After a time of 

“probation” as a guest, the former stranger would be presented to the village as a friend. 

He was then expected to bless the household by becoming an ally and giving a living or 

life-giving gift. Strangers who failed their probationary period were executed or expelled 

(Matthews 1993).  

Such hospitality customs were crucial in the semi-nomadic situation of the 

patriarchal and pre-monarchial periods. Nomadic life was by necessity group-centered. A 

lone traveler in the desert was vulnerable to the elements, to starvation, and to predators. 

Offers of food, water, and shelter ensured the survival of travelers, creating a sense of 

reciprocity that guaranteed the host household would be properly treated if travel were 
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necessary (Matthews 1993). Asen underscores the significance of hospitality:  

the common thread apparent … is that the stranger is 

entitled to protection. … if someone was ostracized from 

his tribe or even left voluntarily, he had to seek protection 

in another tribe. Group solidarity was essential and was 

evident above all in the tribe‟s „duty to protect its weak and 

oppressed members.‟ (1995:18-19) 

 

Additionally, as civilization developed hospitality served as a foreign policy tool 

for villages, helping them identify those strangers who were friends and those who posed 

a danger. “Hospitality neutralized the threat which strangers posed by temporarily 

adopting them into the community” (Matthews 1993:82-83). 

These highly-structured hospitality customs developed further as some strangers 

chose to settle in a new community for a plethora of reasons. These were considered 

“sojourners” or resident aliens. Matthews (1993:84) identifies the limits placed on these 

individuals under the customs of the time: “They were protected by the village, and they 

had the right to come and go freely, but they could not legally invite strangers into the 

village …. The right of granting hospitality is reserved for citizens.” 

The conditions of famine, family upheaval, war, and other socially disruptive 

events made the presence of resident aliens common throughout the ancient world (van 

Houten 1991). However, despite the hospitality ethic shared in the Ancient Near East and 

the common presence of resident aliens, treatment of non-natives was rarely codified. 

Egyptian, Hittite, and Syrian-Palestinian law collections contain nothing analogous to the 

detailed laws of the Pentateuch about treatment of the resident alien (van Houten 1991). 

The Laws of Eshnunna, Code of Hammurabi, and Middle Assyrian laws each specify 

only one law about the resident alien, noting that he lost his right to reclaim his wife (van 
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Houten 1991:34-35). More broadly, laws protecting the weak appear only in the prologue 

and epilogue to the Code of Hammurabi, noting a desire to prevent the strong from 

oppressing the weak. However, van Houten (1991:34-35) notes, “The protection of the 

widow, orphan, and poor is not regulated by the case laws, but is part of the statement 

made by the king in order to demonstrate that he has carried out his mandate of 

establishing justice”.  

The codification of proper treatment of resident aliens in the Old Testament, 

particularly in the Pentateuch‟s law codes, is therefore unique in Israel‟s historical 

context. In the Pentateuch, hospitality moves from custom to law (van Houten 1991). 

Ramirez Kidd sees in Israel‟s codification of the attitudes expected toward non-Israelites 

both similarities and differences with the surrounding cultures:  

The Old Testament not only makes a distinction between 

the different kinds of strangers ..., but also shows a 

differentiated attitude towards each one of them. This 

means that there are elements of continuity and 

discontinuity between Israel and the surrounding cultures in 

relation to their attitude towards strangers:  … continuity, 

because of the basic perception of foreigners as a threat and 

the attitude of precaution and reserve in relation to some of 

them … discontinuity, because unlike the surrounding 

cultures, alterity in Israel did not necessarily imply 

hostility. (1999, 115-116) 

 

A study of the specific laws, especially the laws pertaining to inclusion in Israel‟s 

religious life, will show that Israel‟s treatment of the resident alien reflects God‟s plan for 

the Gospel to reach both Jews and Gentiles, and therefore contributes to the implicit 

missionary message of the Old Testament. It is important to note at the onset of a survey 

of the laws about the resident alien that while these laws were normative for Israel, they 
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were not necessarily practiced. They represent an attainable ideal that was part of God‟s 

call for Israel to be holy as He is holy. At times Israel‟s prophets directly addressed the 

nation‟s failure to keep various laws, including some of the laws about the resident alien. 

