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COMMITTEE ON CHURCH DOCTRINE  

 

 

To the Venerable, the 136th General Assembly: 

 

The Committee on Church Doctrine has met three times since the last General Assembly, including once by 

conference call, and reports as follows. 

 

PUBLICATIONS  
 
All of these publications are now available either through the denominational website or in hard copy from the 

Bookroom:  ñWisely and Fairly for the Good of Allò, ñA Catechism for Todayò and ñConfessing the Faith Today:  

The Nature and Function of Subordinate Standardsò.  The first is a Bible study highlighting many issues from ñThe 

Christian Gospel and the Market Economyò (A&P 1997, p. 235-54, 38); the second was adopted and commended as a 

teaching resource by the 130th General Assembly (A&P 2004, p. 252-89, 34); the third was approved by the 129th 

General Assembly (A&P 2003, p. 247-72, 25). 

 

A History of the Church Doctrine Committee 
 
The history of the committee remains a work in progress, but now is in need of some additional funding in order to 

bring the work to completion. 

 

OVERTURE NO. 9, 2007 (A&P 2007, p. 522) 

Re:  Ministers ceasing to act as agents of the state re marriage 
 
By March 15, 2010, the committee received several responses from presbyteries and sessions to the question whether 

ñPresbyterian clergy should continue to sign marriage licensesò (A&P 2009, Rec. No. 6, p. 254, 41; the whole report 

can be found in A&P 2009, p. 243-54).  When the committee has had the opportunity to tabulate these responses, it 

will make a report and complete its response to Overture No. 9, 2007. 

 

OVERTURE NO. 11, 2007 (A&P 2007, p. 523, 19; A&P 2008, p. 214; A&P 2009, p. 223-24)   

Re:  Translation of Living Faith  and the Book of Forms into Korean 
 
In 1983 the General Assembly of The Presbyterian Church in Canada accepted Living Faith as a statement of Christian 

belief.  The text was in English and was followed in 1986 by the approval of Foi Vivante, the French translation.  In 

1998 Living Faith and Foi Vivante were adopted under the Barrier Act as subordinate standards of the church.  Many 

of our most vital congregations worship in other languages, with the two Han-Ca Presbyteries where work and 

worship are in Korean.  In 2005 the Committee on Church Doctrine received a Korean version of Living Faith/  

 from Seung B. Light Go, a student at Memorial University in St. Johnôs, and his father The Rev. Hye Jong Go.  

In the report to the Assembly in 2006 the committee encouraged the Han-Ca Presbyteries ñto overture the General 

Assembly to have their translation approved as the official text of our subordinate standard in the Korean languageò.  

At the request of the Presbytery of Western Han-Ca the secretary of the committee drafted a possible overture, and this 

was the basis of part of Overture No. 11, 2007 (A&P 2007, p. 523). 

 

Several Versions of Living Faith (  ) had been produced by congregations and individuals within the Korean 

community, but it was concluded that none of them had the stature to become the official translation.  In response to 

the overture the Assembly Council empowered a joint committee with Church Doctrine to provide a new document.  

The Rev. Cheol Soon Park gathered a group to undertake the work, and consulted scholars in Canada and in Korea.  

Inseob David Won, Byung Keunk Kim and Sunny Choi worked together and produced a document which was 

presented to the General Assembly in 2009.  This was received and sent to presbyteries for study and report, and 

responses were invited from interested people. 

 

Contributions were received from many sources and Cheol Soon Park, Wally Hong, Victor Kim and Eun-Ju Chung 

were named as a sub-committee to evaluate them.  The current document is the result of their work and has been 

accepted by the Church Doctrine Committee for submission to the General Assembly in co-operation with the 

Assembly Council to be the official Korean text of Living Faith/Foi Vivante/  . 

 

The text of the translation is printed in the report of the Assembly Council, with relevant recommendation, see 

p. 2.1.19-53 and 2.1.18. 
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BIENNIAL GENERAL ASS EMBLIES (A&P 2009, Assembly Council, Rec. No. 6, p. 213)  
 
The Committee on Church Doctrine has been canvassed by the Assembly Council regarding its view of biennial 

General Assemblies.  We believe that this issue is a matter of great importance since faith and order are intimately 

related.  What we believe affects the way in which we order the life of the church, and the way in which we govern 

ourselves affects our doctrine.  Therefore, we propose to make the following statement not only to Assembly Council 

but to the whole church. 

 

One characteristic of Presbyterian Church government is that it is non-hierarchical and thoroughly egalitarian, giving 

each church officer an equal vote.  To change from an annual to a biennial General Assembly may not affect the 

equality of ministers and elders in Presbyterian polity, but it would, however, diminish the voice of ministers and 

elders in the church by reducing by half the opportunities for ministers and ruling elders to participate in Assemblies.  

Any diminution of the involvement of ministers and elders in this way makes the church less democratic and goes 

against the essential nature of our Presbyterian polity. 

 

Another significant quality of our form of polity is that it moves from bottom to top and then from top to bottom; that 

is, from the local congregation to General Assembly by a series of church courts and then from Assembly back down 

to the local congregation by way of synod, presbytery and session.  This movement would be strongly and 

deleteriously affected by being slowed down virtually in half were we to adopt biennial Assemblies.  It would take 

longer for overtures to be answered.  Urgent issues would be delayed or measures would need to be introduced to 

enable the church to respond to pressing matters, adding to the bureaucracy which is already in place.  This would 

tend to centralize power, moving further away from the ñgrass rootsò of our church, making our system top-heavy, 

accentuating the movement from top to bottom at the expense of the movement from bottom to the top. 

 

A great strength of the Presbyterian order of government is the fact that it is by definition conciliar.  Regular and 

frequent meetings as a community are of the essence in what it means to be Presbyterian.  We fulfill this 

indispensable aspect of our character as we ñtake counsel togetherò at session, presbytery and synod meetings.  

Surely to gather annually as the whole church is very valuable in keeping this conciliar spirit strong in our church, 

particularly in these days of creeping congregationalism within our denomination, and growing isolation and 

disconnectedness in the culture around us. 

 

One important function of General Assembly is to be an expression of the churchôs unity.  The gathering of one sixth 

of the ministers and an equal number of representative elders, as well as the presence of young adult representatives 

and ecumenical visitors, contributes to the experience of the unity of our church whose membership is scattered across 

a huge country where there is great cultural diversity, and where little other opportunity is provided to experience the 

church as a whole.  Annual General Assemblies allow us to gather from every part of the church to give voice and 

hear about issues, concerns and challenges that are sometimes regional but often common to all Presbyterians, and to 

work together to find solutions and strategize.  Biennial Assemblies would reduce such occasions to recognize and 

strengthen our unity. 

 

There are some dimensions of our General Assemblies where results cannot be measured statistically, but have a 

profound impact which the Church Doctrine Committee values in the life of the church.  It has to do with the work of 

the Holy Spirit in and through the business meetings, prayer gatherings and worship services at the General Assembly.  

There is profound mystery in the operation of the Spirit in drawing Presbyterians together to meet in worship, prayer, 

conversation and to wrestle with the business of the church at our General Assemblies.  It is in our face to face 

meetings where we learn truly to love one another and to love our church, and to understand what it means to be the 

Church of Jesus Christ in all its length and breadth.  Many elders and young adult representatives speak of the deep 

inspiration they have received at the Assembly, and they take that home to share with presbyteries, congregations and 

fellow church members.  The move to biennial Assemblies would hinder momentum and perhaps quench the Spiritôs 

vitality in those places where such influence is most needed. 

 

The Assembly Council has stated, ñWe do not believe that financial reasons should be a primary cause for changing 

the present model of meeting annuallyò, and we agree.  We also believe that the introduction of biennial Assemblies 

would be more costly to The Presbyterian Church in Canada in ways far greater than any money it may save, and that 

the investment and return on the current practice of annual Assemblies outweigh any perceived benefit to be had by 

Assemblies held every other year. 
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We believe the church, through this General Assembly, would be well served in withholding its decision on biennial 

Assemblies until the Committee on Church Doctrine has had opportunity to study the proposal more thoroughly in 

relation to its impact on our doctrine of the church and Presbyterian Church polity. 

 

OVERTURE NO. 15, 2009 (A&P 2009, p. 526) 

Re:  Literal inerrancy of scripture  
 
In recent confessional documents, The Presbyterian Church in Canada does not use the words ñinerrantò, ñliteral 

inerrancyò or related terms such as ñinfallibleò or ñwithout error in the original autographsò with respect to the nature 

of the Bible.  We recognize that all these terms are subject to considerable range of interpretation in an extensive body 

of literature. 

 

The words used to describe the Bible, as Holy Scripture of the Church, in Living Faith and A Catechism for Today are 

ñnecessaryò, ñsufficientò and ñreliableò.  These terms are employed in continuity with Reformed confessional history 

on the nature and function of Holy Scripture.  All three terms describe a property that accrues to the Bible because of 

Godôs ongoing use of it in the life of the Christian Church.  Each of them is crucial in our understanding of faithful 

and relevant biblical interpretation. 

 

Holy Scripture is necessary because it is the means by which saving knowledge of Jesus Christ is received in the power 

of the Holy Spirit.  In its totality the Bible is a record of revelation which points to the living Word of God.  The 

origin of the Bible is found in the inspiration of God the Holy Spirit.  The unique authority of the Bible is accredited 

by and interpretative prowess is attributed to the inner work and witness of the same Spirit.  As such the Bible is the 

standard by which ñany wordò (Living Faith, 5.1) which comes to the church must be evaluated.  A ñwordò that 

comes to the church may be received, it may be rejected, it may be critically appropriated; but scripture empowered by 

the Holy Spirit is the senior partner in such negotiations.  One of the ways in which the Reformed tradition has 

pointed to the ónecessityô of the Bible is found in the maxim:  ñthe Church is reformed and always reforming [or 

better:  always in need of reform] according to the Word of God.ò  Holy Scripture, as witness to the Word of God, 

Jesus Christ, is the word of God written (Living Faith, 5.2) and is of necessity implicated in this ongoing work of 

reforming the church, which tries to keep faith with God in the time in which it lives. 

 

[T]o be reformed means that all worship, all doctrine, all practice, in short, the whole of life, are to 

be called into question and transformed in the light of the living and dynamic Word of God.  

Reform, in other words, is not in the service of a program of our own devising (retrieving, revisiting, 

etc.) but occurs as a gift of Godôs own ongoing work in the world.  To put it plainly, reform is an act 

of God.
1
 

 

At the most basic literary level, when we confess that scripture is sufficient, we mean that it is ñgood enoughò
2
; that as 

a text it is determinative enough to tell us what it wants to say and to offer resistance to our attempts to make it say 

what it does not.   

 

The scriptures are ñsufficient...revealing Jesus Christ, the living Wordò (Living Faith, 5.2).  In A Catechism for 

Today, Question 63, the words ñfor our salvationò are added after the word ñsufficientò indicating the ends for which 

scripture is sufficient.  Scripture is not sufficient if the end is physics or chemistry or basketball.  Scripture is 

sufficient in matters pertaining to salvation through Jesus Christ, the living Word of God.  The Bibleôs sufficiency 

and effectiveness in drawing those who read it into the reconciling work of Jesus Christ is rooted in the power of the 

Spirit.  And so sufficiency is not only a literary property of the Bible.  God works by means of the scriptural witness; 

it is sufficient because it is made so by the work of God through it.  The relationship of the Spirit to scripture is 

dynamic and ongoing. 

 

Thatôs why our tradition speaks of prayer and relying on the Holy Spirit when it talks about scripture reading.  

Interpreters rely on the illumination of the Spirit, who overcomes our self-love and idolatry so that scripture becomes 

sufficient and effective for faith and life.  John Calvin tended to be less concerned with technical expertise than with 

our resistance to the Holy Spirit where it came to failing at scripture interpretation:  a reminder than even if there was 

an ñinerrantò text there are no inerrant interpreters.  Human wilfulness, vanity, instability, sheer artfulness and love of 

novelty and unwillingness to trust God in acts of obedience (Institutes of the Christian Religion, I.iv.1; I.v.12, I.vi.1-3) 

must be overcome by the Spirit so that we hear what scripture says to us.  Scripture interpretation is a thus a spiritual 

discipline, the joyous act of disciples, which involves dying (mortification) and rising (vivification) with Christ as we 

hear what the Spirit is saying to the church.
3
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The sufficiency of scripture does not however relieve interpreters of hard work of biblical interpretation or of 

respectful listening to those who have gone before us.  Scripture is a collection of literature from a variety of 

historical and cultural contexts not our own.  Living Faith reminds us that ñthe writing of the Bible was conditioned 

by the language, thought and setting of its timeò (Living Faith, 5.4).  This means that research into historical and 

cultural context is valuable for biblical interpretation in our own time.  We need to understand practices and customs 

and languages not our own if we are going to be responsible to the authoritative text of the Bible.  ñ[I]nterpretation of 

the Bible requires human scholarship in order to establish the best text, to understand the original languages, and to 

interpret the influence of the historical and cultural context in which the divine message has come.ò
4
 

 

One of the checks against interpretative free-play is provided by linguistic and cultural study.  The reformers of the 

sixteenth century borrowed from the literary and historical studies of the Renaissance to bring under textual control 

fanciful allegorical interpretation that was not tethered to the text.  The plain or literal sense (historical-grammatical, 

literary and Christ-centered sense) was and still ought to be used to rein in excessive, self -interested and self-serving 

interpretation of the Bible.  Scripture ought to be read for its obvious and natural linguistic and historical sense and in 

the light of Christ who is the scope (target) of the overall narrative of the Bible.
5
 

 

Study involves comparing passages in the Bible, interpreting one passage in conversation with another and relating the 

two testaments to each other (Living Faith, 5.4).  In the Reformed tradition, scripture interprets scripture; the more 

difficult and obscure passages are interpreted in the light of the less difficult and more clear.
6
  The Bible as a whole is 

read as a single story connected by typology and figuration and centered in the person of Jesus Christ.
7
  It ought to be 

said that none of these reading strategies and not even all of them together provides anything like a sure and certain 

interpretation and application of every passage.  However, listening to the plural voices of the Bible (in their discord 

and unity) guards against ideological interpretation, which attempts to ñhouse-breakò the Bible and thus the Gospel; 

that is, to make it captive to an ego or ethnocentric cause or movement.  In addition, listening to the voices of readers 

from difference contexts and experiences can enrich Christ-centered understandings of scripture. 

 

Reformed biblical interpretation also practices an interpretative fellowship of the saints, humbly learning from those 

who have gone before us and from those whom God has gifted as scripture interpreters and scripture teachers of the 

Church.  Most people do not gain their knowledge of the content of the Bible, at least initially, by means of the Bible.  

Church School teachers and parents and preachers are often the means by which the story of salvation is heard.  

However, all of these means of sharing the good news of reconciliation are rooted in the scriptural witness.  The 

creeds and confessions of the church, while not infallible guides, do function to guide reading  like our mothers and 

fathers in the faith  and so ought to be honoured in the task of scripture interpretation.  Living Faith asserts:  ñThose 

who seek to understand the Bible need to stand within the church and listen to its teaching.ò  The sufficiency of the 

scriptures includes then not only (1) the Spiritôs regenerating work by means of the Bible, (2) a Christ centered 

canonical reading of the Bible and (3) critical historical and literary study but also (4) participation in an 

interdependent community where scripture is read, heard, interpreted and inhabited together with a teachable spirit. 

 

When we confess that scripture is ñreliableò we do so in keeping with what we have already said about the humanity of 

the Bible.  The Bible was ñwritten with human handsò (Living Faith, 5.2) and so its writing is ñconditionedò (Living 

Faith, 5.4).  When we say scripture is reliable, we do not deny that the Bible is a human and historical document 

written in specific times and places and that it reflects ancient cosmologies, for example, that we no longer espouse. 

 

While we confess that the Bible is reliable, we want to be careful to avoid biblical docetism; that the Bible only seems 

human.  A number of Reformed theologians make the point that when we push reliability too far, we risk denying the 

real humanity of the scriptural witness.  Whatôs more this move tends toward overriding the variety of the kinds of 

literature that make up the Bible.  Poetry and wisdom and even parts of the Gospel accounts, for example, dissolve in 

our hands when we press them to deliver a scientific brand of ófacticityô with which the texts themselves arenôt 

concerned.  As interpreters we need to reckon with the material at hand ï What kind of literature is it?  Does the text 

claim to report ófactsô so that what it means is tied up with the accuracy of events it reports?  Now and again the Bible 

does this:  ñif Christ is not raised our faith is in vainò; but too often readers of the Bible simply impress on a given text 

our very modern preoccupation with ófacticity.ô
8
  The meaning and truth of a given passage of the Bible are not 

always tied up with strict historical reporting.  It seems wise to let the nature of the literature and what the text 

actually says decide when this is important. 

 

Reliability, as we ascribe this quality to the Bible, is reliability as the scriptures reveal Jesus Christ, the living Word.  

Like every witness, or every group of witnesses, we can through a variety of voices hear enough about an event to 

make sense of it.  Reformed theologian Emil Brunner, says that listening to the scriptural witness for the ñMasterôs 
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voiceò is something like listening to a recording of uneven quality in which the voice of the Master Vocalist can be 

heard.
9
  Scripture, we might say, is reliable enough to point us to Godôs covenantal work of reconciliation in Christ. 

 

Reliability is related, however, most directly to the Spiritôs ongoing work by means of scripture.  Sometimes when 

reliability is made simply into a literary property of the Bible, the role of the Spirit is marginalized.  Interpreters can 

make scripture interpretation into a rational enterprise of sorting out what the text says by any relatively enlightened 

one-dimensional interpreter.  Our confessional standards and liturgical practices reinforce again and again the 

importance of the Spirit to the reliability of scripture.  ñListen to what the Spirit is saying to the churchò is not 

rhetorical extravagance but a critical moment in the life of the people who would hear scripture as the Word of God.  

This is why Martin Luther King Jr. could say, ñSometimes Aunt Jane on her knees can get more truth than the 

philosopher on his tiptoes.ò
10

  Typically, assuming a posture of mastery through technique is less promising than the 

posture of dependence, which is prayer for the Holy Spirit, where it comes to scripture interpretation. 
 

A Catechism for Today, Question 67 
 
  Q.  Should Christians read the Bible? 
 
  A. Yes.  The regular reading and study of scripture, together with the hearing of the word in public 

worship, are some of the richest joys of Christian commitment. 

 

1.  William Stacey Johnson, ñTheology and the Churchôs Mission:  Catholic, Orthodox, Evangelical, and 

Reformedò, in Reformed Theology:  Identity and Ecumenicity, Grand Rapids, 2003, p. 65-66. 

2.  The phrase is Frank Kermodeôs cited in Hans Frei, Types of Christian Theology, New Haven, 1992, p. 86-87. 

3.  See John Webster, Holy Scripture:  A Doctrinal Sketch, Cambridge, 2003, p. 86-106. 

4.  Biblical Authority and Interpretation, New York:  Advisory Council on Discipleship and Worship, The United 

Presbyterian Church in the United States of America, 1982, p. 11. 

5.  See Calvin, Sermon 15 on Ephesians, CO 51:  427C, Sermon, 217 and Morna Hooker, ñWhere is Wisdom to be 

Found? Colossians 1:15-20 (1)ò, in Reading Texts, Seeking Wisdom, edited by David F. Ford and Graham Stanton, 

London, 2003, p. 126-128. 

6.  See Jan Rohls, ñReformed Confessions:  Theology from Zurich to Barmenò, Columbia Series in Reformed 

Theology, translated by John F. Hoffmeyer, Louisville, 1998, p. 41. 

7.  See for example, George Lindbeck, ñScripture, Consensus and Communityò, in Biblical Interpretation in Crisis, 

Eerdmans, 1989, p. 76ff, and ñThe Story Shaped Church:  Critical Exegesis and Theological Interpretationò in 

Scriptural Authority and Narrative Interpretation, Fortress, 1987, p. 161-78. 

8.  See Hans Frei, The Eclipse of Biblical Narrative:  A Study in Eighteenth and Nineteenth Century Hermeneutics, 

New Haven, 1974, p. 1-16. 

9.  Emil Brunner, Our Faith, New York, 1936, p. 10. 

10 ñThe American Dreamò in A Knock at Midnight:  Inspiration from the Great Sermons of Reverend Martin Luther 

King, Jr., New York, 2000, p. 94.  
 

 Recommendation No. 1 Adopted/Defeated/Amended 

 That the above be the response to Overture No. 15, 2009. 

 

SUPERSESSIONISM (A&P 2004, p. 289-90; A&P 2005, p. 268; A&P 2006, p. 237; A&P 2007, p. 245; A&P 2008, 

p. 245, A&P 2009, p. 243) 
 
The 2009 General Assembly granted permission to the Church Doctrine Committee to distribute electronically the 

supersessionism study to and through presbyteries when complete.  This has now been done, in order to allow 

commissioners and others the opportunity to read the study in advance of receiving the book of reports from the 

General Assembly Office.  The following report is the hard copy version of this study. 

 

Appended to this study document is a ñCanadian Presbyterian Statement on our Relationship with the Jewish Peopleò, 

which the committee commends to the church for study and report by January 15, 2011.  Taking into account the 

responses from the church, the committee intends to present the ñCanadian Presbyterian Statement on our 

Relationship with the Jewish Peopleò to the 2011 General Assembly for adoption as a statement of The Presbyterian 

Church in Canada. 

 

The committee acknowledges with thanks the following members of the sub-committee, who drafted the study paper 

and the series of statements:  Karla Wubbenhorst, William Klempa, John Vissers, Sydney McDonald, Peter Bush and 

Nancy Calvert-Koyzis, with substantial submissions from:  Charles Fensham (who was originally on the 

sub-committee), Huda Kandalaft, Paul Brown, Patricia Dutcher-Walls, Dorcas Gordon and Victor Shepherd.  
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ONE COVENANT OF GRAC E:  A CONTEMPORARY THEOLOGY OF ENGAGEMENT  

WITH THE JEWISH PEOPLE 

 

Introd uction:  The procedural history 
 
In 2003 the Presbytery of Niagara overtured the General Assembly regarding outreach and evangelism to the Jewish 

people (Overture No. 12, 2003, A&P 2003, p. 578-79).  The overture wished to see Christian evangelism to Jews 

reaffirmed and supported, with resources and with prayer, in a time when some sensed a preference for dialogue 

replacing evangelism.  This overture was remitted to the Ecumenical Relations Committee to consult with the Church 

Doctrine Committee.  The following year the Ecumenical Relations Committee brought in its report, and Assembly 

adopted its recommendation ñthat the Committee on Church Doctrine be granted permission to undertake a study of 

theological issues related to [this overture], including the issue of supercessionism [sic], with particular reference to 

Christianity and its relationships with Judaism and Islamò (A&P 2004, p. 303-304).  The Ecumenical Relations 

Committee report highlighted our current participation in the Canadian Christian Jewish Consultation and felt that it 

would be strange to single out the Jewish people as a target of evangelism when our call is to share the gospel with all 

people.  

 

Supersessionism:  A definition  
 
In the years it has spent examining this very involved topic, the Church Doctrine Committee has been grateful for the 

interest shown through correspondence and at the General Assembly briefing groups in our work.  In trying to explain 

just what it is that we are doing, we have sometimes spoken of ña supersessionism studyò and sometimes of ñclarifying 

the relationship between Christians and Jewsò.  The former usually results in perplexity while the latter elicits nods of 

understanding:  ñOh, you are looking at interfaith relationsò.  While it is true that the pluralistic culture as our context 

for modern ministry has been very much to the fore in our thinking, we have always felt it necessary to explain that, in 

our view, the relationship of the church with the Jewish people is a particular one.  There are the Jews, and then there 

are those of the other religions.  This is the case not just because of the particular history that exists between Jews and 

Christians, but because of the unique place which the Jewish people occupy in our theological understanding.  So 

while ña supersessionism studyò may be a more forbidding moniker, it is probably a more helpful cue to what has lain 

at the centre of our reflections.  óSupersessionismô in its most extreme form is a theology of displacement, a óview that 

the church has replaced Israel as the covenant people of Godô.  Jewish scholar, David Novak
1
 distinguishes between 

this ñhardò form of supersessionism and softer forms, where the term can refer to ófulfillment or continuation of that 

covenant God originally made with the Jews, now with Christian peopleô.  The ethical consequence of hard 

supersessionism  the belief that Godôs election has been removed from the Jewish people and placed upon Christians 

 is that Jews are an anachronism in the modern world; a people whose theological and physical right to exist can be 

called into question.  Hard supersessionist theology moves through a number of steps:  from affirming that God 

removed the covenant promise from the Jews and bestowed it on the church, to a conviction that God did this because 

God rejected the Jews for their obstinate sin of rejecting the Christ, to a reconstruction of Christian theology without 

reference to Israel.  