The purpose of this paper is to demonstrate how the expected treatment of resident aliens 

fits into the larger picture of the missionary purpose of the Old Testament, not to assess 

Israel‟s success or failure at achieving the expected standards.  

GENERAL TREATMENT OF THE  

Upon twin motivational pillars – identification with the resident alien‟s position 

and the imitation of God – Scripture lays down a framework for treatment of the resident 

alien that far surpasses mere tolerance of his presence. Scripture makes clear that the 

resident alien is a “moral category” (Miller 1988:1) whose choice to sojourn within 

Israel‟s borders requires a certain level of treatment. In establishing the laws for the 

treatment of resident aliens, God reminds Israel of her past. Exodus 23:9 establishes a 

high standard for Israel‟s treatment of the resident alien based on personal identification: 

“You shall not oppress a stranger, since you yourselves know the feelings of a stranger, 

for you also were strangers in the land of Egypt.” God also exhorts treatment of the 

resident alien as a reflection of His love in Deut. 10:18-19: “He executes justice for the 

orphan and the widow, and shows His love for the alien by giving him food and clothing. 

So show your love for the alien, for you were aliens in the land of Egypt.”  

This requirement of love sets Israel apart in its historical context. The standard of 

love was high: “you shall love him as yourself” (Lev. 19:34). Love for the resident alien 

was so prioritized that the Israelites were specifically forbidden to abhor the Edomites 
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and Egyptians, the very groups most likely at the time of the Pentateuch to evoke 

detestable feelings due to their prior mistreatment of Israel (Deut. 23:7). Blenkinsopp 

notes how unusual such a requirement was in the ancient world:   

From the earliest days of the settlement there existed a class 

of resident aliens comparable to the metics in Athens and 

other cities of ancient Greece with the exception of 

Sparta…. The injunction to love the alien is quite 

remarkable in the context of religious thought and practice 

in antiquity.... As Elias Bickerman put it, an Athenian 

contemporary of Ezra would be astonished to hear that he 

has to love the metics. (1986:365-366) 

 

The bulk of the non-religious laws center on treating the resident alien in a just, 

non-oppressive manner. Proper treatment is defined as not treating a resident alien in a 

violent, oppressive, “pressing” manner (Ex. 22:21, 23:9, Lev. 19:33) and treating the 

resident alien justly as a native would be treated (Lev. 19:34). Furthermore, laws were to 

be consistent for resident aliens and Israelites (Lev. 24:22), and resident aliens could 

expect the same righteous judgments as Israelites (Deut. 1:16). Resident aliens also were 

to be accepted within the cities of refuge provided for those who unintentionally killed 

another individual (Num. 35:15, Josh. 20:9). Deceitful oppression (Deut. 24:14) and 

perversion or delaying of justice (Deut. 24:17, 27:19) are condemned strongly.  

Provision of the needs of the resident alien was expected also, based in part on 

God‟s example of providing for the orphan, widow, and resident alien (Deut. 10:18-19). 

Israelites were forbidden from obtaining every possible item in their harvests (Lev. 19:9-

10; Deut. 24:19-21). Instead, produce not harvested on a first attempt was left for needy 

individuals, defined as the resident alien, widows, orphans, and other poor people. Along 

with the landless Levites, this same group received the blessing of the third-year tithe of 
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the harvest (Deut. 14:29, 26:11-13).  

Miller observes that the expectation was both for the individual Israelite and the 

community as a whole:  

...the Old Testament, as it lays out in various ways Israel‟s 

responsibility and manner with strangers, guards against a 

tendency to see the whole matter simply on a highly 

individualized person-to-person scale. That way of dealing 

with strangers is integrally a part of what is intended. The 

welcome of strangers at a meal in the home of a family is a 

highly personal act between individuals and is of the 

essence in showing hospitality to strangers. But such 

hospitality, so singularly exemplified in the intimacy of a 

meal or a bed in a home is not confined to such acts or their 

legitimate and desirable spontaneity. The Old Testament 

material reveals that the hospitality of strangers is 

something that permeates the whole social structure of the 

community beginning with the most intimate family 

contexts but moving out to the various aspects of 

community and social life, incorporating the central 

economic sources, the protection of the court, and the 

worship activities of the people. No act is too small to 

demonstrate the love for the stranger. No small act is itself 

sufficient to insure that the alien in the midst of the 

community is protected, provided for, and given access to 

the possibilities for life available to others in the 

community. (1988:16) 

 

The words of the prophets to the Israelites addressed their treatment of the 

resident alien, often in the context of other areas of disobedience. The wicked are 

described as those who murder widows, orphans, and resident aliens (Ps. 94:6) – all 

groups dependent upon others for basic needs. At a time when Judah was facing  

judgment, Jeremiah exhorted the people that remaining in the land was dependent on 

radical change: they would need to practice justice, not oppress the resident alien, orphan, 

or widow, avoid innocent bloodshed, and quit following other gods (Jer. 7:5-7). The king 



Edwards, Module 1B 

 14 

was warned to “Do justice and righteousness, and deliver the one who has been robbed 

from the power of his oppressor. Also do not mistreat or do violence to the stranger, the 

orphan, or the widow; and do not shed innocent blood in this place” (Jer. 22:3).  In exile, 

Ezekiel condemned Israel‟s rulers for oppressing resident aliens, orphans, and widows 

(Ez. 22:7). The people were condemned for oppressing, robbing, and wronging the poor, 

needy, and resident alien (Ez. 22:29). After the return from exile, Zechariah underscores 

the role such mistreatment played in the captivity and exile despite God‟s repeated 

warnings (Zech. 7:8-14). The period of restoration concludes with Malachi‟s promise of a 

coming Messenger and the judgment that God would bring upon those who, among other 

things, “turn aside the alien” (Mal. 3:5). 

If fully implemented, God‟s specific laws for imitating Him in loving the resident 

alien would result in an environment in Israel where those who wished to remain in the 

land would be assured of justice, provision, and protection. Additionally, the required 

attitudes of love and personal identification would foster a welcoming environment. 

While the resident alien was not without responsibility – along with the Israelites he was 

expected to follow God‟s laws (Lev. 18:26) – God overwhelmingly placed upon Israel 

the responsibility to nurture an environment friendly to the resident alien. This reflects 

God‟s own attitude as revealed in Scripture: God champions Himself as the one who 

preserves the resident alien (Ps. 146:9) and promises a day when the resident alien would 

receive an inheritance of the land along with the native Israelite (Ez. 47:21-23). 
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THE  IN ISRAEL’S RELIGIOUS LIFE 

While a resident alien was expected to conform to the moral standards laid out in 

the Pentateuch, Scripture did not require his conformity to every aspect of Israelite 

religious life. While he received the benefits of being a part of Yahweh‟s chosen nation 

and was expected to respect the religion of the land, full participation in the religious 

community was optional. If he chose to participate fully, however, he was expected to be 

circumcised and follow the same ritual procedures as the Israelites.  

The resident alien received the refreshing benefits of the Sabbath rest (Ex. 20:10, 

23:12; Deut. 5:14). He was subject to the dietary restrictions of not eating blood (Lev. 

17:10-13) or animals destroyed by other animals (Lev. 17:15), but was allowed to receive 

animals that died of themselves, a food type that Israelites could not eat (Deut. 14:21). He 

was a full participant in the joyful Feasts of Weeks and Booths (Deut. 16:11-15), and 

could offer burnt offerings if he desired, following the same laws as Israelites (Num. 

15:14-16). Like the Israelites, he was expected to abstain from work and humble himself 

on the Day of Atonement (Lev. 16:29). Atonement was available for his unintentional 

sins through blood sacrifice, and he bore the guilt of his sins of defiance (Num. 15:22-

31). Every seven years he was to join the rest of Israel in hearing a full reading of the law 

as a means of developing the fear of God, fostering obedience to the word, and 

transmitting of law to the next generation (Deut. 31:12-13). 