 

The scope of our project 
 
This journey we are about to take, from the Bible, through the annals of our tradition, to the experience of encounter 

with Jews in our own day, is not going to be an entirely comfortable or pleasant one.  No discussion of the 

relationship between the Jewish people and Christians can avoid the profound pain, suffering and persecution that past 

practices in Christian communities caused Jewish people through the centuries.  These practices involve blaming 

Jewish people for the crucifixion of Jesus and using this theory as an excuse for Jewish oppression.  This oppression 

has taken direct forms such as forcing Jewish people into ghettos and excluding them from participating in various 

parts of society within Christian dominated contexts, and persecuting, torturing and killing staggering numbers of 

Jewish neighbours during the Crusades.
2
  This oppression has also led to or influenced further actions of hatred and 

violence such as pogroms,
3
 and the Shoah (Holocaust),

4
 as well as still harbouring ongoing anti-Semitism.  We are 

deeply ashamed of our association with such practices in the past and of Christians who still engage in such practices.  

For ourselves as The Presbyterian Church in Canada we can only repent from such actions and history and watch 

diligently that we do not continue any of these practices either in our actions or thought. 

 

The origins of anti-Judaism in the church have been traced back to the óBiblical Textsô themselves.  While it is clear 

when reading the Newer Testament how supersessionist theology might have arisen, we believe and will argue that the 

biblical witness, as a whole, reserves a special place for the Jewish people in the plan of God.  For the Reformed 

tradition that ñspecial placeò may not be the same as is envisioned by dispensationalism,
5
 the theology which 

underpins so much of the Christian Zionism that can be found among some American evangelicals, but certainly, for 
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us, Jews hold an enduring place as Godôs original, covenant people.  A decision has been taken in this paper to refer to 

the Two Testaments of Christian Scripture as the ñOlderò and the ñNewerò.  This is to avoid a (supersessionistic) 

interpretation of what is ñoldò as what is inferior, and, with the coming of the ñnewò, rendered obsolete.  ñOlderò, as 

opposed to ñoldò simply dates the writing of the Hebrew Scriptures
6
 before the writing of those we commonly call ñthe 

New Testamentò.  

 

The óReformed traditionô has always emphasized ñcovenantò as an organizing principle in the reading of scripture.  

For this reason it has recognised, more than some other traditions, the need to affirm Godôs faithfulness to both his 

covenant with Abraham and his new covenant in Christ.  Equally, the Reformed tradition has always affirmed a 

single covenant of grace, not two separate and parallel covenants, one for the Jew, one for the Gentile, the so-called 

ñtwo covenant theoryò alluded to in the additional motion brought to the Assembly floor in 2008 by The Rev. Dr. 

Barry Mack.
7
  This emphasis on unity with the Jews in one covenant of grace may have fostered a more hospitable 

view toward the Jewish people in lands where the Reformed faith prevailed.  It is probably not a coincidence that 

Jews living in Scotland, unlike those in England, never suffered a pogrom, that Jews found staunch allies among those 

in the Dutch resistance and among French Reformed Christians
8
 during the Second World War, and that the US, a 

country in which Calvinist Puritans played a foundational role, remains for Jews, perhaps the worldôs most hospitable 

nation. 

 

It seems clear to us that theological ideas, some of them with a long history, have very óContemporary Implicationsô 

for us, both as public citizens and as neighbours in a pluralistic world.  Two of the most freighted issues, which affect 

our commitments as Christians in todayôs world concern a) our degree of investment in ñthe landò and b) the issue of 

Christian evangelism to Jews.  For some Christians, ñthe landò is entirely spiritualised, and so there is minimal 

investment in the political fate of Jews in the modern world.  For others, the reign of Christ over ñall Israelò is entirely 

literalised, leading to quite considerable investment in how modern history unfolds in the Middle East.  Involved here 

is the vexed question of how exactly biblical Israel and political Israel are related.  While The Presbyterian Church in 

Canada has never officially espoused dispensationalism, this theological product of the nineteenth century must be 

acknowledged as a ñstep-childò of our federal theology.
9
  Dispensationalism has a strong motive for evangelizing the 

Jews, for from this perspective, the end of the world will not come for Christians until the Jews are ñgathered inò (i.e. 

converted to Christ).  From the perspective of hard supersessionist Christianity also, the attempt to convert Jews 

through Christian evangelism is a logical implication.  In this view, it is only by ñjumping shipò that Jews will find 

themselves again aboard The Covenant.  But are these the only motives by which a uni-ethnic mission to the Jews 

might be contemplated?  Certainly the history of The Presbyterian Church in Canada has included intentional 

uni-ethnic mission toward the Jews.  If we were to do so again, what would a non-supersessionistic, 

non-dispensational evangelism to the Jews look like?  And what would be the pastoral dimensions of bearing witness 

to a people one has historically wronged?  One thing that has changed greatly between our current situation and the 

historical periods under consideration is our consciousness of being witnesses of Christ within a pluralistic reality.  

What wisdom can guide us as we seek to find the balance between sensitivity to others, and faithful witness to the one 

we have come to know as both Lord and Messiah?     

 

As we look, then, at the Bible, at our Reformed theology, and at the contemporary implications of the way we have 

inhabited that tradition, it is our desire that this paper would indicate a clear way forward ï a definite position ï for our 

church.  This paper is to be regarded as a document for study, and the shorter statement we append to it in the hopes of 

being adopted at Assembly, is intended to be understood in the light of what is said here.  In the course of defining our 

position, other positions current in our day will have to be evaluated and, for various reasons, discarded.  The 

parameters which are guiding that evaluation might be set out as follows:  (A) We can allow no position that would 

impugn the faithfulness of God to the one covenant of grace.  (B) We can allow no position that would impugn the 

uniqueness, finality, and salvific relevance of Jesus Christ for all people. 

 

Us and Islam within the scope of this project 
 
The Assembly granted us permission ñto undertake a study of theological issueséincluding the issue of 

supercessionism [sic], with particular reference to Christianity and its relationships with Judaism and Islamò 

(emphasis added).  Clearly we cannot talk about the Abrahamic covenant, or the practical, political and pastoral 

issues involved in meeting the religiously ñotherò in our communities without speaking also of Islam.  However, the 

only kind of theology we can do is theology based on our own revealed texts and interpretative history, which is to say, 

Christian theology.  Christians, for much of their history have taken the hard supersessionist view that the church has 

replaced Israel as the people of God.  We want to show Presbyterian Christians, that a Christian understanding of the 

biblical witness and that Christian theology need not, and should not, understand our relationship with the Jewish 

people in this way.  Muslims are also supersessionists.  They believe that Islam has superseded Christianity.  They 
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believe in Muhammedôs finality as the Prophet, even as we believe in Christôs finality as the Saviour.  If they should 

come to a non-supersessionistic view of us, (and we would welcome that!) then they must do so upon their own 

conviction, and from within their own theology, using the Quôran, and their own interpretive history.  We cannot 

transfer our convictions based in Christian authorities to them.  This again underlines the unique relationship in which 

we stand with the Jewish people.  We have related to the Jews historically as the superseders.  We are related to the 

Muslims as the superseded.  Other religious groups such as the Mormons and the Baôhai share the view that they 

supersede us.  What is striking to us, however, is that all these traditions revolve around a righteousness axis.  

Christianity alone revolves around an axis of faith reckoned as righteousness.  While this should not give us basis for 

pride or for the claim that we supersede anybody, it is clear that something very new entered the world with 

Christianity.  It is as we better understand the grace which has been shown to us, that we are able to approach others in 

a gracious way.     

 

PART I:  THE BIBLICAL TEXTS 
 
The Older Testament presents the Jewish people as Godôs ñchosenò 
 
The understanding of the Jewish people as a theologically significant entity, begins in the scriptures of the Older 

Testament, where Jews and Christians agree that the Jews are presented as a people ñchosenò, distinguished by the 

particular terms of their covenant with God.   

 

The Bible begins with the story of Godôs creation of the heavens and the earth and of a universal human ancestor 

called Adam.  In his dealings with Adam, God is interested in obedience from the first.  However, humans rebelled, 

preferring their own will over the original harmony with Godôs purposes.  Thus from the beginning, this is a story in 

which human free will interacts with Godôs imposition of consequences.  Within ten generations from the first 

disobedient act, human sin and violence are so rampant that God resolves to cleanse his creation radically by sending 

an all-destroying flood.  God elects one survivor, Noah, a man distinguished by his righteousness.
10

  God preserves 

Noah and his family, making them the seminal family of his renewed creation.  It is in the context of the Noah story 

that the word ñberithò (covenant) is first used.
11

  Although the covenant might be understood simply as Godôs 

unilateral promise to Noah, his seed, and to all things living, never again to destroy the earth by flood (Genesis 9:8-13), 

covenant theologians translate all that God says to Noah after the flood into ñterms of the covenantò, namely: 
 
1. Godôs blessing and creation mandate (i.e. dominion and fruitful multiplication) reinscribed upon Noah and 

his descendants. 

2. The forbidding of murder and the eating of meat with the blood still in it. 

3. The command that murder, by human or animal, be avenged by the taking of that life.   

4. Godôs undertaking never again to destroy the earth by flood, and furthermore to provide for earthôs stability 

by a regular succession of seasons. 

5. The establishment of the rainbow as a sign of this covenant.  These and additional terms forbidding idol 

worship and fornication, which derive from the Book of Jubilees, an inter-Testamental book written in the 

second century BC
12

 form the basis for what some Jews think is expected by God of ñNoachidesò (literally 

ñthe sons of Noahò i.e. humanity in general) in distinction from those duties of the law later enjoined upon the 

Semites (the sons of Shem
13

) in particular.  The content of the Noachic covenant is also reflected in those 

minimal demands which the Jerusalem Council agreed should be binding upon Gentile converts to early 

Christianity (Acts 15:29). 

 

Ten generations after Noah, Genesis speaks of another covenant made by God with Abram and his seed.  The content 

of that covenant is that (1) God will make of the childless Abram, a great nation, (2) through whom all the nations of 

the earth will be blessed, (3) God will bless those who bless Abram and curse those who curse him.
14

  Godôs promise 

to give (4) the land of Canaan to Abram and his descendants is also part of the covenant (see Genesis 12:7, 13:15-17 

and 15:18-21).  God unilaterally imposes this covenant, but Abram, for his part, receives it in faith.  Genesis 15:6 

says:  ñAbram believed God and he credited to him as righteousness.ò  This verse has been important for Christian 

interpreters from Paul to our forbearers in the Reformed tradition, as it defines the ñrighteousnessò by which humans 

stand in covenant relationship with God not in terms of works ï the fulfillment of any legal demand ï but of faith, in 

response to Godôs graciousness.  When in Genesis 17 the covenant is restated in a way that seems bilateral ï ñAs for 

meéò (v. 4) ñas for youéò (v. 9) ï it may seem that circumcision is added to faith as the righteousness whereby 

Abraham and his descendants stand in the covenant, but verse 11 makes clear that circumcision is only the sign or seal 

of the covenant.  In other words it functions like a sacrament, a visible declarer and mediator of an invisible reality, 

rather than as ña workò. 
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Now the author of Genesis clearly presents Isaac as fathering that branch of Abrahamôs family, which will become the 

protagonist in the rest of Godôs story.  This is not to say that Isaac is alone in Godôs blessing.  Ishmael, too, bears the 

covenant sign of circumcision.  He, too, will be made into a great nation and dare we say it, his inheritance includes 

the land also, for the land is given to Abraham and his seed (undifferentiated).  But Genesis 17:19-21 and 21:12 

declare Godôs election of Isaac, in other words Isaac is the one to watch:  ñThen God said, óYes but your wife Sarah 

will bear you a son, and you will call him Isaac.  I will establish my covenant with himéAnd as for IshmaeléI will 

surely bless himéBut my covenant I will establish with Isaac.ôò (Genesis 17:19-21)  ñBut God said to him 

[Abraham], óDo not be distressed about the boy [Ishmael] and your maidservant [Hagar].  Listen to whatever Sarah 

tells you (i.e. ñget rid of that slave woman and her sonò (v. 10)), because it is through Isaac that your offspring will be 

reckonedò (Genesis 21:12).  Later in chapter 22 which recounts the binding of Isaac, the words ñyour son, your only 

sonò are repeated three times (v. 2, 12 and 16).  For the Christian, the prime purpose of these words is not to discount 

Ishmael as a son of Abraham, but to keep the focus on the one, fragile thread by which the covenant hangs, so 

magnifying Abrahamôs dilemma, when asked to sacrifice the child of promise.  It has also been used by Christians to 

bear a Christological meaning, foreshadowing Godôs son, his only son, who was not spared, but given up for us all 

(John 3:16, Romans 8:32). 

 

This statement that Isaac is the elected one among Abrahamôs children, is highly objectionable to Muslims who have a 

different account of the story.  Muslims believe that Genesis 17:21 and 21:12 were inserted by a Jewish author or 

redactor to serve his own nationalistic interests.  As they tell the story, God instructed Abraham to take Hagar and her 

infant son (they date this event to before the birth of Isaac) to the wilderness of Arabia (specifically Mecca, not 

Beer-sheba) for purposes of his own.  He also miraculously saved mother and child, causing a spring to gush forth 

from beneath Ishmaelôs feet, because his purpose was to shift true prophethood from the Israelites to the Ishmaelites 

after the rejection of the last Israelite prophet, Jesus.  According to the Quôran, Abraham maintains a relationship with 

his first-born (Quôran 37:102-111).  It is Ishmael, again before the birth of Isaac (and hence the reference to ñyour 

son, your only sonò), who is bound for sacrifice, and Ishmael who is with Abraham when monotheistic worship is 

inaugurated at the Kaôaba, ñAs Abraham raised the foundations of the shrine, together with Ishmael (they prayed):  

ñOur Lord, accept this from us.  You are the Hearer, the Omniscient, óO Lord, make us submitters to You, and from 

our descendants let there be a community of submitters to You.  Teach us the rites of our religion and redeem us.  

You are the Redeemer, Most Mercifulò (Quôran 2:127-128).  It is noteworthy that Islam regards both Ishmael and 

Isaac as prophets (nabi)
15

 and does not base covenant inclusion upon biological descendancy.  While traditionally, 

Islam has traced the genealogy of Muhammed back to Ishmael,
16

 whom both Jews and Muslims identify as the father 

of the Arab people, what is theologically important for Muslims is that Muhammed was a submitter like Abraham, 

Ishmael and Isaac.  This emphasis on covenant inclusion by faith rather than by biological ancestry concurs with the 

Christian emphasis (see Matthew 15:21-28, Romans 4:16), and, we believe, with the emphasis in rabbinic Judaism, if 

not in the Judaism espoused by Jesusô interlocutors in John 8. 

 

As stated above, Christians concur in the Jewish understanding that Godôs election rests upon Isaac rather than 

Ishmael ï that it is ñthrough Isaac that [Abrahamôs] offspring will be reckonedò, and down through Isaacôs line that the 

story of salvation history will unfold.  This is because the Older Testament, which presents the case thus, is Christian 

scripture too,
17

 whereas the alternative account presented in Muslim scripture is not authoritative for us.  In our view, 

election speaks to appointment for a purpose, not to intrinsic value.  The elect are set apart from the non-elect because 

they have a particular vocation from the Lord, not because they are dearer in Godôs eyes, or more worthy.  The 

Noachic covenant makes it clear that the blood of every child of Noah (i.e. the whole human race) is sacred.  The 

Abrahamic covenant makes it clear that Abraham, through the line of Isaac and Jacob (aka Israel) in particular, is 

where we need to be looking to see Godôs purpose with humankind played out. 

 

Godôs election then, flows through the line of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.  Jacob has 12 sons, the favourite of which, 

Joseph, is sold into slavery in Egypt by his brothers.  Through the events narrated in Genesis 35-50, the whole family 

migrates to Egypt and over a period of several generations,
18

 grows to become a significant Hebrew minority there.  

Fearing a popular uprising, the Egyptians enslave them.
19

  The book of Exodus tells the story of Moses, the child of a 

Hebrew slave woman, raised in Pharaohôs palace, called by God at the age of 80 to become the liberator of his people.  

By Godôs power and direction, Moses leads the people out of Egypt and they escape Pharaohôs armies though Godôs 

act of power at the sea.  At the mountain of God, Moses mediates the covenant between God and the people of Israel 

(Jacobôs descendants), which will distinguish them as a nation among nations, and provide them with a charter for life 

in their promised homeland.  For Jews, the first five books of the Bible, traditionally called ñthe books of Mosesò, are 

ñthe lawò (Torah or ñinstructionò) in distinction from the other parts of Jewish scripture, the prophets (Neviôim) and 

the Writings (Ketuvim).  The 613 specific commandments (mitzvot) which the rabbis have discerned in the Torah, 

together with their interpretation by the rabbis (halakah) define Jewish religious observance.  
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The structure of the covenant as expressed in various passages in the Older Testament mirrors that of covenants and 

treaties among the nations of the ancient Near East.
20

  A preamble or short historical review sets out the identity of 

the first covenant partner, the one making the covenant, and states the action or reason why that one can establish the 

pact; then follows a listing of the stipulations or laws that the second partner to the covenant must keep in light of the 

prior action of the first partner; provisions for the periodic public display and reading of covenant ensure that the 

second partner remains within the agreement; an oath and a listing of witnesses to the making of the covenant assure 

its legitimacy; a listing of curses that follow if the covenant is broken and a listing of blessings that follow in the 

keeping of the covenant ensure that the covenant will be kept.
21

  This structure has profound theological implications 

for our understanding of Godôs action in initiating the covenant.  God in all cases of covenant making in the Older 

Testament initiates an action of deliverance and grace by which people are called into relationship with God.  The 

covenant making is then a response to Godôs prior action of grace and the means by which grace is lived out.  The 

purpose of the law in the covenant is to state the actions by which the covenant partner can respond to the graciousness 

that God has expressed by creating the relationship.  

 

In the Older Testament, one keeps the law not in order to earn Godôs approval or to justify oneself before God.  

Rather, one keeps the law in response to Godôs prior graciousness expressed first in Godôs action of deliverance and 

grace, which becomes the basis of the covenant.  This fundamental move from grace to obedience is visible in the first 

two verses of the Ten Commandments:  ñI am the Lord your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of 

the house of slavery; you shall have no other gods before me.ò (Exodus 20:2-3)  The law does not save or justify; only 

God saves and the result of that salvation from the human point of view is the response of living faithfully   striving to 

obey the law.  The human partners to the covenant are called to live the grace they have already received; grace 

cannot be earned.  For all of the differences between them, both of the major covenantal theologies in the Older 

Testament witness to this same move from grace to obedience.  In the priestly theological tradition we read, ñYou 

shall be holy to me; for I the Lord am holy.ò (Leviticus 20:26)  And in the Deuteronomic theology we hear, ñYou 

shall not deprive a resident alien or an orphan of justice.  Remember that you were a slave in Egypt and the Lord God 

redeemed you from there; therefore I command you to do this.ò (Deuteronomy 24:17-18) 

 

One consistent theme of the Older Testament is Godôs unfailing covenant faithfulness.  Repeatedly we hear that 

Godôs steadfast love endures forever (for example, Psalm 136).  This ñsteadfast loveò is best translated, ñcovenant 

loyaltyò and the assertion witnesses to the trust of Godôs people in Godôs utter faithfulness.  However faithfully the 

covenant is held by God, it can and, in the story of Godôs people, often is broken by humans when they turn away from 

the ways of grace which are embodied in the law.  

 

The purpose of the law, as it is stated in Exodus 19, seems to be to separate out Israel as Godôs ñtreasured possessionò 

(v. 5), and to make of Israel ña royal priesthoodò (v. 6).  The renewal of this covenant on the threshold of Israelôs entry 

into the land of promise, emphasises that insofar as Israel keeps the law, the law will keep Israel.  It will keep Israel in 

life and in blessing (Deuteronomy 30:15-20).  There are thus three dimensions of Israelôs election: 
 
1. a God-ward dimension (whereby Israelôs obedience is something God himself treasures),  

2. an outward dimension (whereby Israelôs obedience fulfills a priestly or mediatorial calling in presenting the 

other nations of the earth to God), and  

3. an in-ward dimension (whereby Israelôs obedience blesses and keeps Israel itself).   

 

The Mosaic covenant, or covenant of the law is sovereignly imposed ï it is a unilateral covenant ï but it is also ratified 

by the people (Exodus 19:8, Joshua 24:21, 24).  According to Jewish tradition, not only the generation of Jews alive 

in the time of Moses, but every Jewish soul was existentially present at Sinai to concur in the ratification of this 

covenant (see Yad, Yesodei Ha Torah 8.1).  Another rabbinic story (midrash) tells of how God approached every 

other nation before the Jews in search of one that would accept the law and be his ñtreasured possessionò.  The Jews 

also wished to evade this ñhonourò but God dangled the mountain over their heads until they capitulated and ñchose 

lifeò.  These stories convey the Jewish sense that being Godôs elect nation is more about responsibility than about 

special status or privilege.   

 

The law continues to reappear at pivotal moments in the history of Israel.  It was placed in the ark and formed the 

centrepiece of both the tabernacle and the first temple.  It went before the people of Israel into the midst of the river 

Jordan, and stemmed the waters there while the people crossed on dry land (Joshua 3:15-17).  It was to be read to the 

people and the covenant renewed every seven years (Deuteronomy 31:10-13).  It was to be copied out in full by the 

kings of Israel at their coronation and studied by them all the days of their life (Deuteronomy 17:18-19).  While these 

customs were not observed for most of Israelôs history as recorded in Scripture, glad moments of reconsecration do 
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happen, such as under Josiah in 2 Kings 23 and in Nehemiah 8, when the exiles return to Jerusalem in the reign of 

Cyrus. 

 

Covenant breaking invokes no lesser penalty than death.  This is clear within the biblical accounts themselves where 

death is either explicitly mentioned as the curse entailed in the covenant (Genesis 2:17, Deuteronomy 30:15) or 

pictorially implied in the rite of covenant sealing or ñcuttingò
22

 (Genesis 15:9-20, 17:9-14, Jeremiah 34:18-20).  This 

is also clear on a comparison of the biblical covenants with other covenants from the Ancient Near East.
23

  The 

testimony of the prophets is equally clear that the Mosaic covenant does in fact stand broken, by the disobedience of 

Godôs people (Jeremiah 11:10, 31:32, Ezekiel 16:59, 44:7, Hosea 6:7, 8:1).  By 920 BC, ñGodôs peopleò have divided 

into two distinct entities:  Judah (the Southern Kingdom, comprised of the tribes of Judah and Benjamin) and Israel 

(the Northern Kingdom, comprised of the other ten tribes).
24

  Judah (the tribe of David and of Jesus) has stood under 

a special blessing and vocation from the beginning:  ñThe scepter will not depart from Judahéò declared his father, 

Jacob (Genesis 49:10).  It is Judahôs destiny to rule.  God confirms this ruling destiny through a covenant with 

David:  ñYour house and your kingdom will endure forever before me; your throne will be established foreverò 

(2 Samuel 7:16 cf. v. 8-16).  However, God makes it clear that to enjoy the blessings of this royal covenant, Davidôs 

descendants must continue in Godôs ways:  ñWhen he [the Davidic king] does wrong, I will punish him with the rod 

of men, with floggings inflicted by men.  But my love will never be taken away from him, as I took it away from Saul, 

whom I removed from before you.ò (2 Samuel 7:14-15)  The warning is not vain.  The prophet announces that both 

kingdoms, Israel and Judah, have broken the covenant of the law (Jeremiah 31:31-32), and both kingdoms, in fact, are 

captured and taken away in exile.  The Northern Kingdom is absorbed by Assyria in 721 BC (2 Kings 17:3-6), and the 

Southern Kingdom falls to the Babylonians in 586 BC (2 Kings 25:1-9).  The Babylonians destroy the temple in 

Jerusalem together with the ark of the covenant and its contents, underlining symbolically that the relationship of God 

with his people by means of the Mosaic covenant is shattered.   