Miller underscores the significance of the resident alien being included in the 

festive meal celebrations:  
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These statutes … called the community to gather with all 

its gifts before God at the place of worship to eat and 

rejoice and celebrate the blessing of God. And the laws 

made sure that no member of the community, including the 

resident alien, was left out or unprovided for. Here we see 

at the center of Israel‟s life a kind of anticipation of the 

messianic banquet where in thanksgiving and celebration 

all partake of the blessing of God. At this crucial point in 

Israel‟s regular life, anticipating implicitly an 

eschatological reality, the Israelite citizens rich and poor 

and those from outside who resided in Israel came together 

to worship God and enjoy God‟s benefits. 

This series of statutes prescribes what we see in the 

narrative texts as one of the most characteristic acts of 

hospitality to strangers, the sharing of a meal, a simple act 

that more than any other in ordinary experience provides 

for human needs, builds friendship, and makes persons feel 

included in the community and at home. No meal takes 

place without human energy and labor. All meals have the 

potential to build intimacy and community. Thus 

Deuteronomy specifically makes the point that „the alien 

living among you‟ is included in the celebrative feasts of 

the family and the community. Precisely there where all the 

good gifts of God are celebrated and enjoyed is where there 

is a place at the table for the stranger and the poor. 

(1988:11) 

 

Only the Feast of Passover was restricted, and then only to those resident aliens 

who had not chosen full participation and submitted to the required circumcision. The 

earliest reference to the Feast of Passover, at its inception in Egypt, requires that the 

resident alien participate in removing leaven from all homes (Ex. 12:10). Full 

participation in the Passover remembrance meal and sacrificial elements was reserved for 

Israelites and those resident aliens who chose to keep it and be circumcised (Ex. 12:48-

49). However, a resident alien who chose to worship Yahweh through this feast was to be 

viewed as a native Israelite (Ex. 12:48, Num. 9:14). If he chose to fully participate in the 

worship rituals of the Israelites, the resident alien had to worship in the place and manner 
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prescribed by Yahweh (Lev. 17:8).  

Some resident aliens entered so fully into the religious life of Israel that they 

participated in the covenant ceremony in Moab prior to entering the Promised Land 

(Deut. 29:11-12) and the rereading of this covenant following the conquests of Jericho 

and Ai (Josh. 8:33-35). They remained under the covenant with Yahweh at that point just 

as a native Israelite; if any resident alien (or Israelite) separated from Yahweh and 

practiced idolatry even in his heart, God would personally confront him (Ez. 14:7). 

Israel‟s prophets did not ignore the resident alien in their ministries. Love 

(1941:35-36) cites examples from the ministries of Elijah and Elisha as “highly 

significant … stories of some of the great prophets of Israel‟s early history who went out 

of their way to minister to those who were not Israelites either by birth or by conviction.” 

Elijah blessed the widow of Zarephath when she took him in and fed him after he was 

rejected by King Ahab (1 Kings 17:8-24). The slave girl of Naaman sent him to Elisha 

and “the prophet was more than gracious in revealing the secret of a cure to this hated 

and scoffing foreign tyrant” (2 Kings 5:2-3). Jesus used these examples to refer to God‟s 

unlimited goodness stretching beyond Israel. (Luke 4:25-27) 

The prevalence of instruction about the resident alien in Israel‟s religious life 

reflects the significance of the topic in God‟s revealed will. If Israel fully practiced the 

religious ordinances established by Yahweh, the resident alien would have a weekly 

reminder of God‟s goodness and care of man in the Sabbath rest, annual feasts of 

thanksgiving and joy over abundant harvests, annual atonement for his sins on the Day of 

Atonement, regular opportunities to bring other sacrifices, and a septennial exposure to 
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the full law of Yahweh. He would also have the opportunity to be fully engaged in 

religious experience with Yahweh by choosing to be circumcised and participate in 

Passover, knowing that if he did so there would be no distinction between his worship 

and that of the Israelites. Everything about God‟s revelation regarding the involvement of 

the resident alien in Israel‟s religious life was geared toward drawing him into inclusion 

as a full member of the religious community. 