 

Prophets such as Isaiah, Jeremiah and Ezekiel put these political events in a theistic perspective.  Two new ideas 

emerge:  First, the breaking of the covenant accounts for the change in Godôs posture from one who fights for his 

people, to one who wields their enemies like a sword to chasten his people (Isaiah 42:24, Jeremiah 12:7, 15:14 and 

17:14, 19:7, 20:4-5, Ezekiel 39:23).  This perspective is actually a proclamation of the Lordôs sovereignty ñI am the 

Lord and there is no otheréI bring prosperity and create disasterò (Isaiah 45:5-7), and in that, Godôs people are right 

both to feel terror and to find hope.  If their enemies are merely an instrument God is using to punish them, their 

position is at once far more serious (because they are contending not against mortals but against God) and far more 

hopeful (because their punisher is not forgetful of his covenant with them, even if they have forgotten it; thus, their 

chastening will stop short of annihilation).  Secondly, the people of God begin to understand their divine election in 

terms of being a witness to the Gentiles, ña light to the nationsò.  There was always this ñoutwardò dimension to 

election through the covenant (see above), but what is new is that this witnessing is connected with suffering ï it 

interprets the present trials and other trials that are to come.  The four ñservant songsò in Isaiah (Isaiah 42:1-4, 49:1-6, 

50:4-9 and 52:13-53:12) see the identity of the Lordôs servant develop from one who will witness righteousness to the 

Gentiles (Isaiah 42:6), to one who will engage the Gentiles in the Lordôs salvation (Isaiah 49:6), to one who will do 

this, not apart from, but in and through, his own suffering (Isaiah 50:6, 52:14, 53:3-5, 7). 

 

In the context of the brokenness of exile, the prophets also originate the hope of a new covenant:  ñóThe time is 

comingô, declares the LORD, ówhen I will make a new covenant with the house of Israel and with the house of Judahòô 

(Jeremiah 31:31).  The description of what will happen in that new covenant (v. 33-34) is reiterated by the prophets in 

various other places, for example, Isaiah 59:20-21, Jeremiah 50:4-5, Ezekiel 34:25-30 and 37:21-28 and especially in 

Ezekiel 36:24ff.  We must consider this new covenant very carefully to see what is continuous and discontinuous 

with the covenants we have already seen, for in certain Christian interpretations this ñnew covenantò is the one made 

with us, and it becomes the basis for claiming a Christian displacement of the Jews.  But this new covenant is clearly 

made with ñthe house of Israel and the house of Judahò.  In the face of the crisis that the exiles have brought against 

Israel and Judahôs nationhood, the prophets offer a very specific hope of restoration to nationhood (Jeremiah 

31:35-36) ï a unified nationhood (Ezekiel 37:22) ï and restoration to the national homeland (Jeremiah 50:17-19, 

Ezekiel 36:28, 37:21-22).  Where the other nations are mentioned, it is only to make the point that God must redeem 

his chosen people in order to vindicate his choice of them before the eyes of the Gentiles (Ezekiel 36:22-23, 37:28).  It 

is not a covenant cast in terms that are other than those of the original covenant.  Rather it promises the restoration of 

true piety and observance of the law among the descendants of Jacob (Jeremiah 31:6, 33-34, Ezekiel 36:27, 37:24).  

Having said that, when the biblical writer speaks of a salvation hope for ñall Israelò, this is often misconstrued to mean 

ñeach and every ethnic Israeliteò.  While these passages are clear that in Godôs promised restoration, it is important 

that all the clans of Israel be gathered back in and represented (Jeremiah 31:1), they are equally clear that the 

re-gathered ones will be but a remnant (Jeremiah 31:7, 50:20) out of Israelôs totality.  
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The thing that makes this covenant ñnewò is that it restores a covenant which has been broken.  It is not a negotiation 

within the terms of the old relationship whereby Godôs people are restored to grace by their own repentance, (though 

repentance will be a fruit of the new covenant, see Jeremiah 31:9, Ezekiel 36:31, Jeremiah 50:4).  The people have 

lost their power to negotiate, because that old relationship is broken through their fault  so God, on Godôs own 

initiative, offers them this new relationship, in which God undertakes to cleanse them and remember their sins no more 

(Ezekiel 36:29, Jeremiah 50:20, Ezekiel 37:23).  Like the original covenant, the new covenant emphasises Godôs 

initiative, and Godôs sovereign fulfillment of everything planned for the people.  Not only does God tender the 

covenant promises and the covenant expectations, but now God also fulfills the covenant obedience within the people.  

This is how God can assure the people that this new covenant will be the final covenant.  God knows that they will 

never fall away from this covenant because they will be kept upright in it by Godôs own power.  How?  By moving 

the law from outside to inside them, by the gift of a new spirit ï Godôs Spirit:  ñI will put my law within them, and I 

will write it on their heartséNo longer shall they teach one another, or sayé óKnow the Lordô, for they shall all know 

me, from the least of them to the greatest.ò (Jeremiah 31:33-34); ñI will give you a new heart and put a new spirit in 

you; I will remove from you your heart of stone and give you a heart of flesh.  And I will put my Spirit in you and 

move you to follow my decrees and be careful to keep my lawsò.  (Ezekiel 36:26-27) 

 

New, too, is the suggestion that Godôs Spirit will be poured out generally.  In the earlier parts of the Bible, Godôs 

Spirit is poured out on those anointed for theocratic office, but there is always the hope of a more general or 

democratic outpouring.  Moses said he ñwish[ed] that all the Lordôs people were prophets and that the Lord would put 

his Spirit on themò (Numbers 11:29).  Among the later prophets, expectation of this general outpouring of Godôs 

Spirit increases.  It can be heard, in the context of the new covenant discussion, in that verse ñthey will all know me 

from the least of them to the greatestò (Jeremiah 31:34).  Joel 2:28-29 says:  ñAnd afterward, I will pour out my 

Spirit on all people.  Your sons and daughters will prophesy, your old men will dream dreams, your young men will 

see visions.  Even on my servants, both men and women, I will pour out my Spirit in those days.ò  Zechariah 

prophesies a day when ñóHoly-to-the-Lordô will be inscribed on the bells of the horses [and] every pot in Jerusalem 

and Judah will be holy to the LORD Almightyò (Zechariah 14:20-21).  In other words, there will be no division 

between what is consecrated and what is common ï Godôs Holy Spirit will sanctify it all. 

 

While the prophet Joel probably never envisioned an outpouring of Godôs Spirit so general that it would go beyond the 

boundaries of Israel, who is to say that God cannot work outside our expectations?  That is certainly part of the 

message of the book of Jonah, and it was the astonished but undeniable experience of the early Christians that ñthe gift 

of the Holy Spirit had been poured out even on the Gentilesò (Acts 10:25).  This suggestion that ñthe new covenantò 

is with those who have the Spirit (i.e. a quite general group), coupled with the suggestion that the new covenant is not 

with ñall Israelò but merely a remnant (the true Israel) has been used by hard supersessionists to identify Christians as 

the new covenant people of God, and ñtrue Israelò as that fraction of the Jewish people who have converted to 

Christianity.  In our view this interpretation does not give enough weight to the national particularity of Godôs 

covenant partner.  While the general outpouring of the Spirit and the restrictive implications of the remnant theology 

may unsettle the identification of spiritual Israel with racial Israel sufficiently to let others in, the intent of the 

prophetic passages concerning the new covenant is certainly not to cut the literal descendants of Jacob out.  The 

recognisability of the Israelites as a distinct people among the nations, remains very important in the new covenant, 

and is an integral part of Godôs promise. 

 

The Newer Testament and the Jewish People 
 
Christians sometimes mistakenly understand the Newer Testament as ñour Bible,ò echoing the view of the heretic 

Marcion (85-160 AD), who believed the God of the Newer Testament is superior to and different from the God of the 

Older Testament, particularly in view of Godôs love and compassion.  Reformed interpretation of scripture maintains 

that the Newer Testament cannot be rightly understood in isolation from the Older.  The one God pursues one 

covenantal interest across both Testaments.  Moreover, if Christians today, we wish to understand ourselves in 

continuity with the early church, we do well to remember that the ñscripturesò of early Christians were primarily in the 

form of the Septuagint, or the Older Testament in Greek.  The Older Testament was, in other words, the original 

ñChristian Bibleò.  Ultimately then, notions of ñour Bibleò (i.e. the Christian Bible/ the Newer Testament) and ñtheir 

Bibleò (i.e. the Jewish Bible/ the Older Testament) cannot be maintained from a Christian theological perspective.  

We need to renew our understanding of what the Newer Testament does and is. 

 

The Newer Testament presents us with the stories and theological understanding of people who were convinced of 

Godôs hand in what Jesus said and did.  The followers of Jesus were loyal Jews, the majority of whom faithfully 

observed the food and purity laws.  These believers evolved into a reforming movement within Judaism, indeed they 

formed a number of separate groups each understanding Godôs action in slightly different ways.  This is similar to 
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other groups within Judaism, especially the various sects of Pharisees, who were also reforming movements.  Paul 

presented one of the greatest challenges to the Jesus Movement when he admitted Gentile Christians without 

conversion to Judaism.  This decision was hotly debated within the early church movement.   

 

Judaism in the first century was not monolithic.  It included numerous sects, including the Essenes, the Sadducees 

and the Sicarii.  Among these, the sects of the Pharisees and the sects of the Jesus Movement were the most similar in 

their understanding of what Judaism needed to do to be faithful to the covenant.  There were differences too, most 

significantly between Pharisees and Christ-followers on the authority of the oral law.  But the similarity needs to be 

remembered as the common Christian tendency, influenced by the fact that some of the sharpest controversies in the 

Newer Testament are fraternal ones between Jesus and the Pharisees, is simply to caricature the Pharisees as evil and 

hypocritical.  After the destruction of Jerusalem, the principal groups to survive were the Jesus Movement and the 

Pharisees.  Subsequently, conflict arose over which of the groups had the right to interpret the Older Testament and 

which had the correct interpretation.  All still coexisted within Judaism until eventually they parted ways and began 

to develop into two religions:  Rabbinic Judaism and Christianity, each with its own texts, beliefs and cultic practices.  

 

The Newer Testament is thus the result of Jews, within a pluralistic Judaism, trying to come to terms with a) Godôs 

vindication of Jesus, and b) Godôs Spirit poured out on all flesh, even the uncircumcised, from within a framework of 

Jewish covenantal theology and eschatology that they never abandoned.  Again, during the first century when the 

apostles were occupied with this reformulation of Judaism into the movement later called ñChristianityò, Jewish 

rabbis were also involved in a reformulation of Judaism, into the movement later called ñRabbinic Judaismò, 

prompted by the destruction of the temple in 70 AD.  The nature of ñthe crisisò ï for the apostles, Jesusô resurrection 

and the conversion of the Gentiles; for the rabbis, the destruction of the temple ï shapes the distinctive nature of the 

emergent religion.  For the apostles the resurrection of Jesus led to a conclusion that all of what Jesus had taught, 

including the claims about his own identity with God, and his ultimate mission from God for the worldôs salvation, had 

received a divine vindication.  The ingrafting of the Gentiles (those not marked by Abrahamic or Mosaic 

righteousness
25

) into the covenant meant that for the apostles, the criterion of covenant inclusion for all would become 

faith alone, not righteousness in association with the law.
26

 

 

These conclusions developed slowly and out of a context of heated debate.  There was a tremendous battle within the 

early church communities as to whether the law (and circumcision and obedience to the food laws in particular) was to 

be a criterion for admission.  It was not resolved until after the death of the earliest apostles.  Only in a 

second-generation text such as Ephesians does it become clear that the conflict may have been resolved.  It may have 

been resolved because what Paul agonized over in Romans 9-11(see below) became the reality, i.e., the number of 

Gentiles far surpassed the Jews who converted to this new religion.  As time went on, claims such as the divinity of 

Christ and the indispensability of faith in Christ for salvation apart from adherence to Jewish law marked Christianity 

as distinctive from Judaism.  These beliefs still mark Christianity as different from Judaism and Islam today, 

particularly in their understandings of monotheism (since Christians believe in the Trinity), and in the place of 

righteousness (adherence to Jewish law or the five pillars of Islam). 

 

Do these distinctives also lead inevitably to the belief that Christianity has superseded Judaism as the religion of 

ñGodôs peopleò?  For Radford-Ruether,
27

 Sandmel
28

 and Williamson
29

 supersessionism, leading to anti-Semitism, is 

inherent in the Christian scriptures, and in the Christian theology that has been accurately built upon them.  

Therefore, to remove supersessionism and anti-Semitism from the church, requires a renunciation of some Newer 

Testament texts and a reformulation of Christian belief, either along the lines of a two-covenant theory
30

 or in some 

other way to relativise Christ and embrace pluralism.  For others such as Jeffrey Siker,
31

 Richard Hays,
32

 Ruth 

Edwards,
33

 and the proponents of the New Perspective on Paul,
34

 the earliest church was not as univocally anti-Jewish 

as the Christian tradition afterwards became.  Therefore, hard supersessionism and anti-Semitism can be addressed 

within Christianity by a better understanding of, or a new approach to, its authoritative texts. 

 

That hard supersessionism, anti-Judaism and anti-Semitism have often stemmed from readings of the Newer 

Testament texts is undeniable in our view.  Based upon misinformed understandings of biblical texts, Christians have 

characterized Jews as obdurate, Satanic resisters of Christ and falsifiers of the truth, while they have also characterized 

them as the genetically inhuman archetype of degeneracy and reprobation who are destroyers of civilization.
35

  

 

Approaching the texts 
 
This section attempts to orient the Presbyterian reader to some of that content within the Newer Testament which has 

been used to foster anti-Judaism, and ultimately, to that dialectic which exists within the Newer Testament canon, on 

the place of the Jews within an ongoing covenant theology.  For some Newer Testament writers, ñcontinuing Jewsò 
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seemingly have no place (or at least no positive place) within the ongoing covenantal purpose of God.  For others, 

however, a more positive purpose is discerned, even for that portion of Israel, which, at the present time, rejects Jesus.   

 

This is the place in our paper to be explicit about some of the interpretive principles at work in this presentation:  the 

Committee on Church Doctrine is looking for a theology to emerge from these texts that can guide the church in its 

perspective on ñcontinuing Jewsò.  We believe a theology of covenant emerges from the text that attests to the 

mystery of Godôs providence working beyond and above the observable historical phenomena.  Although the 

disciplines of ñHebrew Bibleò and ñNew Testamentò are often taught as separate entities, we, as the Church Doctrine 

Committee affirm that there is such a thing as a biblical-theological tradition in which writers from both Testaments 

stand, consciously at times, at other times unconsciously.  Reflection on themes such as covenant and the providence 

of God are central to this trans-Testamental tradition.  To reiterate a point already made, the first Christian Scriptures 

were the texts of the Older Testament, and the writers of the Newer Testament understood themselves as heirs to the 

same theological tradition in which Moses and the prophets stood.    

 

In short, we aim to blend the integrity of the first century context with a need to believe, as our confessions say, that 

scripture is nonetheless the coherent voice of God who speaks to us through the voices of first century writers who 

were, in turn, speaking to their respective communities.  The texts included here are an illustrative sampling, not an 

exhaustive collection.  We are interested in discerning what the Newer Testament writers have to say about both 

supersessionism and anti-Judaism with the hope that it is instructive to our denomination on the question of the 

relationship between Canadian Presbyterians and Jews.  Views of both Newer Testament exegetes and Newer 

Testament theologians are included.  (There is a range of scholarship on this topic.  As a committee, we donôt 

necessarily agree with every detail of the work of the scholars we discuss.  Still, we would like to present examples of 

some of the ways scholars have been wrestling with these texts.)  

 

The Synoptic Tradition 
 
Matthew, Mark and Luke are known as the Synoptic Gospels.  All three of the evangelists used traditions about Jesus 

that were passed down within early Christian communities.  Each of them shaped and arranged these traditions to suit 

the communities to which they wrote and to illustrate different theological perspectives.  All of these communities 

were Jewish communities (with Gentile converts) who were followers of Jesus Christ.  Some of the communities 

were in conflict with other Jewish communities and this conflict is apparent in anti-Jewish statements that are made in 

the gospels.  Here, we are using the term ñanti-Jewishò to mean the ñreligious polemic exercised especially by early 

Christians who thought rejecting Jesus as Messiah was abandoning Godôs covenant with Israel.ò
36

  Generally, 

anti-Judaism can refer to anything from the condemnation of Jewish leaders and scorn for Jewish practices, to the view 

that the Jews were responsible for Jesusô death.
37

  The term anti-Semitic generally refers to prejudice against Jews as 

a race or ethnic group rather than prejudice against Jewish theological views.
38

  Because most Newer Testament 

scholars believe that Mark was written first and Matthew and Luke added to and shaped that Gospel for their own 

purposes, we will begin with Mark. 

 

Mark  
 
The Gospel according to Mark was probably written just after the destruction of the Temple in 70 AD.  The exact 

circumstances of the community to which he wrote to are unknown, although many scholars believe the author was 

writing in Rome and that most of the recipients were not Jews themselves.
39

  Mark speaks specifically of the Jewish 

leadership groups (e.g. Pharisees and Sadducees) rather than Jewish individuals in general and characterizes them in 

the same ways that he characterizes Jesusô Jewish disciples (e.g. blind, faithless, obsessed with externals and position).  

 

The Gospel does reveal areas of conflict between those who are followers of Jesus and those who are not.  For 

example, controversies occur about Jesusô status as the son of David and as the Messiah (12:35-37), his disciplesô 

failure to observe Jewish traditions (7:1-23) and Jesusô ability to grant forgiveness of sin (2:6-7).
40

  Markôs accounts 

of these conflicts might reveal tensions that existed between Jews in his own community.  Jesusô death in Mark is the 

result of Jewish leadership (Mark 3:6), and Mark emphasises with the three passion predictions that this is not just 

coincidentally so ï rather it is the express plan of God that the Son of Man be rejected by and handed over to the 

ñelders, chief priests and teachers of the lawò (8:31, cf. Mark 9:31; 10:33) who plot his death (11:18, 27; 14:1, 43, 53; 

15:1, 31).  Whether the reader believes that the leaders represent the Jews or that they act separately of their own 

accord makes a difference to an understanding of the anti-Jewish nature of the text.  Amy-Jill Levine states:  
 

Whether and to what degree this account is anti-Jewish depends in part on our reading of the Jewish 

crowdôs role in the tragedy.  If we view them as complicit with the leadersô agenda, then Markôs 

Gospel has substantial anti-Jewish potential, particularly because the crowds may stand in for the 
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Jews in Markôs own time.  If the crowds are seen as innocent, or as manipulated by the leaders, the 

anti-Jewish implications of the text are reduced.
41

    

 

Matthew 
 
Most Newer Testament scholars believe that Matthew used Mark as he wrote his Gospel during the late first century 

(80s-90s AD), perhaps from Syria or Galilee.  In comparison with Mark, Matthew exhibits more tendencies that have 

often been viewed as anti-Jewish,
42

 although not all scholars agree.
43

  According to J. Andrew Overman, Matthew 

tends to bring negative stories about Pharisees into his Gospel because of real conflict that is thought to have existed 

between the leaders in Matthewôs community and the community of local Pharisees.  Matthew may have felt under 

attack, which would account for his added scenes of conflict between Jesus and the Pharisees.
44

  While many 

passages could be included here,
45

 we have included those that are generally perceived to be the most anti-Judaistic. 

 

In Matthew 10:16-23, the evangelist includes words of Jesus in which he describes the coming persecution of 

Christians (the sheep) by Jews (the wolves).  According to this text, Christians will also be flogged in Jewish 

synagogues, and betrayed by members of their own families (compare Mark 13:9-13 and Luke 21:12-19).  Later, God 

will have more mercy for Sodom and Gomorrah than for those (Jewish) towns that reject the gospel (Matthew 10:15; 

see Genesis 18-19).  One example of Matthewôs polemical use of language is that he is the only one who speaks of 

their synagogues (10:17) while parallel passages in Mark and Luke do not include ñtheirò (e.g. Luke 21:12 and Mark 

13:9).  In Matthew, the synagogue becomes a place where the ñhypocrites give alms, pray, and get the best seats in 

order to appear pious.ò
46

  Because the synagogues become ñtheirò synagogues, Matthew is trying to disassociate 

himself from the synagogue and ñhypocriticalò Jews as a whole, while he uses the term ekklesia, or church, as an 

alternative (cf. Matthew 18:17).  Thus, in Matthew, the relationship between Jews who follow Jesus and those who do 

not becomes clear:  it is a relationship of opposition, and is anti-Judaistic in its negative stereotyping of the Jews. 

 

In Matthew chapters 21 and 22, the evangelist recounts Jesusô parables of the wicked tenants (21:33-44), the cursing of 

the fig tree (21:18-22) and the wedding banquet (22:1-14).  Jesus tells the story of the wicked tenants in which the 

tenants of the vineyard beat and kill members of two groups of slaves whom the owner sends to collect the produce.  

When the ownerôs son arrives, they seize him, throw him out of the vineyard and kill him.  The owner responds by 

killing the tenants and reclaiming the vineyard that he will lease to other tenants ñwho will give him the produce at 

harvest timeò (21:41).  Speaking to the chief priests, Pharisees and Elders (21:23; 45), Jesus sums up the story in this 

way:  ñTherefore I tell you that the kingdom of God will be taken away from you and given to a people that produces 

the fruits of the kingdomò (Matthew 21:43).  Whether this parable is meant for the Jewish leaders alone or for the 

Jewish people that they also represent makes a difference as to how one understands the anti-Judaism in this passage.  

If one believes that the Jewish leaders represent all Jews, a hard supersessionist interpretation here is obvious:  the 

Jews are the wicked tenants who are displaced, while the Christians are the new tenants who will bear the kingdomôs 

fruit.  The implications are even more troubling if this parable is connected back to the cursing of the fig tree where 

the penalty of not bearing fruit is to be instantly withered and cut off from any future possibility of redemption by the 

curse of Jesus:  ñMay you never bear fruit again!ò  In chapter 22, Matthew includes his version of the wedding 

banquet (22:1-14).  In Lukeôs version of this parable (Luke 14:15-24), the originally invited guests simply refuse to 

come, so the masterôs servants are told to invite others.  Matthewôs version, however, is more violent.  The invitation 

is not only refused, but its bearers are killed.  The king responds by sending his army to destroy the murderers and 

burn their city (Matthew 22:7).  On this interpretation the sacking of Jerusalem is no more than the Jews deserve for 

their refusal to come to the banquet of Jesusô followers and for the murder of Jesus. 

 

One of the most obviously anti-Judaistic statements in Matthewôs Gospel occurs in the Passion narrative, in Matthew 

27:25 when the Jews state, ñhis blood be upon us and on our children.ò The statement is uttered just after Pilate washes 

his hands of the guilt for Jesusô crucifixion, and signifies that they willingly accept that guilt both for themselves and 

for their descendents.  This statement of Jewish complicity is found only in Matthewôs gospel.  Christians who were 

hostile to Judaism used this text in particular through the centuries to justify the abuse of the Jews who were seen as 

Christ killers.
47

  Again, when reading a severely anti-Judaistic statement like this, one must remember that Matthew 

was writing for a community in conflict with the Jewish leadership of a synagogue community and that these words 

may not faithfully represent the sentiments of Jews who attended the events leading to Jesusô crucifixion. 