THE  AND THE MISSIONARY MESSAGE OF THE OLD TESTAMENT 

At the heart of the missionary message of the Bible is God‟s account of the 

creation of man in His image: “....mankind is one. In spite of tongues and deep social 

cleavages; in spite of differences in color and customs that merely point to deeper 

divergencies of thought and ideal, the ancient Scripture stands” (Montgomery 6).  

God‟s missionary purpose in Israel‟s existence was proclaimed before Abraham 

ever produced a seed: Abraham would be a blessing to all the families of the earth (Gen. 

12:1-3) – all those individuals that were made in God‟s image but that were ethnically 

unique and, following the Tower of Babel, linguistically separated. Ultimately, of course, 

that blessing would come through Jesus Christ (Gal. 3:16). But in God‟s progressive 

revelation, His consistent heart to include all nations in His kingdom is reflected in 

blessings intended to come through Abraham‟s seed, the nation of Israel. Van Houten 

sees this relationship reflected in the legal tradition of Israel:   

...the alien who began as an outsider and object of charity 

has come to be included, if willing, among the people of 

Israel. This development coheres well with the goal of the 

chosen people to be a blessing to the nations (Gen. 12:1-3). 

This was continued in the message of the prophets who 



Edwards, Module 1B 

 19 

looked forward to the day when all would come to the 

mountain of the Lord (Isa. 2:2-4). The inclusive tendency is 

the working out, in the legal tradition, of God‟s purpose to 

include and save all. (1991:175) 

 

Israel‟s calling as God‟s chosen nation was not a call to exclusivity but a call to 

ministry (Cook 1926). Israel is called God‟s “witnesses”, sent to bring Him glory (Isa. 

43:7-10). With the promise they inherited from Abraham also came the responsibility to 

bless the families of the earth. God did not choose Abram out of a family that was 

seeking Him. Instead, Joshua 24:2 reveals that the Terah, Abraham, and Nahor “served 

other gods”. In His sovereign grace, God chose someone from among the nations to 

become a great nation, producing a seed (Jesus) who would bless all the nations. Behind 

God‟s choice is always the purpose to bless (Montgomery 2004). 

Israel‟s heritage led to identification with the resident alien. Abraham was a 

resident alien in the land that had been promised to him (Gen. 23:4), and Israel developed 

from a clan into a nation while resident aliens in Egypt (Gen. 15:13). Israel‟s history was 

one of redemption and revelation: God redeemed them and revealed Himself to others in 

the process. Amos 9:7 shows that Israel was not alone in experiencing deliverance - so 

did the Philistines from Capthor and the Arameans from Kir. God‟s plan for the nations 

was bigger than Israel – yet Israel was called to play a unique role among the nations. 

As Israel took possession of the Promised Land, God called them not to be 

influenced by the surrounding nations and to destroy the nations in the land rather than 

compromise and be influenced by their idolatrous practices. However, God‟s 

establishment of Israel as a “holy” or set-apart nation was not a rejection of all other 

nations but a demonstration of the “truth in action” of the righteousness of God – as a 
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witness and testimony. Israel‟s witness was to draw others under the umbrella of truth as 

a way of blessing the nations. God set Israel apart to be a witness not against the nations, 

but to the nations, of the glory of the One True God. Throughout the law, provisions were 

made for the non-Jewish individuals who chose to follow the way of Yahweh. The 

Biblical paradigm for Israel‟s treatment of the non-Israelite  or resident alien 

reflects God‟s plan for the Gospel to reach both Jews and Gentiles, and therefore 

contributes to the implicit missionary message of the Old Testament. 

We find it easy to think in terms of individualism and of 

personal testimony to the truth of our religion. What God 

strove to bring Israel to experience we need to see and 

understand; namely, that God needs ministering nations 

and peoples as witnesses to the saving power of his grace. 

(Cook 1926:30-31) 
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