 

Yet, theologically, Matthew provides an overview of the fulfillment that Christ brings.  For example, in Matthew 

5:17-20, Jesus says that he came ñnot to abolish the law but to fulfill it.ò  This statement is characteristic of the burden 

Matthew feels throughout his Gospel to tie Jesus in with Judaism ï to make sense of him in light of Jewish prophecy 

and present him as the Jewish Messiah.  The Jewish law is not abrogated, but Jesus does demand even higher 

standards of righteousness than the scribes and Pharisees (Matthew 5:20) and, on his own authority, strengthens the 
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teaching of Moses.  The formula, ñYouôve heard it saidébut I say to youò repeated six times in Matthew 5:21-48 

means that Jesus is the Jewish teacher par excellence, who does away with the need for any other.  Matthew, in a way 

reminiscent of Paul writing in Romans, is careful not to disparage the law itself.  Itôs just that without Jesus as teacher 

and saviour, the Jews cannot penetrate to the true intent of the law.  Brice L. Martin writes,  
 

Jesus does not leave the law as it is, nor does he correct the law.  He brings out the real meaning of 

the law but also brings something new, which is not in the law.  As God incarnate, and as the 

eschatological messenger of God, he does not in any way detract from the law or downgrade the 

law, he brings the law into full being, he fills the law full, he brings the law to eschatological 

fullness.
48

 

 

Luke-Acts 
 
Luke 
 
It is most likely that a Gentile believer who lived outside of Palestine wrote Luke about the same time as Matthew was 

written.  The authorôs excellent command of Greek and his use of prologues addressed to Theophilus to begin Luke 

(1:1-4) and Acts (1:1-2) suggest his Hellenistic background.  According to other Newer Testament documents, he 

was a companion of Paul on his missionary journeys, and a physician.  Some scholars suggest that Luke may have 

been written in Rome or Greece and that he used earlier sources about Jesus to assist Christian readers/hearers in their 

own self-understanding.    

 

While Luke probably also used Mark to write his Gospel, the presentation of the Jews in Lukeôs Gospel is more 

nuanced than that found in Matthew.  Luke includes images of good Jews, such as Elizabeth and Mary (Luke 1-2) and 

Simon Peter (5:1-11), and Zacchaeus (19:1-10).  As was shown above, a large number of the Gospelsô negative 

portrayal of Jews is found in the characterization of Jewish leaders who oppose Jesus.  One of the most startlingly 

negative examples of a Jewish leader occurs in Luke 13:10-17, where the leader of the synagogue questions Jesusô 

right to heal a crippled woman on the Sabbath based on scriptural injunctions (Exodus 20:9-10).  Jesusô response to 

the synagogue leader is to call him a ñhypocriteò (13:15) because, although the leader did not agree with healing on the 

Sabbath, he would untie his animals and give them water, and the woman ought to also be freed from her bondage 

(13:16).  Luke concludes this account by noting that Jesus opponents were shamed, and the entire crowd, presumably 

Jews, were rejoicing at what Jesus had done (13:17).  Thus, while the Jewish leaders are characterized as shameful 

hypocrites, it would seem, at least in this account, that the Jewish leaders do not represent all Jews contemporary with 

Jesus.  Of course the story of the Pharisee and the tax collector (Luke 18) in which the humble tax collector is 

esteemed better than the prideful Pharisee adds to this negative picture of Jewish leadership, as does Luke 20:19-20, 

which places the blame for the cross squarely on the ñscribes and chief priestsò who ñwatched [Jesus] and sent spies 

who pretended to be honest, in order to trap him by what he said, so as to hand him over to the jurisdiction and 

authority of the governor (20:19-20).  

 

Acts 
 
Good Jews appear in Acts, such as Peter, Apollos, Paul and Barnabas, those who are converted and those who assist 

Paul in his ministry.  Yet Acts also contains persistent strains of anti-Judaism.  Luke uses the term ñthe Jewsò 74 

times in Luke-Acts.  The term only occurs eight times, in a neutral and practical sense, before the martyrdom of 

Stephen in Acts 6:8-8:1.  After the martyrdom of Stephen, ñwith increasing frequency the term is used in a decidedly 

negative sense which identifies the term with the enemies of Paul.ò
49

  ñThe Jewsò are portrayed negatively as jealous 

(13:34; 17:5), liars (18:12; 24:9; 25:7), treacherous (14:2; 23:12, 20), clamorous (17:5), inciters of riots (13:50; 14:2; 

17:5, 13; 21:27), and plotters of violence and murder (13:50; 17:5; 21:11; 23:30).
50

  

 

One of the most troubling portrayals of the Jews in Acts is their culpability for the death of Jesus.  No longer is Jesusô 

death described as primarily the fault of Jewish leadership, but as the fault of Jews in general.  For example, Peter is 

portrayed as speaking to Jews of every nation when he states that they ñcrucified and killed [Jesus] by the hands of 

those outside the lawò (Acts 2:23) and to Jews on the temple mount when he accuses them of ñhanding overò and 

ñrejectingò Jesus, though ñPilate had decided to release himò while ñask[ing] to have a murdererò given to them before 

they ñkilled the Author of life, whom God raised from the deadò (3:13-15).  In Acts 7:52, in Stephenôs speech to 

members of Jewish leadership and other Jews, they ñhave become his [Jesusô] betrayers and murderers.ò  Peter later 

attests that the people of Israel ñput [Jesus] to death by hanging him on a treeò (10:39), and in Paulôs speech, he speaks 

of the ñresidents of Jerusalem and their leadersò as having asked Pilate to have Jesus killed even though they ñfound no 

cause for a sentence of deathò (13:28). 
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Another troubling theme is the hostility of the Jews in Acts, especially towards Paul.  For example, while Paul and 

Silas are in Thessalonica, Jews become jealous of Paulôs conversions of Jews and Greeks, and, garnering assistance 

from ñruffiansò form a mob and attack a home and drag believers before the city magistrates, accusing them of treason 

(17:4-9).  Other scenes of Jewish hostility towards Paulôs mission occur, for example, in Beroea (17:13), Corinth 

(18:12), Greece (20:3) and Jerusalem (20:27-36).  Although Paul and Barnabas have not gone to a synagogue, 

preached the gospel or converted anyone in Acts 13, Jews still follow them to Lystra from Antioch and Iconium, and 

ñhaving won over the crowdsò, they stone Paul and drag him out of the city, leaving him for dead (Acts 13:19).  Thus, 

although this may be the way it happened, according to Jack T. Sanders, Luke records it this way to keep the 

consistency of Jewish hostility before our eyes.
51

 

 

This negative portrayal of the Jews most probably has to do with the struggle among early Christians for identity over 

against other Jews who had not embraced Jesus as Messiah.  This portrayal of the Jews in Acts ñcarries an inherent 

bias that was born of the increasingly heated struggle for credibility between [these] two strains of first century 

Judaism[.]ò
52

 

 

Yet within Luke-Acts, Luke alludes at times to salvation history, which is ña fundamental divine óplanô for the 

salvation of human beings which is being realized in the activity of Jesus.ò  We find this expressed in Luke 7:30, 

where he refers to ñGodôs designò and in Acts 2:23, where Peter refers to Godôs definite plan and foreknowledge 

realized in Jesus (cf. Luke 22:42; Acts 4:28, 13:36, 20:27).
53

  The three phases of salvation history begin with the 

period of Israel that begins with creation.  This is based on Jesusô saying in Luke 16:16 that ñup until John it was the 

law and the prophets; from that time on the kingdom of God is being preached.ò  Evidence of the second phase, or the 

period of Jesus, is found in Luke 4:21, where Jesus in the synagogue of Nazareth interprets Isaiah 61:1-2 showing the 

fulfillment of the promises made by God to Israel in the ministry that Jesus is beginning.  The third period of salvation 

history is that of the Church after Jesusô ascension.  Evidence for this is found in Jesusô instructions to the disciples at 

the Last Supper where he charges his disciples to continue his ministry (Luke 23:35-37; 10:4). 

 

Since Rosemary Ruetherôs Faith and Fratricide the Gospel of John has been seen as the nadir of anti-Jewish or 

anti-Semitic sentiment in the Newer Testament Scriptures.
54

  Ruether claimed that John sets up a dualism between the 

Christ who is from above, and the Jews who are associated with everything dark, false, apostate, and God-alien in ñthe 

worldò and the cosmos.  This stark antithesis can be seen in the language of John, which opposes Jesus and ñthe 

Jewsò.  John used the term ñthe Jewsò 67 times (compared to Markôs six times and Matthew and Lukeôs five times).   

In over half of these, the context is invective-free, but in the remaining usages, ñthe Jewsò is used simply to denote the 

enemies of Jesus.  In almost half of these hostile instances, ñthe Jewsò can be shown to mean specifically ñthe Jewish 

leadershipò, as where people, themselves Jewish, are described as being afraid of ñthe Jewsò (7:13, 9:22).  To muddy 

the clear association of ñthe Jewsò with the ñfallen universe of darknessò further, John presents some Jewish 

individuals, and indeed, whole groups of Jews (John 10:42; 11:45; 12:11, 42) as believers in Jesus.
55

 

 

The Gospel of John, probably written in its final form in 90-100 AD from Asia Minor, appears to have been composed 

with knowledge of traditions about Jesus that Mark, and to a lesser degree Luke, used in writing their gospels.  Most 

scholars believe that John was written in stages, beginning with a man who had known Jesus in his ministry and later 

expanded by someone else, who is commonly called the ñevangelistò.
56

  At the stage when the evangelist is writing, 

persecution is acute, and church and synagogue are more distinct than they have been in some of the earlier parts of the 

Newer Testament.  Johnôs perspective and system of imagery is very Jewish, but he is writing to a church where a 

preponderance of Gentiles is now the norm. 

 

Many Newer Testament scholars, following an influential thesis advanced by J. Louis Martyn in 1968, and later 

expanded upon by Raymond E. Brown in 1979, believe that the Gospel should be read in view of the conflict between 

church and synagogue of the late first century.
57

  In this view, anti-Jewish words, for example, are put into the mouth 

of Jesus, that make little sense if read as a literal account of what Jesus said to his Jewish compatriots.  This contextual 

reading is a viable option, among others, for the reader wishing to come to terms with John today.  

 

John 8 is perhaps the most anti-Judaistic chapter in the Gospel.  Richard Hays states that the account ñmakes no sense 

as a realistic account of an event in the life of Jesus; it can only be read as the Johannine communityôs frustrated and 

angry response to Jewish interlocutors who have refused to ócontinueô in accepting the communityôs extraordinary 

claims about Jesusò.
58

  Within this chapter, the most vitriolic statements occur in John 8:43-58. 

 

The John 8:43-58 passage is part of an extended confrontational dialogue between Jesus and ñthe Jewsò that occurs in 

John 8:12-59.  In fact, in the Gospel as an entirety, chapters five to ten are largely given over to such confrontations.  
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But something new is said to ñthe Jewsò in John 8:43-44, when Jesus states, ñWhy do you not understand what I say?  

It is because you cannot accept my word.  You are from your father the devil, and you choose to do your fatherôs 

desiresò.  It is not just that the present company has chosen not to accept Jesus,
59

 it is that Jesus tells them they are 

actually ñunable to hearò.  Their blindness is accounted for not in terms of a choice that they might later reverse, but 

in terms of a fixed, innate nature.  Richard Hays calls this Johnôs ñfateful theological step:  from the empirical fact of 

the unbelief of the Jews, [John] infers an ontological dualism.  The Jews who do not believe must be children of the 

devil.  The reason that they do not believe is that they cannot.ò
60

  Stephen Motyer disagrees.
61

  He believes that 

Jesusô dialogue with the Jews here mimics a literary form common in the prophets called a rib,
62

 where God harangues 

his people for forsaking his truth or his way.  Motyer cites examples elsewhere in ñJewish literature where a sharp 

contrast between God and theédevil is used to urge ethical conduct and religious loyalty, insisting thatéin John 8:44 

[ñthe Jewsò] are being criticized for their conduct rather than for their inherent nature.ò
63

  Ruth Edwards thinks it 

ñunlikely that Johnôs Jewish contemporaries would have perceived John 8 as constituting uniquely bitter invective.ò
64

   

Her reason for this assertion is that she believes our ears are tuned to modern rhetoric, which is much more polite, and 

that we can never really hear these texts without hearing the back-beat of Lutherôs On the Jews and their Lies and 

Hitlerôs Mein Kampf.   

 

Motyer, Hays and Edwards reveal the crux of the issue.  If Hays is right and the Jews do not hear because they cannot, 

then a new and particularly dangerous idea appears in John ï the closest we have yet come to true anti-Semitism ï the 

enlarging of how certain Jews behaved in the time of Jesus into ñevil raceò characteristics that apply then, now and 

forever.  If Motyer and Edwards are right, however, then the conflict depicted does not suggest something innately 

evil about the Jews; but it does, in its context, bear evidence of the community in which the conflict was written.  Not 

only were Christians in conflict with Jews, but also the Jews had shut Christians out of the synagogues (see John 9:22, 

12:42, 16:2) and had added a ñblessing of hereticsò to the synagogue prayers.  This ñblessingò which is actually a 

curse beseeches God to ñlet the Christians and the heretics perish in a moment.  Let them be blotted out of the book of 

life and let them not be written with the righteous.ò
65

  We do not believe that in his Gospel John is talking about the 

innate natures or the racial characteristics of the Jews, but is possibly looking back at the ministry of Jesus through the 

lens of the conflict in which his community is embroiled. 

 

In John 8:44 Jesus states, ñYou belong to your father, the devil, and you want to carry out your fatherôs desire.  He 

was a murderer from the beginning.ò  Later in the same chapter, Jesus states, ñVery truly, I tell you, before Abraham 

was, I am,ò after which the Jews pick up stones to throw at him (8:58-59).  From these texts, John tells the reader that 

the devil is not only a stranger to the truth, but also a murderer, and John implies that ñthe Jewsò emulate Satan in both 

respects.  ñThey are ñnot merely dull-witted in this unbelief...What [óthe Jewsô] do recognize is that in Christ their 

false principle of existence has been unmasked...So whenever the light breaks through in their presence, they 

immediately seek to ókill him.ô  In this murderousnesséthey show that they are ñnot óof God,ô but óof the Devil.ôò
66

  

The determination of the Jewish leaders to kill Jesus, as we have seen, appears early in Markôs Gospel too, but it is a 

pronounced feature in the Gospel of John.  When we get to the passion narrative itself ñthe Jewsò are involved at 

every stage of the proceedings ï the arrest, the very irregular night-time trial at the high priestôs house, the 

manipulation of Pilate so that if he does not punish Jesus he appears to be no friend of Caesar, the choosing of 

Barabbas, the attempted editing of the sign over Jesusô head, and the request to have his legs broken.  Beside the 

dispassionate justice of Rome, the Jewish leaders appear cowardly, ingratiating and treacherous, and in comparison 

with the Gospel of Mark, John seems to be exaggerating their spite.  Is the charge, sometimes leveled, that John 

imputes deicide (the killing of God) to the Jews justified?  To us, the reaction of the Jewish crowd in John 8:58 to 

Jesusô words ñbefore Abraham was, I am,ò in which he identifies himself with the holy name of God, is a result of the 

acrimonious circumstances in which the Gospel was written.  Obviously there is also a clash of monotheisms ï and 

John, of all the gospels, is most determined to show that Jesus is divine. 

 

Recently much attention has focused on the figure of Judas, whose name means ñthe Jewò.
67

  As early as John 6, Jesus 

intimates to Judas and the other disciples that ñone of you is a devilò (John 6:70).  Later in the account of the last 

supper, John twice allies Judas with Satan (John 13:2, 27, 30).  Attempts to rehabilitate Judas as a way of addressing 

concerns about anti-Judaism in Johnôs Gospel assume that John treats him, because of his name, somewhat 

allegorically, and offers his close association with Satan as a proof of what Jesus has said about ñthe Jewsò in John 

8:44.  Clearly John sees Judas as a satanic figure.  But whether or not John meant to use Judas to represent all Jews is 

not clear.  Since Luke 22:3 also says that ñSatan entered Judasò, Johnôs association of Judas with the devil is not 

unique.  Also, Judas was a very popular Hebrew name in the time of Jesus; there were even two disciples named 

Judas.  Thus, whether John used Judas to represent all Jews is not clear from the text.  
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While the author of John is concerned to contemplate Christology in a major way, the theology of salvation history 

also finds a place in Johnôs Gospel.
68

  The prologue to the Gospel (1:1-18), ñwhich describes the descent of the Word 

into human flesh, does not ignore salvation history which begins with creation.  If the coming of Jesus represents the 

era of the dominance of Spirit over flesh, so that all men [sic] worship the Spirit, Jewish history has been the 

preparation for this climactic era.ò
69

  John the Baptist is sent from God to testify to Jesus and prepare for his coming 

(1:3, 19-34), the Samaritan woman is aware that once the Messiah comes, he will disclose all things to all men 

(4:25).
70

  The hour that John mentions so often (2:4; 8:20; 12:23; etc.), that is the hour of Jesusô passion, death, 

resurrection and ascension ñis the culminating hour in the long history of Godôs dealingò with people.  Jewish 

customs, feasts and religious institutions find their fulfillment in Jesus.ò
71

  And, as for the church, it is already in 

existence, including its missionary activity (4:35-38; 20:21), and is gathered into a flock to be shepherded (6:52; 

10:16; 21:15-17).  Of course, the Book of Revelation, as we shall see, is primarily concerned with eschatological 

salvation that is to come.
72

 

 

Conclusions from the Gospels 
 
What conclusions can Presbyterians draw from the material above?  As we saw, Mark includes narratives of conflict 

between Jesus and Jewish leaders.  Matthew is the most anti-Judaistic of the Synoptic Gospels, particularly as Jews in 

the passion narrative implicate themselves and their descendants for Jesusô death, or when the sacking of Jerusalem in 

70 AD is blamed on the Jews who have not believed in Jesus.  In Matthew as in Mark, whether one assumes that the 

Jewish leaders represent all Jews bears upon the amount of anti-Judaism one perceives in the text.  Lukeôs 

presentation of the Jews is more nuanced in his Gospel, and many times Jewish leaders were to be blamed.  But in 

Acts he includes references to the Jews in general as being Jesusô murderers.  John, of course, includes statements 

about Jews being murderous children of Satan. 

 

Yet, through a comparison of the gospels, one is able to see how different authors adapted some of the traditions about 

Jesusô ministry to suit their particular communities.  We should not infer from this that we do not have a good idea of 

what Jesusô life and ministry was about, but that the evangelists (the gospel writers) shaped their narratives to speak to 

readers and hearers in their specific circumstances.  We would not want to echo Lucan beliefs, for example, that Jews 

are hypocrites, liars, treacherous, or plotters of murders.  Neither would we want to echo Matthewôs statement that 

implies all Jews are culpable for Jesusô death in perpetuity, or that they are somehow children of Satan, in the language 

of John. 

 

Yet, this is exactly what Christians have done in previous centuries.  For example, Amy-Jill Levine, who is Jewish, 

writes of being accused by fellow Christian students of killing Jesus on her way to school.
73

  David G. Burke, who 

had written about anti-Judaism in the Newer Testament, states, 
 

ñthe Jews,ò particularly in the form with the definite article in English, carries for modern readers a 

wide-sweeping, all-embrasive connotation that suggests that somehow all Jews were acting 

monolithically in these events (or worse, that all Jews of all time are somehow implicated).  While 

such leaps of logic may seem to stretch credibility, to know personally a contemporary Jew who has 

been beaten up because he was said to be a Christ-killer is all it takes to realize that such improbable 

leaps continue to be made with fearful (and even fatal) consequences.
74

 

 

Thus it is important for Christian readers of the gospels to know something about the context in which they were 

written, including the conflicts between Jews of movements that were progressively identifying themselves over 

against the other.   

 

At the same time, however, Presbyterians should not forget the biblical theology that is inherent in the gospels.  As 

we have seen, one important theme in the gospels is salvation history:  that God has acted throughout history through 

his promises and covenant to bring salvation through Jesus Christ.  This salvation history began with Creation, 

continued through the people of Israel, to the work of John the Baptist, through the ministry of Jesus, and will extend 

through the era of the Church (the era we are now in), until the return of Christ.  As Presbyterians, we want to affirm 

Jesusô work and fulfillment of the covenant on our behalf, yet we do not want to fall into a hard supersessionism in 

which the new covenant in Christ is a replacement for the old.  Rather, what David Novak calls a ñsoft 

supersessionismò may be in view: 
 

Soft supersessionism does not assert that God terminated the covenant of Exodus-Sinai with the 

Jewish people.  Rather, it asserts that Jesus came to fulfill the promise of the old covenant, first for 

those Jews already initiated into the covenant, who then accepted his messiahhood as that 

covenantôs fulfillment.  And it asserts that Jesus came to both initiate and fulfill the promise of the 
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covenant for those Gentiles whose sole connection to the covenant is through him.  Hence, in this 

kind of supersessionism, those Jews who do not accept Jesusô messiahhood are still part of the 

covenant in the sense of ñwhat God has joined together let no one put asunder.ò
75

 

 

The Pauline Epistles 
 
Paul is credited as author of the greatest part of the Newer Testament, thirteen letters in all.  We will begin with the 

letters that are agreed upon by scholars to be authentically from the hand of Paul.  These epistles are generally dated 

earlier than the gospels, which means they belong to that time when the apostles were still hopeful about re-centering 

Jewish religion around Jesus the Christ, and when Christian exclusion by the synagogue was not yet entrenched.  

Still, Christians in Jerusalem seem to have believed that Paulôs preaching did not emphasise Torah observance 

enough.  Paul was concerned particularly for his Gentile converts, who were being told that the Mosaic law would 

continue to identify those who were the people of God in Christ, when he preached righteousness by faith alone.
76

 

 

Galatians 
 
From where Paul wrote his letter to the Galatians is disputed, as is the date that he wrote it.  Some believe that he was 

writing just after his first missionary journey, around 48-50 AD.  Others believe he was writing after his secondary 

missionary journey, around 57 AD.  For the purposes of this paper, we will assume the earlier date, and that it was 

possibly written from Antioch. 

 

In any case, the letter is obviously written to settle a conflict in the community of believers in Galatia (1:6-7; 3:1; 

5:7-8) that Paul had visited on one of his missionary journeys.   Paul perceives some of these believers to be his 

opponents (Galatians 1:6-9,10; 5:7-12).  It is apparent that these ñopponentsò were undermining Paulôs credentials as 

an apostle and promoting adherence to Mosaic law, particularly circumcision (6:12-13, 15; 5:2-6) and perhaps 

calendrical (4:8-10) and food laws (2:11-14).  It is apparent from the letter that the Gentile mission to which Paul was 

called was now threatened (1:15-16).  Those Gentiles who became followers of Christ under Paulôs preaching did so 

believing that they did not need to become Jewish first by taking on aspects of Mosaic Law.  But now they appear to 

have been confused by a different kind of preaching in which they were encouraged in particular to become 

circumcised.  Paulôs major theological argument in the letter occurs in Galatians 3 and 4, to which we will now turn.    

 

Paulôs treatment of Abraham in Galatians 3-4  
 
The figure of Abraham is central to Paulôs theological argument because he was not only the ethnic ancestor of the 

Jews, but also was the recipient of Godôs grace through a covenant that God established with him in Genesis (for 

example, see Genesis 15) and the ancestor that God first commanded to practice circumcision (Genesis 17).  Paul 

begins his argument by reminding the Galatians that they received the Spirit, the sign of their authentic status as Godôs 

people in Christ, through their faith and not through any ñworks of the lawò (3:1-5).  Paul then argues that in a similar 

way, Abraham not only received righteousness before God by virtue of his faith, but that all Gentiles who also believe 

will also be blessed just as Abraham was, in fulfillment of the promise that Abraham would be a blessing to all the 

nations (3:6-9).  Paul also argues that the promise made to Abraham through his offspring refers to one person, that is 

Christ (3:16), and that the law did not annul the original covenant made to Abraham, but was given as a kind of 

guardian or disciplinarian until the coming of Christ (3:23-24).  All of those, then, who believe in Christ are one, and 

are members of Abrahamôs offspring ï Gentiles and Jews alike (3:23-29).  In fact, as Paul argues a little later, those 

who are encouraging the Galatians to continue in obedience to aspects of Mosaic law are behaving according to a 

covenant of slavery and will be excluded from the inheritance that belongs to those who are free who belong to the 

covenant of promise that is fulfilled in Christ (4:21-31).   

 

Of course, scholars argue over whether these ñopponentsô who were confusing the Galatians were Gentiles or Jews.  

If they were Jews, one might perceive Galatians 4:21-31 as espousing hard supersessionism, in which some Jews are 

now excluded from the covenant because they are not followers of Jesus Christ.   However, one has to remember the 

context of Paulôs argument.  In the way that Paul handles the text, it is probable that this is not his choice of text.  It is 

likely that Paul is responding to teaching on the part of the opponents in which Abraham and his progeny were shown 

to be obedient to the law.  In this case, the opponents would probably have said that since Abraham and his son Isaac 

were obedient to the law, the people of God are those who observe the law, particularly circumcision (cf. Genesis 

17:9-14, 23-27; 21:4).
77

  It may be that the opponents argued for circumcision ñon the grounds that entrance in to the 

elect spiritual community demanded prior admission into Abrahamôs covenant through circumcision.ò
78

  Through 

heated rhetoric, Paul is responding to the opponents to show them that believersô ñattraction to circumcision will 

achieve the very opposite of their intentionsò
79

 ï exclusion from the covenant  and that they should actually get rid of 

those who confuse them, just as Hagar and Ishmael were driven out (Genesis 21:9-12; Galatians 4:30).  
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To those in Galatia, then, Paul asserts that it is not circumcision that is the mark of a child of Abraham, but the Spirit, 

which by faith they all have.  Gentile believers are now members of Abrahamôs covenant community in fulfillment of 

the promise to Abraham that he would be a blessing to all nations, and the law functioned as a ñguardianò until Christ 

came.  The general sense of these chapters is that Abrahamôs covenant is continuous, and that it is fulfilled in Jesus 

Christ.  Those opponents who attempt to convince Gentiles who were converted by Paulôs preaching that they must 

obey the law in order to be members of Godôs covenant community are thereby in error, and Paulôs mission to the 

Gentiles in Galatia has been saved. 

 

Paulôs Treatment of Abraham in Romans 3-4  
 
In his epistle to the Romans, Paul is writing to Christian communities in Rome whom he did not evangelize, although 

it appears that he does know individuals there (Romans 16).  Some of the Jewish believers in Rome had only recently 

returned to Rome after being expelled by Emperor Claudius in 49 AD, and the Christian communities in Rome were 

still accommodating themselves to this return.  Some scholars believe that the conflict between the ñweakò and the 

ñstrongò (Romans 14-15) is due to Jews returning to Rome who had been influenced by Paulôs law-free preaching, 

such as Priscilla and Aquila (Romans 16:3-5; Acts 18:1-6).
80

  On the other hand, there is evidence that the believers in 

Rome had originally been converted by Jews from Jerusalem, and they were loyal to its customs, although many 

Gentiles may not have taken on the entirety of the law.
81

    

 

In Romans 3-4, Paul is using Abraham as an example to speak to this conflict.  He has argued earlier in Romans 3 that 

both Jews and Gentiles are under sin, and that righteousness comes only through faith in Jesus Christ (3:22-26).  

Boasting in the law is thereby excluded, because both Jews and Gentiles are saved by faith because God is one 

(3:27-31).  He begins chapter four by talking about Abraham who could not boast in the law, but who was made 

righteous by faith, as attested to in Genesis 15:6.  To add evidence to his argument, Paul shows that Abraham was not 

reckoned righteous after he was circumcised, but before he was circumcised, so that he could be ñthe ancestor of all 

who believe without being circumcised and who thus have righteousness reckoned to them,ò and likewise the ancestor 

of the circumcised who follow the example of Abrahamôs faith (4:9-12).  Paul further implies that the covenant of 

Abraham takes priority over that with Moses ï the promise to Abraham that he would inherit the world does not 

depend on law, but circumvents it (4:13-15).  In fact, the promise depends upon faith, Paul states, ñthat the promise 

may rest on grace and be guaranteed to all his descendants, not only to the adherents of the law, but also to those who 

share the faith of Abrahamò (4:16).  Thus, Paul is telling the believers in Rome that neither those who are obedient to 

aspects of Jewish law, nor those who are not are without guilt:  both are dependent upon Godôs grace found in Jesus 

Christ.  Neither the circumcised nor uncircumcised can claim superiority because Abraham is the father of both, and 

they are all members of the covenant that began with Abraham by virtue of their faith.  Yet Paul has more to say about 

the relationship between Jews and Gentiles in Romans 9-11. 

 

Romans 9-11  
 
In Romans 9-11, Paul mentions how deeply it affects him to see his fellow Jews reject Christ, saying,  ñI wish that I 

myself were accursed and cut off from Christ for [their] sakeò (9:3).  For the remainder of chapter nine, Paul offers an 

explanation for the minimal Jewish response to the gospel.  Even if no more were to respond than were responding 

now, God could not be charged with injustice, for he was saving some ï and he owed mercy to none.  Inclusion with 

God was never automatic, never something humans could control, as Paul states, ñit depends not on human will or 

exertion but on God, who has mercyò (v. 16).  Paul believed that God was distributing his favour to both divisions of 

humans ï Jews and Gentiles ï and the Jews had no grounds for complaint in that.  At this point, Paulôs only answer to 

Jewish rejection is the non-answer that comes to Job out of the whirlwind:  there is no reason which God must give to 

mortals.   

 

Yet next Paul tries to establish a reason.  It seems ironic that ñGentiles who did not pursue righteousness have attained 

it, a righteousness that is by faith,ò but that ñIsrael who pursued a law of righteousness has not attained it.ò (9:31).  

Why?  Because, according to Paul, they did not pursue righteousness by faith, but righteousness based on works of 

the law.  They stumbled over the stumbling stone,ò that is, Christ (9:30-32).  Paul says of the Jews at the beginning 

of chapter ten that ñthey have a zeal for God, but not according to knowledgeò (10.2).  This does away with any idea 

that their blindness is a willful blindness.  But how can they be blind at all, given that they have heard the apostolic 

preaching?  These questions cause Paul to probe for a deeper reason for Israelôs rejection of Christ in the providence 

of God. 

 

Has God rejected his people?  Is that the explanation?  Paul is emphatic ñBy no means!ò (11:1).  He espouses 

remnant theology by giving God credit for those he has saved ï perhaps more than are apparent.  Paul himself is a part 
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of that remnant, an Israelite according to the flesh and now also a member of ñthe Israel of Godò, a member of the 

fulfilled covenant of promise made with Abraham.  Yet, what of those who are members of Israel who have not 

believed?  Paul states, ñThe elect obtained it, but the rest were hardened.ò  So what about the ñrestò?  God has 

hardened them, but is that hardening final?  ñDid they stumble in order that they might fall?ò  In answer to this, Paul 

again states, ñBy no means!ò while concluding, ñThrough their trespass, salvation has come to the Gentiles, so as to 

make Israel jealousò (11:11). 

 

Next Paul addresses the Gentiles and reminds those who have come to Christ ahead of the Jews not to boast in their 

covenant standing:  ñBut if some of the branches were broken off, and you, a wild olive shoot, were grafted in their 

place to share the rich root of the olive tree, do not boast over the branches.  If do boast, remember that it is not you 

who support the root, but the root that supports youò (11:17-18).  Gentiles are to see that they were grafted into the 

rich root of Judaism in the place of branches that were broken off (v. 19), referring to those Jews who do not believe.  

Yet, the Gentiles, too, are in danger of being broken off, if they do not believe (11:21-22), while those Jews who do not 

persist in unbelief will be grafted in (11:23).  And, ultimately, Israel will be hardened ñuntil the full number of the 

Gentiles has come inò after which, Israel will be saved (11:25-26).  Thus, Paul envisions a plan of God in which the 

ñpartial hardeningò of Israel allows time for Gentile inclusion in the covenant people.  And, in Paulôs view, the 

election of the Jews is not at stake.  In accord with Godôs providence, Israel remains Godôs beloved, ñfor the sake of 

their ancestors:  for the gifts and the calling of God are irrevocableò (v. 28-29).  

 

Thus, in the context of Romans 9-11, Paul encourages the Gentile believers in particular not to think too highly of 

themselves because they are beholden to Israel for their ingrafting into the covenant.  He works out his agony over 

Israelôs unbelief by arguing that it is through the unbelief of some of Israel that Gentiles may be grafted into the 

covenant, after which all Israel will be saved.  Yet, it is clear that Godôs promises to Israel, in Godôs providence, 

remain.  

 

Yet, what of anti-Judaism and supersessionism?  There are anti-Jewish statements in Romans:  Jews ñhave zeal that 

is not according to knowledgeò, they are ñblindò, they are ñbroken offò the root of Israel and those who do not believe 

are ñhardenedò.  It is clear that faith in Jesus Christ is the only way to belong to Paulôs covenant community in Christ.  

Yet Jesus also came to fulfill the promise of the old covenant, particularly the covenant with Abraham, and to make 

both Gentiles and Jews members of the new covenant by virtue of their faith in Christ.  Paul ultimately ends up 

sounding like David Novakôs definition of a soft supersessionist (above, p. 6.1.6) who sees Jesus as fulfilling the 

promise of the old covenant for Jews and Gentiles, while yet attesting to Godôs faithfulness to his original promises to 

Israel:  ñwhat God has joined together let no one put asunder.ò
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Anti -Judaism in 2 Corinthians 
 
Because of its anti-Jewish statements, 2 Corinthians 3:1-4:6 also deserves mention here.  Many scholars believe that 

Paul is writing 2 Corinthians near 57 AD from Macedonia, and that in the epistle, two to five of Paulôs have been 

combined.  In these letters, it appears that Paul is dealing with great conflict within the congregation and with himself.  

After Paul wrote 1 Corinthians, his colleague Timothy went to Corinth (Acts 19:21-22; 1 Corinthians 4:17-19; 

16:10-11) where he found a bad situation, due, at least in part, to the arrival of false apostles who were hostile to Paul 

(2 Corinthians 11:12-15).  Paul then made a ñpainful visitò to Corinth (2 Corinthians 2:1), which was a failure since 

he was seen as timid and ineffective in person (2 Corinthians 10:1, 10b), and ñsomeone affronted him publicly and 

undermined his authority.ò
83

  Paul left Corinth, and later wrote a tearful letter (2:3-4), which was carried by Titus to 

the Corinthian community, and later brought Paul the joyful news that the Corinthians had repented in response to the 

letter and were anxious to prove themselves innocent to him (7:7-13).  Paul wrote 2 Corinthians in reply to their 

response and to raise money that was to be taken to Jerusalem (8:6, 16-24). 

 

2 Corinthians 3:1-4:6 occurs in the section of the letter in which Paul speaks of his own ministry to the Corinthian 

crisis.  In this passage, Paulôs ñargument takes its orientation from the activity of the would-be apostles at Corinth and 

their attacks on Paul.ò
84

  In 2 Corinthians 3:7-11, Paul uses accounts from the Older Testament to compare the 

covenant under Moses with the new covenant that he preaches.  Here he is in dialogue with two places in the Older 

Testament:  Exodus 34 where Moses comes down from the mountain after speaking with God, and has to veil his face 

before speaking with the people, and the passages in Jeremiah 31 and Ezekiel 36 which speak about the new covenant 

as something no longer written on tablets of stone but written on the heart through the Spirit.  Paul considers himself 

a minister of this new covenant (2 Corinthinians 3:6).  He speaks of the contrasting Mosaic covenant as ñthe ministry 

of death, carved in letters of stoneéthe ministry of condemnationò (v. 7 and 9) and a ministry that he considers 

provisional (v.11) compared to his ministry, the ñministry of righteousnessò, which is permanent and which he can 
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pursue with far greater boldness.  Both ministries have glory, but his ministry has far more.  In 2 Corinthians 3:10 he 

says ñIndeed in this case, what once had glory has come to have no glory at all, because of the glory that surpasses it.ò 

 

In verse 12, Paul suggests a novel reason, which is not indicated in the original story in Exodus 34, for why Moses had 

to wear a veil.  It was ñso that the Israelites might not gaze at the outcome of what was being brought to an endò 

(ESV) or ñto keep the Israelites from gazing at it while the radiance was fading awayò (NIV).  If we follow the NIV 

then Paul is suggesting that the veil was there to cover not the brilliance but the fact that the brilliance was transitory.  

If we follow the ESV then the veil was there to cover the revelation of the future God had in mind (i.e. Christ), perhaps 

to prevent the Israelites comparing the lesser glory of their covenant through Moses with the greater glory of that 

covenant to come.  This latter interpretation makes much more sense in terms of what is said later about that veil still 

being before the eyes of the Jews when they hear Christ preached.  They hear the scriptures they received in the time 

of Moses, but they still cannot see Christ in them (v. 14-15).  Here Paul sounds rather like John in his suggestion that 

Satan is at work keeping the Jews from believing in Christ.   As in John, he attributes this unbelief to the agency of 

Satan (ñthe god of this worldò) (4:4), though that verse (v. 4) may apply to all who hear and donôt believe ï all those 

who are ñperishingò (v. 3)  whereas 3:14, the verse that speaks about the old covenant still being veiled, refers 

specifically to Jewish unbelief.   

 

The one ray of hope in what is a very pessimistic take on the Jewish mission is verse 16, ñbut when one turns to the 

Lord, the veil is removed.ò  Paul seems to allow this possibility even for the Jews (i.e. they are not so compromised by 

the Satanic forces at work upon them that they are unable to turn to the Lord; turning to the Lord is still an available 

choice).  It is also hopeful that Paul puts no limits on how long the Jews have to respond.  Some ñare perishingò 

(continuous present) but they havenôt yet perished.  This passage does not mention Abraham, because it is 

concentrating on the Mosaic covenant.  Paul sees the covenant with Abraham as the everlasting covenant and the one 

to which God is eternally faithful.  Still, if he is true to his source passages in Jeremiah 31 and Ezekiel 36, Paul will 

have to admit that it is the same content that is inscribed on stone as in flesh.  The letter kills not because it is ñthe 

letter of the lawò but because the people cannot keep it until it is inscribed on their hearts by the Spirit and brought to 

life.  

 

The anti-Judaistic remarks in this section are almost palpable.  Satan is behind their unbelief, their ministry is one of 

ñdeathò and ñcondemnationò, they are not able to truly understand their own scriptures because they are ñveiledò, and 

as a result they are perishing.  In response to 2 Corinthians 3:12-16, Amy-Jill Levine states, ñChristians have argued, 

and some still do, that they have the órightô interpretation of the shared materials [common scripture], and that the 

synagogue never did understand its own Bible.ò
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  Some scholars believe that Paul is not speaking of the Jewsô total 

incapacity to read, but of their inability to read it in the light of Christ.  But, according to Levine, ñPaul may well have 

been telling his gentile Christian readers that the Jews never did understand the meaning of their own scriptures, óto 

this present day.ôò
86

 

 

Some conclusions from Paulôs epistles 
 
As we have seen, Paul does use anti-Jewish statements in his epistles, particularly when speaking to the Galatians 

about slavery under the old covenant as represented by Hagar and in 2 Corinthians about the veiling of Mosesô face 

and the influence of the ñgods of this worldò over the Jews.  Yet, in other passages, such as Romans 9-11, Paul 

agonises over Jews who do not see Jesus as Messiah, and confesses to the continuation of their election and Godôs 

faithfulness to his promises to them.  What exactly are we to make of this?  Considering that both Galatians and 2 

Corinthians were written to communities with which he was in great conflict, it may be that in the passages that cause 

the greatest offense to Jews, Paul is writing under great duress and using rhetorical ploys in order to save his Gentile 

mission.  This does not mean that we condone some of his statements ï that Jews are blind to the meaning of their 

own religious texts, or that they are under the control of Satan ï but that we understand the situations to which he was 

writing.  As was mentioned above, rhetoric in Paulôs time could be heated and sharp, and hyperbole was a tool used to 

make a point.  Understanding the texts within their context is very important, so that Presbyterians understand that the 

harsh language was used in a context different from our own, and that it is not to be perceived as evidence for hatred 

aimed at Jews, as has often been the case in the past. 

 

Yet, we can also see Paulôs theological points.  He labours to convince the Jews of the Gentilesô equal right to enjoy 

Godôs covenant favour ï not that it is a matter of right, but of grace all around ï so there is no distinction, since both 

Jews and Gentiles are included.  But he also agonises over the future of his compatriots who do not recognise Jesus as 

the Messiah.  In Romans 9-11, he outlines his theology in which he states unequivocally that God is faithful to his 

original promises to the Jews and they remain Godôs beloved.  Gentiles are to be grateful to the Jews for their 

inclusion in the covenant, as they are grafted into the rich root of Judaism.  And so with Presbyterians:  we, too, are 
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those who have been grafted into the covenant with Abraham, and should be grateful for our inclusion in the 

community of Godôs beloved. 

 

The Epistle to the Hebrews 
 
Although precisely when Hebrews was written is unknown, the most probably range of dates within which it was 

composed is 60-100 AD.
87

  It is not known exactly who wrote it ï someone, in any case, whose spirituality was 

profoundly shaped by the worship-life of the temple, since the authorôs whole reflection upon Jesus is in terms of the 

priesthood, the sacrificial system and the temple.  This is a Jew writing mainly to Jewish believers in Christ (the 

Hebrews) who are tempted to revert to their old form of religious observance now that persecution has come against 

the followers of Christ.  His burden is to convince them that they cannot go back.  The form of religion which served 

them so well for the time before Christ has now reached fulfillment or completion in Christ as God always intended it 

should (see Hebrews 9:10 where the present worship of the temple is described as ñdeal[ing] only with regulations for 

the body imposed until the time comes to set things rightò).  The letter to the Hebrews thus conceives of the 

worship-life of the temple as belonging to a temporary era that with Christ has come to an end.  ñIn speaking of a 

ónew covenantô [God] has made the first one obsolete and what is obsolete and growing old will soon 

disappearò(Hebrews 8:13).  Hebrews, then, together with the Gospel of Matthew, appears to reflect hard 

supersessionism because it offers no continuing place or validity to the Mosaic covenant, now that the perfect has 

arrived. 

 

The perfect priesthood of Christ has brought to its eschatological goal, the provisional Levitical priesthood and all 

other aspects of Jewish religious life.  ñJesus has made the present temple and all that go with it redundant.ò
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  The 

fulfillment of the new covenant promise, which the Older Testament held out both in word (Jeremiah 31) and through 

the ñsketches and shadowsò (Hebrews 8:5; 10:1) of its rites, in Hebrews is not even being accomplished in a 

progressive sense.  It is a fait accompli.  Christ came, established the new covenant in his blood, then went and ñsat 

down (completed action in the past) at the right hand of God (Hebrews 10:12).  Yet the letter to the Hebrews, much in 

the same way as Matthew on the law, does not disparage the law.  It is this very law, or in Hebrews, this very covenant 

whose substance has been realized.  The substance of both covenants is the same, the old covenant forms pointing 

forward to forgiveness in Christ and the Older Testament faithful standing in the covenant through a parallel faith to 

the believers in Christ under the new covenant dispensation (Hebrews 11-12:2).  The old covenant only appears 

lesser, relative to the greater.  According to N.T. Wright,  

 

The word óbetterôéoccurs more times in Hebrews than in the whole of the rest of the New 

Testament put together.  That tells us something about the way the writer thinks.  He is constantly 

contrasting, not something bad with something good, but something good with something better.  

He is not saying that the ancient Israelite system was a bad thing, with its Temple, its law and its 

Levitical priesthood.  What he is saying is that the new dispensation which has arrived in and 

through Jesus is even better than what went before.  Now at last perfection is in sight, and Jesus has 

achieved it for us.
89

  

 

In addition, Hebrews 7:25 describes Christ as ñhold[ing] the priesthood permanently, because he continues foreverò 

and therefore being ñable for all time to save those who approach God through him.ò  Likewise the sacrifice of Christ 

is unrepeatable (ñonce for allò, Hebrews 9:26), because it is also final and perfect and unsurpassed.  For this reason 

the author of Hebrews is at a loss when he tries to think of what more God may do to reconcile those, like some of 

those he is addressing, who have embraced Christ and then fallen away (see Hebrews 10:26-29).
90

 

 

Wright, commenting on Hebrews 10:1-10 summarises the message of the letter here in language that reveals how 

central a theology of replacement is to the message of this book: 
 

Again as [the author] has been emphasizing all through and will shortly draw to a headéreaders 

would be mad to think of going back, as though for safety, to the old system.  It might get them out 

of a little local difficulty in their immediate situation.  But it would be like running for safety into a 

house which was about to fall down.  The old system itself pointed forward to the new, declaring 

itself ultimately redundant.  There is [not] anything wrong with the Old Testament, or the system it 

put in place.  That system itself declared itself to be temporary.  Now that the proper replacement 

has come, nobody in their right mind would stay with the temporary one, let alone go back to it 

having once experienced the new and permanent dispensation which has come to birth.
91
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The letter to the Hebrews, then, is one of the most obvious seedbeds in all of the Newer Testament for a hard form of 

supersessionist theology.  Hebrews speaks openly about Mosaic covenant inferiority and obsolescence.  As we have 

already seen in other parts of the canon, Hebrews also has this sense of completed action on the part of God, rather than 

a more attenuated sense of what is not yet, and the letter thinks very much in terms of discrete eras in the Godôs 

economy.  Yet we must remember that Hebrews is not primarily a tract developed for the evangelisation of the Jews.  

It is a sermon preached to a Jewish congregation that had already believed in Christ, and then become somewhat less 

sure.  Its most pointed application is toward backsliding Christians who have lost their zeal for the gospel, rather than 

toward those Jews who have never embraced that gospel at all. 

 

Revelation 
 
As we saw above, in John 8, the author associated Satan and the Jews.  However, John does not stand alone among the 

Johannine writings in making the association between the devil and the Jews explicit.  Newer Testament scholars 

generally believe that Revelation was written in the same community as the Gospel of John.  To the churches in 

Smyrna and in Philadelphia John records these words of Christ:  ñI know the slander of those who say they are Jews 

and are not, but are a synagogue of Satan.  Do not be afraid of what you are about to suffer.  I tell you, the devil will 

put some of you in prison to test youéBe faithful, even to the point of death, and I will give you the crown of life 

(Revelation 2.9-10).  ñThese are the words of him who is holy and true, who holds the key of David.  What he opens 

no one can shut, and what he shuts no one can opené.I know that you have little strength, yet you have kept my word 

and have not denied my name.  I will make those who are of the synagogue of Satan, who claim to be Jews though 

they are not, but are liars  I will make them come and fall down at your feet and acknowledge that I have loved youò 

(Revelation 3.7-9).  The ñsynagogue of Satanò in these verses does refer to the Jewish synagogue in these cities, and 

what John says of them is typical of the fulfillment motif found elsewhere in John and in the gospels:  Jesus has taken 

up all of true Israel into himself without remainder, bringing it to fulfillment.  So that Israel which remains outside of 

Christ is necessarily a false Israel, those ñwho claim to be Jews, though they are not, but are liars.ò   

 

The extremity of the language is the first thing that strikes us in these texts, but also there is the consciousness of real 

persecution.  These words are calls to Christians to keep the faith at a time when they were facing a ñshutò door in 

terms of social and economic opportunity, ñslanderò and ñliesò, imprisonment, ñeven to the point of deathò.  Now 

every kind of fascism has used ñvictim-speakò ï Hitler blamed the Jews for conspiring systematically to poison 

European culture and pollute the Aryan blood-stock, so that ordinary Germans could feel themselves under threat, and 

view his aggression as national defense ï so we have to ask here whether things for the Christians really were as bad as 

John is portraying them.  The weight of historical evidence suggests that they were.  For a brief window of time, the 

Jews were powerful
92

 and the Christians powerless.  This balance of power soon swung the other way, which is 

something that should never be forgotten by churches reading the book of Revelation at the end of a 1600 year run of 

Christendom.  These words were not written to people like us.  From the perspective of a persecuted minority, on the 

outside looking in, Christôs promise to make the synagogue ñfall down at your (the churchôs) feet, and acknowledge 

that I have loved youò feels like assurance of Christian inclusion in Godôs covenant of love, to a people who never 

suspected that Jewish exclusion would later become the point at issue. 

 

Newer Testament Conclusion 
 
In the texts that have been surveyed in this section, from Mark to Revelation, it is obvious that anti-Jewish texts are 

found in the Newer Testament.  Matthew in particular includes anti-Jewish statements, particularly in Jesusô conflict 

with religious leaders, and in the announced culpability of the Jews for Jesusô death in the passion narrative.  Luke 

portrays the Jews as hostile Christ-killers who are enemies of Paul and in league with Satan.  John sees religious 

leaders in particular as Satanic and in opposition to God who is embodied in Jesus.  Paul condemns them in 

Galatians 4 and 2 Corinthians 3, while the authors of Hebrews and Revelation respectively see the Jewish covenant as 

obsolete and the synagogues in alliance with Satan.  Yet, as we have seen above, understanding the context of the 

Newer Testament documents is of great importance.  The Newer Testament is more aimed at speaking to emergent 

circumstances than it is systematic, so depending on the particularity of the situation and the audience being addressed, 

the apostle or evangelist can sound severe in his or her rhetoric.   

 

Our position is that the problem of anti-Judaism can be addressed by dealing with the problem texts rather than 

ignoring or diminishing them.  We fundamentally agree with Siker, that the burden of the Newer Testament argument 

is that Gentiles may be included in the covenant and that somewhere along the line, this argument for Gentile inclusion 

became an argument for Jewish exclusion.
93

  We also agree that the way back should not consist so much in finding a 

way out of Christianityôs exclusivist claims about Christ, as in finding the opportunities to sing of the inclusivist mercy 

of God, and the faithfulness of God, regardless of human acceptance or rejection.
94

  We believe Christians are 
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compelled to address the problem of anti-Judaism (which embraces some forms of supersessionism) in their reading of 

the scriptures out of true repentance for the horrific history that lies between us and in order to affirm the Christian 

belief that the God of Israel does not break his promises.  As David Novak puts it:  ñIn the present state of the 

worldéChristian spiritual survivaléis just as precarious as Jewish survival has always been.  Learning how God has 

not abandoned us (the Jews) to oblivion can greatly help you (Christians) appreciate how God has not abandoned you 

to oblivion either.ò
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Additional Theological Trajectories from the Newer Testament 
 
The Newer Testament writers, as theologians in a Jewish context, are constantly considering the place of ñthe Jews,ò 

as they reformulate areas of doctrine such as covenant and election, God and salvation, in the light of Christ.  Across 

the Newer Testament canon, theological themes emerge such as (i) fulfillment in Christ, (ii ) a kairos moment 

precipitated by Christ, and a foreshortened eschatological horizon, (iii ) an occult reason lying behind the Jewish 

rejection of Christ, and (iv) one covenant of grace, and they have been interpreted as encouraging hard 

supersessionism.  We would argue, however, that in each case there is a dialectic within the Newer Testament canon 

itself, modifying the hard-edged texts, and quite frequently pointing in another direction entirely.   

 

The motif of fulfillment   
 
That Christ is the one who fulfils Godôs revelation, given to the Jews in the law and the prophets, and brings to 

completion Godôs salvation plan for Jews and all others, is a confession which is found across the New Testament 

canon.  This defining characteristic of the Christian faith, logically writes a question mark over the place for a 

continuing Jewish witness outside of Christ.  Hard supersessionism is one answer to that question, and we find shades 

of it in the Gospel of Matthew and the book of Revelation, where Jews who follow Jesus are regarded as the true Jews, 

and Jews who stay in separate Jewish communities are dismissed as false Jews.  Soft supersessionism, however, is 

another kind of answer.  It insists on fulfillment in Christ, but also on the inalienable faithfulness of God to the 

covenant.  Paul is our best example within the Newer Testament canon, of a theologian who holds those two instances 

together, and thus discerns a purpose for the continuation of a Jewish witness in the world, even outside of Christ.   

 

The idea of the ñkairos momentò and the ñeschatological horizonò 
 
Both the gospel writers and Paul tend to see Christôs first coming
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 as an apocalyptic event, presenting an hour of 

decision to Israel and the world.  With the first coming of Christ, the kingdom of God has broken into the world, and 

for as long as this ñend timeò (eschaton) should run, the door is open for the world to receive Christ and enter his 

kingdom (i.e. come under his reign).  Certainly for the author of Hebrews and Hays would argue, for Matthew and 

John as well, the eschatological horizon (end of the eschaton) is very near or has already passed, meaning that Jews 

have failed the test, lost their chance, and are now and forever shut out of the kingdom of God.  Other voices in the 

canon (e.g. Luke to some extent, and Paul), however, take a different view.  They see the eschatological horizon as 

much longer (i.e. the eschaton is still running, the door is still open, for Jews and for others to repent and receive 

Christ).   

 

The idea that occult forces lie behind the Jewish rejection of Christ 
 
Some Newer Testament writers, while acknowledging that the Jewsô rejection of Jesus is a choice, lodged in the 

human will, discern superhuman wills (satanic and divine) to be involved also.  John develops his infamous 

association between Jews and the devil, yet Paul also seeks for a deeper explanation for the Jewish resistance he finds 

so intractable.  And this is what leads him to the conclusion that deep in the mystery of Godôs providence and 

predestining will, there is a positive reason for the present obduracy of the Jews (Gentile inclusion) and a positive 

outcome in store for ñall Israelò. 

 

The theology of one covenant of grace 
 
Paul, goes some distance beyond any of the other Newer Testament writers in developing a theology of covenant for a 

new people of God that included both Jews and Gentiles.  Key texts in his letters to the Romans, the Galatians and the 

Corinthians see Paul reflecting on the figures of Abraham and Moses ï both mediators of the covenant between God 

and Godôs people.  Paul lifts up the Older Testament ideas that it is but one covenant which is mediated by these two 

men, and that it is, from start to finish a covenant of grace.  In an effort to convince his fellow-Jews that the covenant 

is large enough to include Gentiles ï indeed was always aimed at their inclusion ï and that they need not observe all 

the particulars of the Mosaic law in order to be included, Paul suggests that the covenant with Abraham ï father of all 

the nations, father of all the faithful ï is the eternal one, and that the covenant which came through Moses is 

provisional.  Paul is concerned about any ñcircumcision made with handsò ï any principle of justification which we 
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can secure for ourselves ï as opposed to the righteousness that comes from faith.  And so in talking with Jews in 

particular, he emphasizes the common basis of justification they have with Gentile believers in Christ ï the faith, 

which God reckons as righteousness.  But Paulôs statements addressed to Jews about ñworks of the lawò should not be 

read in an anti-Jewish way, as if Judaism is an inferior religion because it is irremediably tied to legalism.  We need to 

take Paulôs positive statements about the law into account also.  Especially in Romans, and especially whenever he 

addresses Gentiles, Paul is very careful to exalt the covenant which came through Moses also, which has so 

consecrated Jews as a witness to God in the world, that the Gentiles ought to ñstand in aweò of them.  

 

Paul is most often that voice in the canon, which counters notions that the Jews are rejected or that their religion is a 

stranger to the concept of grace.  We may want to move beyond Paul ï to speak positively about the place of Jews and 

of Jewish religion in our world, and to say something to Christians using the anti-Jewish texts, instead of just passing 

over them in silence.  If that is our desire, then Paul also offers us a few constructive theological openings which we 

can take further. 

 

Paul opens the door for us to speculate about what a Judaism might look like that continues the observance of the 

specific commands of the Mosaic law, yet which is dependent upon faith in Christ alone as the principle of covenant 

inclusion and justification.  In fact many Messianic Jews do continue to observe food and purity laws, while believing 

that their faith in Christ is what makes them children of Abraham, included in the covenant promises, together with 

others who share that faith.  Why do they continue to observe the Mosaic law?  Practically speaking, because in 

many cases, it makes meals with non-Messianic family members easier, but there are more theological reasons:  If 

Jews do not remain distinguishable by the particular ways in which they observe the Torah, how will the restoration, 

toward which the new covenant announced in Jeremiah and Ezekiel looks, be objectively verifiable?  How will the 

fulfillment of Paulôs prophecy that ñall Israelò will be saved, be verifiable?  Theologian Bruce Marshall takes very 

seriously the value in Jews remaining a distinguishable people, by their observance of the law.
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  Presbyterian 

Christians, we believe that the Mosaic law continues to show us what holiness looks like ï that those who choose it, 

continue to choose the way of life.  Moses did not seal the whole of Godôs law upon us ï according to Jewish thought, 

we, as Noachides, are responsible for a more general obedience ï but are we prepared to say there is no value to a 

Jewish witness which continues to live with God after the pattern revealed at Sinai?   

 

Paul helps us to construct a responsible hermeneutic for contextual preaching.  Paul reminds us, as the gospel writers 

also do, that one speaks most sharply when addressing oneôs own.  Depending on whom he is addressing, Paul can 

sound very different.  His word to Jewish believers in Christ is:  ñdonôt look down on and exclude people who have 

the self-same gospel-faith and basis of justification as you ï be gracious!ò  His word to Gentiles is:  ñstand in awe; 

this is a Jewish story, Gentile inclusion is a subplot ï be grateful!ò  Since Jesus, Paul and most of the other Newer 

Testament writers were themselves Jewish, they tend to speak to their Jewish audiences in very direct, unvarnished 

terms (e.g. Matthew 23, John 8, Romans 3, Galatians 5), but Christians ought not to seize upon critical language aimed 

at Jews and say:  ñyou see, itôs right there in the Bible!  The Jews are of all people, the worst!ò  A better way to read 

the anti-Jewish passages of the Newer Testament is for Christians to hear themselves addressed, when Jews are 

indicted for unbelief or for treachery which opposes Christ in the gospels, or when Paul indicts Jews and Judaisers of 

focusing on the wrong things, and undermining the gospel of grace.  Paulôs description of himself in 1 Corinthians 

9:20-22
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 as a man who is able to be ñall things to all people,ò and the stories in Acts that show his ministry among 

Greeks and among Jews, confirm our picture of Paul as a man able to speak in the idiom of various cultures and always 

for the sake of ñwinningò as many as possible.  Thus Paulôs example encourages us in preaching and in evangelism to 

know our audience, and to figure out which face of the message particularly applies to them.  If we follow the 

example of Jesus, Paul and other preachers we encounter in the Newer Testament, we will reserve the most 

challenging parts of the message ï its sharpest rebukes ï for ourselves and those like us.   

 

The history of contention between Christians and Jews, which we have seen reflected in the Newer Testament 

writings, and which intensified after the end of the first century, has been long and entrenched.  Yet we believe that 

the desire for Jews and Christians to live as friends, helping one another toward a full understanding of what it means 

to live with God in the one covenant of grace, is a holy desire.  Jews sometimes speak of ñhavrutaò ï a dialectical 

method of learning, used in Torah study, in which study pairs ñsharpenò
99

 one another through exigent discussion of a 

text.  The word for ñhavrutaò is derived from the word ñfriendò.  This may seem strange if our idea of a friendôs 

virtue consists in qualities like instinctive sympathy and affection, common views and interests, because the virtue of 

this study ñfriendò lies rather in his or her ability to challenge us.  The ñfriendshipò between Jewish study pairs is 

about a solidarity in the desire to learn ï about the help that one can give to the other in becoming the best lover of God 

that he or she can be.  Karl Barthôs reading of Romans 9-11 certainly emphasises the dialectical relationship between 

ñthe two forms of the communityò
100

 of Godôs people ï Israel and the Church.  What if God has given Jews and 
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Gentile believers in Jesus to one another in this kind of dialectical friendship described by ñhavrutaò?  What if the 

purpose of this dialectical friendship between Christians and Jews is not merely edification but redemption ï as Paul 

says:  ñif the Jewsô trespass means riches for the Gentiles, how much more will their full inclusion mean!ò (Romans 

11:12)?  In those rare and beautiful places of history where there has been genuine love between Christians and Jews, 

it is because Christians have come to recognize Jews as among the best friends their souls have.  

 

PART II:  HISTORICAL OVERVIEW OF THE REFORMED TRADITION  
 
Supersessionism in the Patristic Era 
 
The previous section explored how both the Older and Newer Testaments present the Jews as Godôs chosen people 

and understand their crucial role in Godôs economy of salvation.  Before we look at the Reformed traditionôs unique 

emphasis on the one covenant of grace, which both Jews and Christians share, it may prove helpful to delineate briefly 

how the early Church used the idea of the covenant and thereby related or failed to relate itself to Judaism. 

 

Christianityôs Roots 
 
Christianity was nurtured in the cradle of the Jewish faith.  Jesus was a Jew as were also the first Christians and the 

Book of Acts and the Pauline letters make clear that they continued to follow the scriptures, worship and many of the 

observances of the Jewish religion (Acts 2:42; 2 Timothy 3:15-17).  Yet Christians were conscious of something 

decisively new in the incarnation, life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ.   Jaroslav Pelikan, the historian of 

doctrine, has expressed this in a finely balanced way:  ñClearly, they recognized that something new had come - not 

something brand-new, but something newly restored and fulfilled.ò
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The Older and Newer Testaments 
 
This conviction of continuity and the notion of newness are evident in the early Christian communityôs appropriation 

of the Older Testament Scriptures.  For almost the first hundred years of its history the Churchôs scriptures were 

primarily the Older Testament.
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  The gospels and epistles that later became known as the Newer Testament had not 

yet attained the status of canonical scripture.  Even when the Newer Testament writings came to be recognized as 

inspired scripture, Christians continued to accept the Older Testament as the Word of God.  The first Christian 

theologian to speak unequivocally of a ñNewò Testament, parallel to the ñOldò Testament, was Irenaeus (c.130-c.200) 

in his lengthy work, Against Heresies (Adversus omnes Haereses).
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  By his time, there was a general consensus that 

there were four Gospels, the Acts of the Apostles and letters that had the status of scripture.  Shortly after his time, the 

fully scriptural character of these Christian writings was recognised
104

 and following Paulôs designation of Jewish 

scriptures as ñthe old covenantò (2 Corinthians 3:14), the Christian writings were called the ñNew Testamentò.  

Tertullian (c.160-c.225) associated the ñevangelical and apostolic writingsò with the ñlaw and the prophetsò and he 

recognised this twofold collection (Older and Newer Testament books) as of equal authority.
105

  Well before the end 

of the fourth century the twenty-seven books of the Newer Testament were received as Holy Scripture and they were 

seen as being in theological unity with the thirty-nine books of the Older Testament. 

 

Tertullian defended the unity of the Older and Newer Testaments against Marcion (d.c.160) who rejected the Older 

Testament, maintaining that the Creator God depicted therein had nothing in common with the God of love revealed 

by Jesus.  Marcion proposed an alternative canon consisting of ten of Paulôs letters, some of which were edited, and 

an edited version of Lukeôs Gospel.  The Church declared Marcionism a heresy.  It was a hard version of 

supersessionism, which totally rejected the Older Testament and retained only an edited version of the Newer.  This 

wrong-headed attempt to shake off or suppress the Jewish Older Testament foundations and to purify Christianity of 

all Jewish accretions and misunderstandings, has made its re-appearance in the history of the Church in some of the 

Anabaptists, the Socinians, in Friedrich Schleiermacher, Adolf von Harnack and in the German Christians during the 

Nazi era who called for the elimination of the Older Testament from the Christian scriptures.  Over against the idea of 

a generalised Jesus, a truly evangelical faith must insist on the fact that Jesus Christ was born, lived and died a Jew. 

 

The Concept of the Covenant 
 
The question of the relation between the two covenants, outlined above in terms of two Testaments, came to dominate 

the discussion between Christians and Jews.  With this in mind, we will now look at how the three theologians, 

mentioned above, spoke of Godôs covenant. 
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1.  Justin Martyr (c.100-c.165) 
 
In his Dialogue with Trypho, an educated Jew, Justin argued that Christians share with Jews the fundamental belief 

that God is Creator and Redeemer:  
 

There will be no other God... but He who made and disposed all this universe.  Nor do we think that 

there is one God for us, another for you, but that He alone is God who led your fathers out from 

Egypt with a strong hand and a high arm.  Nor have we trusted in any other... but in Him in whom 

you also have trusted, the God of Abraham, and of Isaac and of Jacob.
106

   
 
Justin then proceeded to demonstrate that this same God acted in Jesus Christ, the Crucified.  Jesus Christ is the new 

law and the new covenant.  This covenant is trustworthy and universal, having been given to all humankind.  In 

response to Tryphoôs charge that Christians despise the covenant and reject its duties, Justin answered that Christians 

have retained whatever in the law of Moses, was ñnaturally good, and pious, and righteous...ò
107

  Justin also argued 

that one of the differences between the old and new covenants is that the Older Testament priesthood was an 

announcement of ñthe things to be accomplished by our Priest, who is God, and Christ, the Son of God the Father of 

allò...ñAnd by the word of His calling, we are the true high priestly race of God...ò
108

  Justin construed Israel as a 

phenomenon of the past and spoke of the Church as ñthe true spiritual Israelò.  Yet he believed in a future millennium 

with a thousand year reign in Jerusalem and presumably in the conversion of the Jews at the end of time.  

 

2.  Irenaeus (c.130-c.200) 
 
Irenaeus is significant for his defence of Christian orthodoxy against gnostic teaching.  In his major work, Against 

Heresies, he countered the gnostic view that the Father of Jesus Christ is not the God of the Jews.  Like Justin Martyr, 

Irenaeus affirmed the identity of God, the Creator and Redeemer:  ñHe who formed the world...is the God of 

Abraham, and the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob, above whom there is no other God, nor initial principle, nor 

power, nor pleroma,  He is the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ...ò
109

  This one God, Irenaeus held, had established 

four covenants with the human race:  ñone,...under Adam; the second,...under Noah; the third, the giving of the law, 

under Moses; the fourth that which renovates man, and sums up all things in itself by means of the Gospel...ò
110

  The 

covenants develop in the economy of salvation until they are ñrecapitulatedò in the covenant established in the blood 

of Jesus Christ.  It can be safely assumed that each of the covenants does not abolish the previous one, but all are held 

together in a unity of the different ways God deals with humanity in the various stages of salvation history.  The 

biblical narrative testifies to a single economy of salvation from Adam to Christ.  Although the newer covenant is 

greater, the words ñgreaterò and ñlessò are always used in the case of things of the same substance which possess 

properties in common though they may differ in detail.
111

  Irenaeusôs teaching of two covenants, one in substance but 

different in accidents became determinative for subsequent Christian and in particular, Reformed theology.  Irenaeus 

also engaged in millennial speculation holding that during the millennium the centre of the restored earth would be 

Jerusalem.  In 431, the Third Ecumenical Council of Ephesus condemned belief in a literal future millennium as 

superstition. 

 

3.  Tertullian (c.160-c.225) 
 
As already noted, Tertullian defended the unity of the Older and Newer Testaments against Marcion.  Known as the 

father of Latin theology he was the first Christian theologian to translate the Greek word for covenant diathǛkǛ into 

Latin as testamentum.  He argued that, contrary to Marcion, harmony exists between law and gospel and ñthe God of 

both law and gospel [is] none other than the Creator...ò
112

  If there is a difference between law and gospel, it does not 

arise from any opposition between them.  The difference is explained ñby reformation, by amplification, by progress; 

just as the fruit is separated from the seed, although the fruit comes from the seed.  So likewise the gospel is separated 

from the law, whilst it advances from the law  a different thing from it, but not an alien one; diverse, but not 

contrary.ò
113

  Neither opposition nor displacement of the old by the new, but amplification and renewal lie at the heart 

of Tertullianôs teaching. 

 

Augustineôs Teaching 
 
This early Christian teaching about the correspondence between the old and new covenants culminated in the theology 

of Augustine of Hippo (354-430) who formulated the classic statement:  ñIn the Old Testament the New is concealed, 

in the New the Old is revealed.ò
114

 Augustine based this formulation on his hermeneutic of flesh and spirit, literal and 

spiritual, law and grace.  There are two covenants, two stages in the divine economy, two conditions of the people of 

God:  Israel and the Church, one of the flesh and the other of the Spirit.  
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Augustineôs second important legacy was his doctrine of the Jews as a ñwitness peopleò.  He developed Paulôs 

teaching that ñall Israel will be savedò (Romans 11:25) into a doctrine of the continuing role of the Jewish people in 

the divine plan for salvation.  This involved the continuing validity of the law, which points to Christ, who is its 

fulfilment.  The majority of the Jews did not believe in Christ.  Their temple was destroyed and the Jews were 

punished with exile and subjugation for the murder of Jesus Christ (not deicide, for they did not recognize Jesus Christ 

as God).  Like Cain, who killed his brother, Abel, they bear the mark of their shame and, like Cain, by Godôs grace 

their survival is ensured.  Their dispersion among the nations means that they serve as witnesses to the prophecies 

which were promulgated before the coming of Christ.  Augustine spoke of the Jews as a librarian bearing the Law and 

the Prophets, testifying to the doctrine of the Church and validating the Christian faith.
115

 

 

Augustineôs teaching of the continuity of Older and Newer Testament revelation, and his doctrine of a ñwitness 

peopleò had a wide influence from the Medieval period into the sixteenth century Reformation and to more recent 

times.  His emphasis on the continuity of the old and new covenants shaped the one covenant of grace theology of the 

Swiss and Rhineland reformers and more recently the theology of Karl Barth.  Augustineôs doctrine of witness, with 

its emphasis on both the protection and humiliation of the Jews, influenced Medieval theology and legal theory, 

Martin Luther, Johannes Reuchlin and others in the sixteenth century, and also the English and Dutch Restorationists 

of the seventeenth and eighteenth century.
116

  Karl Barthôs theology of Israel, with its dialectical emphasis on election 

and Godôs covenant with the Jews and the stubborn nature of Jewish unbelief, is greatly indebted to Augustineôs 

witness doctrine.
117

 

 

Supersessionism in the Reformation Era  

Martin Luther  
 
On the eve of the Reformation, the condition of Jews in Europe can be accurately described by the word 

ñmiserableò.
118

  Jews were seen not only as rejected by God for crucifying and denying Jesus, but were also blamed 

for plagues, accused of the ritual murder of Christian children, charged with desecrating the eucharistic host and were 

generally resented for economic reasons.  Christian persecution of the Jews began with the First Crusade when a 

series of murderous attacks were perpetrated against them in what has been called ñthe first holocaustò.  The German 

Church opposed this torrent of racial and religious intolerance for canon law did not condone the victimization of the 

Jews and prohibited forced conversions, but for the most part, it simply looked on and did little.
119

  Jews were 

expelled from England in 1290, from France in 1306, from Spain in 1492 and from Portugal in 1497.  Many found 

asylum in the Netherlands and in Turkish lands.  

 

Jewish hopes were aroused and then dashed by Martin Lutherôs initial break with the medieval anti-Jewish legacy.  

As a biblical scholar, Luther placed a high value on the Older Testament scriptures and in his lectures on the Psalms 

(1513-1515) he laid the exegetical foundations for a Christological interpretation of the Older Testament.  In 1523, he 

published his tract, That Jesus Christ was born a Jew, in which he argued that the Jews are blood-relatives of Christ.  

ñWe are aliens and in-lawsò, Luther wrote, ñ[they] are actually nearer to Christ than we are.ò  They ought therefore, to 

be treated in a kindly manner.
120

  This was a rare exhibition of philo-Semitism for an age in which there were few 

friends of the Jews,
121

 but alas, it did not last.  When Jews failed to convert to Christianity, which was always Lutherôs 

hope and his main motive for Christian friendship, he turned against them in his virulent tract, On the Jews and Their 

Lies (1543).
122

  In it he called for the destruction of their homes, synagogues and books as well as the abrogation of 

any civil rights they still had.  In his later years, Luther was feverishly focussed on the apocalyptic struggle with the 

Anti-Christ, and Jews along with the pope, the Turks, and false Christians represented what we would call today ñthe 

four axes of evilò.  It has been said in Lutherôs defence that his animus toward the Jews was theological and not racist.  

Yet Luther cannot be let off the hook so easily.  His anti-Judaism became in fact anti-Semitism by virtue of the harsh 

measures he demanded for the state to enact.  It was a pre-figurement of Hitlerôs ñfinal solutionò  the Shoah,
123

 and 

the Nazis did not hesitate to use Lutherôs hateful tracts
124

 for their evil purposes.  Rabbi Josel of Rosheim, Lutherôs 

friend, Philip Melanchthon and his Nuremberg disciple, Andreas Osiander, expressed their deep shock, but Luther 

ignored them.  He continued his venomous tirade against the Jews to the end of his life in 1546. 

 

A Hopeful Turn of Events:  The Swiss Reformation 
 
The sixteenth century Protestant Reformation was not famous for proclaiming political freedom, religious toleration 

and civil and human rights.  Philo-Semitism was rare and though most reformers would not have condoned Lutherôs 

outbursts against the Jews, they were generally agreed that unconverted Jews threatened the common good of the 

corpus christianum.  It is now conventional wisdom that a straight line runs from Renaissance humanism to the 

vanguard of Locke, Hume and Voltaire, and then to the breakthrough of toleration during the Enlightenment.
125

  This 

wisdom is questionable on two counts:  first, its rosy view of humanism.  Erasmus, we know, showed not only a 
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religious but also a social and political hostility to the Jews and rejoiced that they had been expelled from France.  He 

feared that with the renaissance of classical letters, paganism and Judaism would be strengthened and the rediscovery 

of Hebrew would bring this threat closer.
126

  Even Johannes Reuchlin, the Christian humanist and Hebraist, though he 

made a case for civil rights for Jews, never doubted their collective guilt and the utility of mass expulsions.
127

  

Secondly, the theory that the toleration which broke through at the Enlightenment was descended in a direct line from 

Renaissance humanism ignores the heritage of the Reformation, especially the Swiss Reformation and its aftermath, 

which, in spite of many negative elements regarding the Jews, also had positive ones.  Its most positive feature was an 

emphasis on the one covenant of grace with two modes of administration, old and new. 

 

It will be argued that the trajectory to the toleration of the Enlightenment also runs through the Swiss Reformation, for 

in it seeds were sown that came to fruition decades later.  The principal seed was the idea of the one covenant of grace 

which Jews and Christians share.  In contrast to Lutherans with their sharp distinction between law and gospel, and 

Anabaptists with their almost exclusive focus on the Newer Testament, the Swiss reformers spoke of the old and new 

covenants as being one in substance, differing only in two modes of administration.  Almost without exception, the 

Swiss reformers were versed in Hebrew as well as in Greek.
128

  In their teaching and preaching they instilled a deep 

respect for and love of the Older Testament scriptures in Reformed church communities that could not but result in a 

new and more favourable attitude to Jews.  It is also no mere coincidence that during the Nazi persecution and 

massacre of the Jews, many Reformed church communities in Holland, France, Germany and Hungary sheltered and 

assisted Jews.  But our attention now will focus on the one covenant of grace.  

 

Rhineland Reformers 
 
Johannes Oecolampadius (1482-1531), Wolfgang Capito (1478-1541) and Martin Bucer were among the first 

reformers to emphasize biblical teaching on the covenant.  Oecolampadius held that God had established an eternal 

covenant with humanity.  Central to it was the law of love which was inscribed on the human heart at creation, was 

later expounded by the written law and then fulfilled in Jesus Christ.
129

   

 

Huldrych Zwingli (1482-1531) 
 
The emphasis on one covenant was also characteristic of Huldrych Zwingliôs theology.  He made use of the concept 

in his controversy with the Anabaptists regarding infant baptism.  G. Schrenk has pointed out the Anabaptists spoke 

of themselves as ñmembers of the covenantò.  They drew a sharp contrast between the old and new covenants, 

holding that their believersô baptism was a sign of the covenant of grace, whereas infant baptism accorded with 

circumcision in the Abrahamic covenant.  Zwingli defended infant baptism by emphasizing the salvific, historical 

character of the one and eternal covenant according to which the people of Israel, together with the Christian church, 

form one Church and People of God.  His argument was as follows:  God first made a covenant with Adam and then 

with Noah, for all humanity.  God then made a special covenant with the nation of Israel.  But it was always the one 

covenant, a covenant of grace, extending from creation to the end of the world.  If children were included in the 

Abrahamic covenant by being circumcised, are not Christian children placed at an intolerable disadvantage if they are 

not baptized?
130

  Zwingli interpreted Paulôs statement in Romans 11:25, ñthat all Israel will be savedò as referring to 

the Jews.  Though they have been unfaithful, we must treat them with equanimity and not despise them. 

 

Heinrich Bullinger (1504-1575) 
 
Zwingliôs successor in Zurich, Heinrich Bullinger, took over the concept of the covenant and broadened it to make it 

an important element in Reformed theology.  He published the first specific treatise on the covenant in 1534 entitled, 

On the Testament or Eternal Covenant of God (De Testamento seue foedere Dei unico et aeterno brevis expositio...).  

His mature thought is found in a series of sermons called, The Decades.  Using the notion of God accommodating 

himself to our capacities, Bullinger stated:  
 

God, in making of leagues, as he does in all things else, applies himself to our capacities, and 

imitates the order which men use in making confederacies...And therefore, when Godôs mind was to 

declare favour and goodwill that he bare to humankind...it pleased him to make a league or covenant 

with humankind.
131

     
 
The new covenant is the fulfilment of the covenant with Abraham, which is not abrogated, and as such, it is also the 

ratification of the eternal covenant which God made with the whole human race.  Bullinger was of the same view as 

Zwingli that God did not begin the covenant with Abraham, but simply renewed the covenant he first made with 

Adam, the first father of humankind, following his transgression.  The history of salvation for Bullinger is not marked 

by radical discontinuity between the old covenant and the new but by unity and continuity.  Zwingliôs and Bullingerôs 

views of an original covenant with Adam played an important role in the development of federal or covenant theology.  
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Karl Barth has noted that a major feature of the covenant for both Zwingli and Bullinger was its universal character.  

From the beginning it was open to the whole human race, not in the sense that all were automatically members of it, 

but in the sense that it was made for all and applies to all, and that it is the destiny of humankind to become members 

of it.  But as Barth goes on to comment, this universalism was obscured if not obliterated in the later development of 

federal theology.
132

   

 

John Calvin (1509-1564) 
 

Bernard Cottret, the French historian and author of Calvin:  A Biography, has stated that, Calvin, 

and more generally Reformed Protestants reacted against Christian anti-Semitism, whose 

intellectual emptiness they demonstrated.  This ethical tendency accompanied a rereading of the 

Bible, Old and New Testaments, that recognized the complexity and argumentative depth of the 

text....It is wrong to plaster over this fundamental dynamic thought with a dualist opposition 

between law and grace, and still more to read into it a contradictory relationship of Judaism and 

Christianityò
133

 
 
While one does not hesitate to endorse this point of view, it also has to be pointed out that Calvinôs writings reveal a 

broad spectrum of views ranging from fierce criticism of the Jews for their unbelief to irenic statements regarding their 

continuing role in Godôs plan.  Cottret, however, is correct in insisting that Calvin did not oppose law and gospel and 

therefore did not construe their distinction into a contradictory relationship between Judaism and Christianity. 

 

Covenant and Law 
 
Let us now consider Calvinôs mature theology in his Institutes of the Christian Religion.  A characteristic feature of 

Calvinôs theology, as has been stated earlier, is its emphasis on one covenant of grace made by God, which Jews and 

Christians share.  Left to itself, sinful humanity, following Adamôs sin, would have been unable to find its way back 

to God.  God therefore took the initiative to restore the broken relationship by concluding a perpetual covenant with 

Abraham and his descendants.  God also gave the law through Moses as an integral part of that covenant, a seal of his 

grace and the revelation of his will.  Calvin defined the law as ñnot only the Ten Commandments, which set forth a 

godly and righteous rule of living, but the form of religion handed down by God through Moses.ò
134

  The law did not 

wipe out the promise made to the Jews but reminded them of it and renewed it.  

 

Calvin, following tradition, divided the law into moral, ceremonial and judicial laws.
135

  Before considering the Ten 

Commandments or ñmoral lawò, Calvin devoted chapters six and seven, in Book II of the Institutes to reminding the 

reader that:  ñFallen Man Ought to Seek Redemption in Christò and that ñThe Law Was Given Not To Restrain the 

Folk of the Old Covenant under itself, but to Foster Hope of Salvation in Christ until his Comingò.  Clearly salvation 

is not to be sought in the law but in Christ to whom the law points.  Its purpose is positive, namely, to foster hope in 

salvation until Christ comes.  The moral law is set down in the two tables of the law.  It is eternal and unchangeable.  

It is also universal, prescribed for people of all nations and times, teaching them that God is to be worshipped by all 

and that they ought to love one another.
136

  The moral law is not abrogated for believers; it continues to retain its 

original force.  Moreover, the law in all its parts refers to Christ.
137

 Calvin goes on in his comments to castigate the 

Jews ñwho absurdly made an obstacle of that which was to be their helpò failing to see that the law shows us our guilt 

and substitutes another righteousness in Christ, which is not attained by works but received by faith as a gift.  The 

Fourth Preface, mentioned above, makes a similar argument. 

 

According to Calvin, ñnatural lawò (basic moral precepts generally revealed to the human mind and heart) precedes 

moral law (the ten commandments, the more specific revelation given in scripture) both historically and 

psychologically.  He describes the moral law as ñnothing else than a testimony of natural law and of that conscience 

which God has engraved upon the minds of menò
138

  There are not two laws, one of nature and the other of revelation.  

Moral law and natural law are virtually identical in substance.  The complex subject of natural law need not detain us 

here.  Suffice it to say that Calvin held that natural law enables pagans to sustain a semblance of civility, to give them 

a sense of what is right and wrong and to convict them of their sin just as the revealed law functions for Jews.  Yet 

fallen humanityôs capacity for right knowledge and right action are so affected by sin that natural law is only a reliable 

guide when aided by the spectacles of scripture. 

 

ñCeremonial lawsò (laws about things like food, dress and the particular rituals involved with Jewish worship) also 

point to Christ and if they are divorced from him they are divested of all their force.  They were a shadow of things to 

come and what they prefigured is found in Christ alone.  As argued in the Fourth Preface they represent the temporal 

aspect of the law which is abrogated because Christ has fulfilled by his sacrificial death on the cross what the 

ceremonial practices of sacrifice foreshadowed.  The same is true of the ñjudicial lawsò (laws which were given to the 
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Jewish people to instruct them in rules of equity and justice while they existed as a nation state).  Just as the 

ceremonial laws could be abrogated without piety being harmed, so the judicial laws could be taken away without 

affecting principles of equity and justice.
139

  

 

Three uses of the law 
 
For Calvin, as for Melanchthon and Bucer, the law has three functions:  (1) pedagogic, as ñthe mirror of sinsò 

showing us as a mirror our spots; (2) political, hindering the wicked who will cease to do evil only from fear; and (3) 

instruction of believers regarding the nature of Godôs will to which they aspire and to confirm them in their 

understanding of it.
140

  For Calvin this third use was the principal one, while for Luther the condemning function was 

primary.  While there are differences between Calvinôs and Lutherôs approach to the law, we must not exaggerate 

them.  Emile Doumergue thinks that Luther was more idealistic by emphasizing an internalization of the law, while 

Calvin was more realistic, insisting on the importance of the Ten Commandments in shaping our lives.  Each position 

has its dangers:  Lutherôs of quietism and cheap grace; Calvinôs of legalism.
141

  Like Luther, Calvin emphasized 

Christian liberty and devoted a separate chapter to it in the 1559 Institutes (III.19).  Consciences are freed from the 

law as far as their justification is concerned, but this does not render the law superfluous.  Moreover, freedom from 

the demands of the law makes us capable of joyful obedience, so that as children of a kindly Father we willingly obey 

Godôs will.  With respect to matters that are indifferent we may do them or not, without suffering pangs of 

conscience.  Calvinôs teaching here, Fran­ois Wendel believes, shows how far he was from narrow Puritanism, which 

he has been unjustly accused of fathering.
142

   

 

Did Calvinôs emphasis on the law tend to legalism?  
 
Calvinôs strong emphasis on the law has been seen by some critics as legalistic and ñJudaizingò.  Reinhold Seeberg, 

the Lutheran historian of dogma, has charged that in Calvinôs system law controls all life and its ramifications.  

ñCalvinôs legalismò, he says, ñresults in a tendency to blur the boundaries between the Old and New Testaments.ò
143

 

Paul Wernle makes a similar allegation:  
 

In his moral zeal, Calvin utterly denies the difference between the Old and the New Testaments, 

closes his eyes to all the new values which Jesus brought into the world and degrades Him to the 

position of an interpreter of the ancient lawgiver Moses.  How much more clearly the Baptists saw 

the truth in this respect.
144

  
 
The anti-Judaic character of these criticisms is most evident in Georgia Harknessô study of Calvinôs ethics:  ñCalvinôs 

system of doctrineò, she wrote, ñis more Hebraic than Christian.  It rests more upon the Old Testament than the 

New.ò
145

 

 

More Hebraic than Christian?  Was Calvin more in the Jewish camp than in the Christian? Are the two so 

contradictory?  Calvin had a broad view of the law as expressed by the Hebrew word ñTorahò meaning instruction, 

teaching  the ñteaching of God himselfò.  ñTorahò has commonly been translated as ñlawò following the Greek 

translation in the Septuagint nomos (law) and the subsequent Latin translation lex (law).  Yet to identify Torah 

narrowly with ñlawò is to limit its meaning and to raise the spectre of legalism.   

 

Calvin understood law as covenantal law, given by a gracious and faithful God to the people of Israel.  From the law 

we learn that God is our Father, that God is merciful and holy and that, in loving kindness, he requires our 

obedience.
146

  The law has been divinely handed down to the people of God to teach perfect righteousness.  Torah is 

to be spiritually understood and interpreted with reference to the Lawgiver, that is, by looking always at the Lawgiver 

by whose nature we are to appraise the nature of the law.  Calvin then makes this important point: 
 

Those who did not comprehend these teachings fancied Christ another Moses, the giver of the law of 

the gospel which supplied what was lacking in the Mosaic law.  Whence that common saying about 

the perfection of the law of the gospel, that it far surpasses the old law  in many respects a most 

pernicious opinion!
147

 
 
The common error to which Calvin refers and which he calls ñperniciousò (perniciosissimum) is the view that Jesusô 

new ñevangelical lawò (lex evangelicae) has completed and supplied the deficiency which was present in the Jewish 

Torah.  Such a view, Calvin believed, disparages the Torah.  It insinuates that the sanctity of the fathers under the 

Older Testament was hypocritical and lures us away from the ñsole and everlasting rule of righteousnessò.  ñIt is very 

easy to refute this errorò, Calvin says.  ñThey have thought that Christ added to the law when he only restored it to its 

integrity in that he freed and cleansed it when it had been obscured by the falsehoods and defiled by the leaven of the 

Pharisees [cf. Matthew 16:6, 11, and parallels].ò
148
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This emphasis on órestorationô rather than óadditionô, on ófulfilmentô rather than óabolitionô strikes at the very root of 

supersessionism.  As Bernard Cottret has commented perceptively:  ñCalvinôs Christ was a reformer of Judaism.  

Now óa reformerô in the sixteenth-century sense, was not exactly an innovator or a revolutionary; on the contrary, he 

fought against novelties.  Similarly, the Jesus Calvin presented entered into conflict with the Pharisees in the name of 

the original authenticity of the Jewish law.  He wanted to restore it to its purity.  Jesus was not a second Moses; he 

did not promote a new law, nor did he abolish the old one.ò
149

  To repeat Jaroslav Pelikanôs point noted above:  the 

gospel is ñnew, but not brand-newò; it is something órestoredô and ófulfilledô. 

 

Christ and the Law 
 
Yet Calvin did not regard Christianity as simply a prolongation of the Jewish law without any discontinuity.  On the 

contrary, he was aware of the qualities of each religion as well as of the differences between the two.  The principal 

difference had to do with Jesus Christ.  If in his interpretation of the law, Calvin was on the one hand, a strong 

opponent of anti-Semitism, on the other hand, he opposed any minimisation of the person and role of Jesus Christ, 

which is the tendency of many anti-supersessionists.  The law can only be properly understood in reference to Christ:  

ñThe main content of the law and the foundation of the divine covenant consists in the fact that the Jews have Jesus 

Christ as their Leader and Protector -- the heart of their sacred history; without Him there can be no religion and they 

themselves would be the most wretched of men.ò
150

  Calvinôs approach to the law was thoroughly Christological.  

Christ is both the soul (anima) and end (telos) of the law.
151

   

 

Older and Newer Testaments  
 
It is only after he has discussed how fallen humankind should seek salvation in Christ (Institutes II.6), and why the law 

was given (to foster hope of salvation in Christ until his coming (II.7) and only after he has given an explanation of the 

moral law (II.8), that Calvin is able to discuss how Christ, who was known to the Jews under the Law, has been clearly 

revealed only in the gospel, (II.9), and thus, the similarity (II.10) and difference between the Older and Newer 

Testaments (II.11). 

 

To counter the criticism that he had blurred the clear distinction of the law and the gospel taught by the other 

reformers, Calvin introduced into his 1539 Institutes a chapter, ñOn the similarity and the difference between the Old 

and the New Testaments.ò  This was further expanded in the 1559 edition into the three chapters given above.  

Calvin held that there were differences between the two Testaments but his main concern was not to create a chasm 

between them.  The differences do not deny their unity.  Older and Newer Testaments are united because Christ, who 

was present in the establishment of the covenant with Abraham, dominates both Testaments.  Calvin used the ñlawò, 

ñgospelò terminology in II.9, where ñlawò represents the dispensation of the old covenant and ñgospelò means ñthe 

clear manifestation of the mystery of Christò but Calvin could also say that ñgospelò in its broad sense ñincludes those 

testimonies of his mercy and fatherly favour which God gave to the patriarchs of old.ò
152

  In this same chapter Calvin 

stated that the opposition of law and gospel ought not to be exaggerated:  ñBut the gospel did not supplant the entire 

law as to bring forward a different way of salvation.  Rather, it confirmed and satisfied whatever the law had 

promised and gave substance to the shadows.ò
153

 

 

Calvin does not employ the ñlawò and ñgospelò terminology in chapters 10 and 11.  He expresses the similarity in 

terms of the two being one in substance but different in administration:  ñThe covenant made with all the patriarchs is 

so much like ours in substance and reality that the two are actually one and the same.  Yet they differ in the mode of 

dispensation.ò
154

  There is only one covenant, and that is the covenant of grace.  In the next chapter, Calvin 

enumerates five differences between the two Testaments which can be reduced to one; namely, the clarity of the 

gospel in the Newer Testament and its obscurity in the Older Testament.  The differences are merely external and do 

not diminish their unity.  Both Testaments proclaim Christ and for the saints of the Older Testament, as for us, the 

words were confirmed by sacramental signs.  As Calvin states:  ñFor Paul here means to disabuse Christians of 

thinking they are superior to the Jews through the privilege of baptism.  Nor is what immediately follows subject to 

this cavel:  óThey ate the same spiritual food and drank the same spiritual drinkô (1 Corinthians 10:3-4).  This he 

interprets as referring to Christ.ò
155

  Calvinôs point about Christian smugness regarding the Jews is directed against 

Servetus and the Anabaptists.  ñIndeed, that wonderful rascal Servetus and certain madmen of the Anabaptist sectò, 

Calvin says, ñregard the Israelites as nothing but a herd of swine...ò
156

  Calvin resolutely rejects any notion of 

Christian superiority. 

 

Did Calvin Give the Jews a Continuing Role in Godôs Plan of Salvation? 
 
The locus classicus for the consideration of the relationship of Christianity and Judaism is undoubtedly Romans 9-11, 

and specifically, Romans 11:25-26:  ña hardening has come upon part of Israel, until the full number of the Gentiles 
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come in, and so all Israel will be saved....ò (underlining added)  This is a notoriously difficult passage and it has led to 

different interpretations in both ancient and modern times.
157

 

 

In more recent times, commentators have raised the question whether ñall Israelò will be saved apart from Christ or by 

conversion to Christ.  A few commentators such as Krister Stendhal, P. Lapide and P. Stuhlmacher believe that God 

will display an act of mercy to Israel independently of any acceptance of Jesus as Messiah or of a mass conversion to 

the Christian gospel.  Most commentators, however, for example,  C.K. Barrett, C.E.B. Cranfield, Joseph Fitzmyer, 

Ernst Kªsemann, etc., (as earlier, John Calvin and the other reformers), insist that the word ñsozoò as in 1 Corinthians 

9:22 means ñbe convertedò and so salvation will take place through Christ, the ñdelivererò.  If the latter Christological 

interpretation is accepted as correct  as appears to be the case  will salvation occur through Christ at the parousia by 

God providing a Sonderweg (i.e., a special or extraordinary way) without conversion to the gospel, or will salvation 

take place only through faith in Christ?  The latter interpretation must be accepted since the thrust of the whole epistle 

is that justification, salvation by grace, is through faith in Jesus Christ (Romans 1:16).  The other major question is 

whether ñall Israelò means ethnic Israel, the Jews, or whether it is to be understood universally of ñthe Christian 

Church in its final stateò.  Most commentators are now agreed that the former interpretation is the correct one.  The 

latter interpretation of ñall Israelò as ñspiritual Israelò made up of Jewish and Gentile converts was held by some of the 

patristic writers including Irenaeus, Clement of Alexandria and Origen and Augustine, (who were ambivalent, 

speaking sometimes of ethnic Israel and sometimes of spiritual Israel).  It was this interpretation that the majority of 

fifth to twelfth century commentators held.  Thomas Aquinas thought that ñall Israelò meant the whole nation 

including every individual member, but most ancient and modern interpreters hold that it refers to Israel as a whole, 

but not necessarily to every individual member.
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In an excellent and engaging essay on ñóAnd All Israel Shall Be Savedô:  Peter Martyr and John Calvin on the Jews 

according to Romans, chapters 9, 10 and 11ò, Daniel Shute notes that unlike Zwingli, Bucer, and Peter Martyr, Calvin 

interpreted ñall Israelò to mean ñall the people of Godò.
159

  He then asserts, largely because of this ñeccentric 

interpretationò (actually, it is not all that eccentric for it has had a long tradition before and following Calvin), that 

ñCalvin managed to avoid any meaningful notion of the Jewsô continuing special status, while Martyr made statements 

that were harbingers of a philo-Semitism that were to fascinate some Reformed students of Scripture in the next 

generationò.
160

  Shute is quite correct in what he says about Peter Martyr, but is he right in what he says about Calvin?  

Is perhaps Calvinôs position a little more complex than Shute suggests? 

 

Calvin appealed to Paulôs manner of speaking in Galatians 6:16:  ñPeace and mercy be upon...the Israel of Godò as a 

way to understand the meaning of ñall Israel shall be savedò in Romans 11:26.  Yet in the Galatians passage ñIsraelò 

means ñthe people of God, believing Jews and Gentilesò while in the Romans passage Paul is drawing a contrast 

between Israel and the Gentiles (11:25):  ña hardening has come upon part of Israel, until the full number of Gentiles 

has come in.ò  It does not seem likely that ñand so all Israel shall be savedò in 11:26 means anything other than in 

11:25  that is, ñJewsò.  In rejecting the interpretation that ñall Israelò refers to the Jewish people, Calvin certainly 

wanted to avoid the view ñthat religion would again be restored among them as beforeò with the Temple in Jerusalem 

and its ceremonies.  He may also have wanted to avoid any millennial interpretation, but this is only a conjecture. 

 

At the same time, Calvin definitely does not exclude the restoration of Israel as a people to the obedience of faith:  
 

When the Gentiles shall come in, the Jews also shall return from their defection to the obedience of 

faith; and thus shall be completed the salvation of the whole Israel of God, which shall be gathered 

from both; and yet in such a way that the Jews shall obtain the first place, being as it were the first 

born in Godôs family.
161

  

 

Similar comments are made on Romans 11:11:  ñHave they stumbled that they should fall?ò:  
 

éhe [Paul] asks the question whether the Jewish nation had so stumbled at Christ, that it was all 

over with them universally, and no hope of repentance remained.  Here he justly denies that the 

salvation of the Jews was to be despaired of, or that they were so rejected by God, that there was to 

be no future restoration, or that the covenant of grace, which he had once made with them, was 

entirely abolished, since there had ever remained in that nation the seed of blessing.
162
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In Calvinôs view the covenant which God made with the Jewish people continues to be valid and cannot be made void.  

A whole section was devoted to this point in the 1559 Institutes where Calvin defended the practice of baptizing 

infants over against the Anabaptists: 
 

that the covenant which God had made once for all with the descendants of Abraham  could in no 

way be made void.  Consequently, in the eleventh chapter he [Paul], argues that Abrahamôs 

physical progeny must not be deprived of their dignity... the Jews are the first and natural heirs of the 

gospel, except to the extent that by their ungratefulness they were forsaken as unworthy  yet 

forsaken in such a way that the heavenly blessing had not departed utterly from their nation. 

...despite their stubbornness and covenant-breaking, Paul still calls them holy [Romans 11:16] such 

great honour does he give to the holy generation whom God had held worthy of his sacred 

covenant); but he calls us (if we are compared with them), as it were, posthumous or even abortive 

children of Abraham  and that by adoption, not by nature  as if a sapling broken from its tree were 

grafted upon the trunk of another [Romans 11:17].  Therefore that they might not be defrauded of 

their privilege, the gospel had to be announced to them first.  For they are, so to speak, like the 

first-born in Godôs household.  Accordingly, this honour was to be given them until they refused 

what was offered and by their ungratefulness caused it to be transferred to the Gentiles.  Yet, 

despite the great obstinacy with which they continue to wage war against the gospel, we must not 

despise them, while we consider that, for the sake of the promise Godôs blessing still rests among 

them.  For the apostle testifies that it will never be completely taken away:  ñFor the gifts and the 

calling of God are without repentanceò[Romans 11:29. Vg.].
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Conclusion:  ñThe First-Born in Godôs Householdò 
 
The Swiss, and the Rhineland reformers who were closely associated with them, made the concept of the covenant the 

principal idea not only for expressing the redemptive relationship between God and humankind, but also for binding 

Jews and Christians together in one, indissoluble covenant of grace.  Believing that the gifts and calling of God are 

irrevocable, the Swiss reformers held that Godôs blessing continues with his chosen people, ñthe first-born in Godôs 

householdò.  They have the first place in Godôs economy of salvation.  Their very existence is a proof that God is 

present and active in human history.  Their survival as a people against all odds, as Zimmerman, Frederick the Greatôs 

personal physician said, is a proof for the existence of God.   

 

It is most fitting to conclude this section with Th®odore de B¯zeôs remarks in connection with his exposition of 

Romans 11.  After lamenting the guilt of Christianity in relation to ñthe holy nation of the Jewsò which Christians 

have maltreated in so many ways, Bèze wrote: 
 

I pray daily with all my heart for the Jews in this manner:  óLord Jesus, truly you judge in your 

righteousness that one not scorn you and this ungrateful people deserves to be severely punished.  

But, Lord I pray that you will have regard for your covenant and look with kindly eyes on this 

forsaken and unfortunate people for your nameôs sake.  But with regard to ourselves, the most 

unworthy of all humankind, whom you have nonetheless made worthy by your great mercy, grant in 

your grace that we may so grow in understanding that we may not be instruments of your anger, but 

instead be enabled to call them back to the right way, through knowledge of your Word and by the 

example of a holy life through the power of your Holy Spirit, so that you may be unanimously 

glorified by all nations and people in eternity.  Amenô.
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In an age of racial bigotry and religious intolerance, itôs a remarkable prayer, recognizing as it does, that the Jew is ñthe 

first-born in Godôs householdò, and that we Gentiles are, to use Calvinôs words, ñposthumous or even abortive 

children of Abraham  and that by adoption, not by nature...ò. 

 

Supersessionism in Reformed Theology after the Reformation 
 
The post-Reformation era saw a number of developments which impacted the Reformed churchesô understanding of 

the Older Testament and the Jewish people.  The most important for our purposes was the development of ñfederalò 

or ñcovenantò theology in the seventeenth century.  

 

Federal Theology 
 
Covenant theology, sometimes referred to as federal theology (Latin, foedus, covenant), made the biblical concept of 

the covenant the generative and organising principle of the Christian faith.  Federal theology sees the history of Godôs 

dealings with humankind in terms of a bond or an agreement. The whole history of salvation from Adam and Eve 
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forward is understood in terms of covenants.  While it was intended to ameliorate some of the harsh edges of the 

doctrine of predestination by introducing a more historical, dynamic and relational understanding of Godôs redemptive 

purposes, federal theology introduced ideas that also made Reformed theology more supersessionistic.  

 

During the sixteenth century Reformed theologians such as Bullinger emphasized the importance of the one covenant 

of grace.  By the beginning of the seventeenth century a new idea was introduced, namely a distinction between a 

covenant of works which was separate from and antecedent to the covenant of grace.  This view can be seen in the 

Heidelberg theologians (Zacharius Ursinus and Caspar Olevianus) and in a number of English Puritans (Thomas 

Cartwright and Dudley Fenner).  According to these theologians, God made a covenant of works with Adam, who 

represented all humanity as its ñfederalò head or representative.  In this covenant Adam was required to obey Godôs 

law as the condition of salvation.  After Adam disobeyed and fell, and all humanity with him, God established the 

covenant of grace which is fulfilled in Jesus Christ, the ñLast Adamò, who is the federal head of the elect. 

 

The distinction between the covenant of works and the covenant of grace became common in Reformed theology in 

the seventeenth century.  This is evident in the way it was rendered in the Westminster Confession of Faith
165

 

(Chapter VII) which speaks of two covenants:  the covenant of works in which life was promised to our first parents 

and their posterity conditional upon perfect and personal obedience; and the covenant of grace in which God freely 

offers salvation through faith in Jesus Christ to the elect.  The covenant of grace is administered in two times, first in 

the time of law, then in the time of the gospel.  Under law it was administered by promises, prophecies, sacrifices, 

circumcision, the paschal lamb, and other types and ordinances.  This was the administration of the covenant of grace 

for the Jews who were given the promise of the Messiah to come and though whom they received salvation.  The time 

of the gospel is the revelation of Christ through whom now Jews and Gentiles participate in the redemptive purposes of 

God.  The WCF emphasizes that there are not two covenants of grace differing in substance, one for Jews and another 

for Gentiles.  There is one covenant of grace under two dispensations.  

 

It might be argued that the WCF is not exceedingly supersessionistic.  It acknowledges one covenant of grace for both 

Jews and Gentiles.  It emphasises that Jews participate in both administrations of the covenant.  It teaches that the 

Jews have a singularly significant role in the history of redemption in the administration of the covenant of grace under 

law.  It does not teach that the Jews were under a covenant of works.  It makes a clear distinction between Jew and 

Gentile and seems to militate against the idea that Christians replace Jews as the people of God, or that Christianity 

replaces Judaism.  However, there are also points which push the WCF towards a more strongly supersessionistic 

position.  First, it teaches that while there is one covenant of grace there are two dispensations or administrations of 

that one covenant, law and gospel.  The law is superseded by gospel in the WCF.  The administration of the law by 

promises, prophecies, sacrifices, ordinances, etc. is no longer in force, and therefore no longer available as a means of 

participating in the redemptive purposes of God.  In effect, this means that Older Testament Judaism (Hebrew 

religion) has been superseded, not because it represents a different covenant, but because it represents the covenant of 

grace under law which has now been fulfilled by the covenant of grace in the gospel of Jesus Christ.  Jews no longer 

have access to the salvific promises through their administration under law.  But Jews do distinctly participate in 

salvation under the administration of the gospel.  This is, in short, supersessionism, slightly nuanced to be sure, but 

supersessionism nonetheless.   

 

The second point to note is simply that the whole history of redemption is read by the WCF, as one might expect, from 

the end-point perspective of the gospel.  This means that Older Testament Judaism is taken into the Christian 

narrative; the taking over of one traditionôs scriptures by another tradition is seen by some as a subversive act.  

 

Dispensational Theology  
 
North American Christianityôs understanding of the Jewish people, especially in the United States, has been 

influenced by a theory of biblical interpretation called dispensationalism.  It was developed primarily by the English 

Plymouth Brethren leader John Nelson Darby (1800-1882) and it became popular in the United States through a series 

of annual Bible prophecy conferences starting in 1875 and the publication of The Scofield Reference Bible in 1909.  

Early dispensationalist teachers were drawn largely from Congregational, Presbyterian and Baptist churches and most 

of the early dispensationalists were broadly Reformed in their theology.  In Canada, a number of Presbyterian 

congregations taught dispensationalism accompanied by a strong emphasis on missions.  In 1944, the General 

Assembly of the Presbyterian Church (US) declared dispensationalism ñout of accordò with the churchôs confession.  

It does not appear, however, that any such declaration has ever been made by the General Assembly of The 

Presbyterian Church in Canada although arguably a similar sentiment has prevailed.   
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Dispensational theology divides world history into distinct eras or epochs or dispensations.  A dispensation is ña 

distinguishable economy in the outworking of Godôs programò (C.C. Ryrie).  It is one in a series of well-defined time 

periods each of which reveals a particular purpose of God to be accomplished in that period.  While dispensational 

schemes vary, there are usually six or seven dispensations as follows:  Age of Innocence (Adam before the Fall); Age 

of Conscience (Adam to Noah); Age of Promise (Abraham to Moses); Age of Law (Moses to Christ); Age of Grace 

(Pentecost to Rapture, or the church age); and the Millennium (Future age).  Dispensationalists argue that they teach 

that salvation is always through Godôs grace, that the basis of salvation is always the death and resurrection of Christ, 

and that the object of faith is always the true and living God.  What changes, they argue, is the content of faith from 

age to age.    

 

There is a strict division between Israel and the church in the dispensationalist view.  The church did not begin in the 

Older Testament; it began at Pentecost.  Therefore, the church does not fulfill the promises given to Israel that have 

not yet been fulfilled.  Such a move is clearly supersessionistic in the sense that the church age is seen to have 

superseded the age of Israel and its various dispensations.  However, unlike typical supersessionist schemes where 

Israel drops away, in dispensationalism Israel has a continuing and eschatological role in the history of redemption.  

The promise of an earthly kingdom which was given to Israel as a nation has not been revoked and must be fulfilled 

literally.  One can see, therefore, how the founding of the State of Israel in 1948 accords with such a reading of the 

Bible, and why Protestants who hold to a dispensational theology would be among the State of Israelôs most ardent 

supporters.  The final fulfillment of the material promises given to Israel are tied to the belief that Christ will return 

before the millennium (1000 year reign), i.e. pre-millennialism.  

 

While many Reformed theologians and church leaders eschew a dispensational form of theology, it has to be said that 

this theory of biblical interpretation owes at least part of its existence to the Reformed conception of the covenant.  

Earlier Reformed theologians, including Bullinger, used the term ñdispensationò to describe different administrations 

of the one covenant of grace.  The Westminster divines and others, in the adoption of a two covenant theory, 

exacerbated this.  The content and the conditions of the covenant of works and the covenant of grace were different.  

For good or ill, therefore, dispensational theology is to some extent a step-child (or by-product) of Reformed theology. 

 

The Modern Period in Reformed theology 
 
Among the modern developers of the Reformed tradition, with its unique emphasis on the one covenant of grace which 

both Jews and Christians share, Schleiermacher, Barth and Moltmann cover fairly well the waterfront, from ñhardò or 

ñhyperò supersessionism, to ñsoftò supersessionism, to anti-supersessionism.   

 

F.D.E. Schleiermacher (1768-1834)  
 
Friedrich Schleiermacher in his magnum opus The Christian Faith set out a rather startlingly different approach to 

supersessionism than had been the case in earlier Reformed theology.  Hard supersessionism teaches that on the basis 

of the coming of Jesus as the Messiah (Christ), the Christian church has replaced Israel as the chosen, covenant people 

of God.  From the perspective of many today, the problem with such supersessionism is that it makes too little of the 

role of the Jewish people in Godôs redemptive plan and purpose.  Hard supersessionism, as noted earlier, teaches that 

the Jews are displaced, set aside, transcended, or abandoned, i.e. superseded.  Friedrich Schleiermacher and other 

nineteenth century theologians, however, saw the problem differently:  ñsupersessionismò, they argued, made too 

much of the Jews.ò
166

  

 

According to Schleiermacher, ñthe connection of Christianity to Judaisméis simply a historical accident which has 

nothing to do with the essence of Christianity.ò
167

  Jesus may have been a Jew, Schleiermacher noted, but this has no 

significance for his work as the redeemer.  There is a universal awareness of the need for redemption and Jesus is the 

one through whom this need is understood and met.  The Older Testament is superfluous for the church, he argued, 

since everything necessary for the faith is more clearly stated in the Newer Testament.  There is no special 

relationship between Judaism and Christianity and it is doubtful that the God of Jesus Christ ñis or ever was in any 

distinctive sense the God of Israel.ò
168

  In contrast to Judaism, Schleiermacher argued ñThe original intuition of 

Christianity is more glorious, more sublime, more worthy of adult humanity, penetrates deeper into the spirit of 

systematic religion and extends itself further over the whole Universe.ò
169

  

 

Schleiermacher was not alone in these views.  Immanuel Kant had argued that Judaism represented a religion based 

on the observance of external laws and therefore concluded that Christianity constituted the full abolition of Judaism.  

Similarly, Hegel placed Judaism well below Christianity in his schema, even below the Greek and Roman religions.  

This was all part of an approach to religion in the nineteenth century which ranked religions from ñlowerò to ñhigherò, 
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i.e. from polytheism to monotheism, from the particular to the universal, from external fetishism to ópureô spiritual 

religion.  On the basis of this scale, designed for the most part by Christian theologians and biblical scholars, Judaism 

was destined always to rank below the Christianity which had óreplacedô or superseded it.   

 

By the end of the nineteenth century such views were deeply embedded in a good deal of Protestant theology.  The 

Dutch Reformed theologian Hermann Bavinck, for example, in rejecting these views, noted that nineteenth century 

Protestant theology was rife with anti-Judaism, and summarised it this way:   
 

[In this theology]éYahweh is not the one true God, the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, but a 

nationalistic god of Israel, originally a sun god.  The people of Israel were not chosen by God but 

were from ancient times a wild horde of various tribes who were committed to various forms of 

polytheism.  The stories of the creation, the fall, the flood, the patriarchs, the judges, and so on are 

myths and sagas derived in part from other peoples.  The law is on a level far below that of the 

prophets and often bears an external, sensualécharacter.  Old Testament saints such as Abraham, 

Isaac, Jacob, and especially David do not deserve that designation and either never existed at all or 

were idealized by their descendants.  The distinction between true and false prophets is entirely 

subjectiveé
170

. 

 

In Bavinckôs estimation such anti-Judaism was a departure from the Reformed doctrine of the covenant.  Bruce 

Marshall questions whether the view of Schleiermacher and other nineteenth century theologians is supersessionism at 

all.  It is, to be sure, a mutation of traditional Christian ideas about Godôs abandonment of unbelieving Jewry.  [But] 

it is not supersessionism, because on Schleiermacherôs account, Christian faith has no stake in the claim that the 

church has in any sense replaced Israel; this would assume that the Jewish people were once Godôs elect, and that in 

some way Christian faith remains dependent on both the history and the Scripture of this elect people, all of which 

Schleiermacher consistently denied.
171

  This view, it should be noted, hearkens back to Marcion in the second 

century.  Marshall may be right in noting that this is not supersessionism at all.  However, it is a mutation which 

arises from a ñradicalò account of supersessionism which cuts the connection once and for all between Israel and the 

church.  It is, then, in a very real sense, a form of radical or ñhyperò supersessionism, which shaped a good deal of 

subsequent Protestant theology, not for good but for ill.  

 

Karl Barth  
 
This brings us to the major Reformed theologian of the twentieth century whose work in many respects was an attempt 

to overturn the influence of Schleiermacher and other nineteenth century liberal Protestant theologians, namely Karl 

Barth.  Barth deals with the relationship of Israel and the church primarily under the doctrine of election.  For Barth, 

God has chosen to relate to humankind in grace, i.e. unconditional and unmerited favour.  This is Godôs eternal 

decision and disposition.  God chooses grace.  This is Godôs covenant with creation.  This goodwill of God toward 

us is grounded in the very nature and being of who God is, i.e. the triune God of grace.  That grace is centred in Jesus 

Christ.  God elects gracious action to redeem creation in Jesus Christ, who is the fulfillment  past, present and future, 

of the covenant of grace.   

 

By choosing to act in grace, in Jesus Christ, God has chosen to act through a particular community through whom the 

redemptive purposes of God are realized and revealed.  Thus, the Bible speaks about the election of Israel, through 

whom Jesus Christ came into the world, and the election of the church, through whom the gospel of Jesus Christ goes 

forth to the whole world.  But, and this is important, for Barth there is ñone community of God by the existence of 

which Jesus Christ is attested and the whole world summoned to faith in Jesus Christ.ò
172

 This one community has two 

forms.  In its form as Israel it serves as the representation of divine judgment, and it hears the promise.  In its form as 

the Church it serves as the representation of divine mercy, and it believes the promise.  Israel represents the 

fulfillment of the promise that is passing, while the Church represents the fulfillment of the promise that is coming.  

Israel is the people of the Jews who resist Godôs gracious election in Jesus Christ.  The Church is the gathering of 

Jews and Gentiles whose gracious election is possible because of Israelôs election.  In short, there is one gracious 

election of God in Jesus Christ, and one elect community in Jesus Christ, in two forms ï Israel and the church.  Israel 

and the church, as the one elect community, are active in the dynamic unfolding of Godôs gracious redemption of 

humanity and all creation.  
 
The noted Barth scholar, Eberhard Busch, puts it this way:  
 

For Barth the Christ event as the basis of the abiding election with Israel also constitutes the basis of 

the inclusion of the world in the divine covenant of grace.  Just as the existence of that special 

people among all the peoples bears testimony to Godôs covenant of grace, the existence of the 
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church of Jesus Christ among the peoples bears decisive witness to the fulfillment of the covenant 

through grace.
173

  
 
Barth therefore resists the idea that often emerges in hard supersessionism, namely that the Jews are the ñrejectedò 

community and the church is the ñelectedò community.  Barth seems to hold, as Bruce Marshall notes, that in ñthe 

advent of Jesus Christ and the church the election of the Jews has fully accomplished its divinely appointed purpose 

without supposing that God has abandoned the Jews, or that the Jews are subject to any divine punishment.ò
174

 

 

There is one community, in two forms, each with its own particular role in its witness to Jesus Christ.  For Barth, there 

is both an ñineffaceable differentiationò and an ñindissoluble unityò of the two forms of the community.
175

  The 

church does not replace Israel, nor is the covenant with Israel replaced by a different one.
176

  In the election of Jesus 

Christ God remains faithful to the election of the one community, in its two forms.     

 

Later, in Volume IV of the Church Dogmatics, Barth spells out the significance of this for the life of the Christian 

church today.  If the Christian church does not confess its unity with Israel then the Christian church denies its own 

Lord Jesus Christ.  If the church understands itself as detached from Israel then the church undermines its own 

witness to Jesus Christ.  Israel and the church, as the one elect community, bear witness to the one covenant of grace.  

The fact that this witness does not take place is, for Barth, ña wound, a gaping hole in the body of Christ.ò
177

  Barth 

does not think that a Christian mission to the Jews is what is needed.  What is needed, ñis a credible confession by the 

church of its unity with the synagogue.ò This unity, Barth believes, does not need to be established because it is 

already an ontological reality.
178

       

 

In sum, Barthôs theology of Israel and the church is supersessionistic in the sense that he distinguishes between two 

forms of the community which exist in a particular order.  Furthermore, he insists on the centrality of Jesus Christ as 

the basis of the election of the one community, including its form in Israel, which is, of course, a Christian reading of 

Judaism.  As a result, it has been suggested that Barthôs ñattitude toward Jews and Judaism was mixed.ò
179

 He took a 

strong stand against the Hitler and the Nazis but could also speak of ñthe misfortunes of Jews as a witness to Christian 

truthéò
180

.  As a disobedient and obdurate people, he wrote, Israel reflects the judgment from which God has rescued 

people in Jesus Christ.
181

  Barth acknowledges there is a contradiction here:  Israel is determined to live in 

disobedience but should choose to enter the church.  In their unbelief, the Jews create ñthe spectral form of the 

synagogue.ò
182

  The disobedience of the Jews, and their rejection of the Messiah, Barth avers, is the means through 

which salvation comes to the world.  It is doubtful that Barth wrote any of this with much first hand experience or 

knowledge of rabbinic Judaism.   

 

That being said, Barthôs theology of Judaism is a nuanced re-visioning of the supersessionism of earlier Reformed 

theology.  It provides a greater role for the Jewish people in Godôs redemptive purposes than has often been the case.  

There is, as noted above, an ñineffaceable differentiationò between the two forms of the community which is to be 

respected, and an ñindissoluble unityò which is to be acknowledged.  This is, in short, what we might refer to as 

ñdialectical supersessionismò (movement between either/or and both/and).   

 

Jürgen Moltmann  
 
A third example of how supersessionism has been treated in recent Reformed theology comes from the thought of 

Jürgen Moltmann.  In his book The Church in the Power of the Spirit, Moltmann points out that questions about the 

relationship of the church to Israel and of Israel to the church are pressing for three important reasons.  First, the 

Shoah.
183

  ñAfter Auschwitzò the Christian church must come to terms with its complicity in the anti-Judaism that 

contributed to the genocide of the Jews in Hitlerôs Germany.  Secondly, theological and ecclesiological triumphalism 

that has equated the Christian church with the kingdom of God and ignored the history of Israel, i.e. an absolutist 

supersessionism.  And thirdly, the founding of the state of Israel.  The ñland of Israelò has put the relationship of 

Jews and Christians on a new footing.
184

      

 

Moltmann moves beyond Barth by arguing that ñIsrael and Church are two different forms of the kingdom of God in 

history, and they must recognize one another in their difference and respect one another in their common ground if 

they want to bring the hope for the coming of God to the peoples of the earth.ò
185

  Moltmann makes it clear, contra 

Schleiermacher, that it was Yahweh, the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob who raised Jesus from the dead.  The fact 

that Jesus was a Jew has everything to do with his identity and mission.  Like a good Reformed theologian, Moltmann 

sees continuity between the Older and Newer Testaments.  It is, he believes, a continuity between promise and 

gospel, rather than a difference between law and gospel.  Moltmann notes that this is one of the fundamental 

differences between Lutheran and Reformed teaching on the relationship between the two Testaments.   
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Rather than speaking of ñone community,ò as does Barth, Moltmann speaks of the one kingdom of God, of which both 

Israel and the church are distinct expressions.  This is a subtle but significant difference.  Why?  It means, and we 

quote, that Moltmann reads ñthe Old and New Testaments parallel to one another and not one after the other, as if the 

Old had been superseded by the New and only served as a somber background for what is supposed to hold now.ò
186

  

It would be wrong, therefore, to say that the Newer Testament fulfils the older, or that the coming of Jesus as the Christ 

fulfills the promise to Israel.  The scriptures, he argues, ñwill only be ófulfilledô in the kingdom of God, towards 

which both Testaments point.ò
187

   

 

With Moltmann, Reformed theology has moved a long way toward what is often called ñtwo covenantò theology.  

This is the view that God has made one covenant with Israel and another with the church, both irrevocable.  Israel and 

the church are on two different paths, parallel to be sure, both heading towards the ultimate eschatological fulfillment 

of Godôs reign.  In fairness, Moltmann is still somewhat nuanced in his language, but the direction is clear:  Jews and 

Christians take different, but related, paths on their pilgrimage through history while they share a common hope for a 

messianic reign.  In sum, where Schleiermacher was a radical supersessionist, and Karl Barth was a dialectical 

supersessionist, Jurgen Moltmann is without a doubt an anti-supersessionist.  

 

Conclusion and evaluation of Reformed theological trajectories in the modern era: 
 
These three modern theologians represent three quite distinct approaches to the supersessionism in modern Reformed 

theology.  There are others whose work has also been exceedingly important and influential here, including, for 

example, Paul Van Buren, Rosemary Ruether and Clark Williamson.  

 

The question that remains for us is whether ñthe unsurpassability of Jesus Christ and the permanent election of the 

Jews can be coherently maintained?ò
188

  It seems quite clear that any view which pushes in the direction of 

Schleiermacher negates the Pauline teaching that the election of Israel is irrevocable.  The church is bound to the 

history, theology and scriptures of Older Testament Israel.  The church simply cannot go down any road which 

supplants the Jews as the people of God without, as Barth reminds us, denying its own faith.  At the same time, any 

view that moves us too far in the direction set out by Moltmann raises difficult questions about the New Testament 

teaching concerning the unsurpassability of Jesus Christ.  The confession that Jesus Christ is Lord, sent by the Father 

in the power of the Spirit, would appear to be a non-negotiable Christian teaching, notwithstanding the offence it may 

cause to our Jewish sisters and brothers. 

 

PART III:  CONTEMPOR ARY IMPLICATIONS  
 
Thus far this paper has evinced the theological bias of the Committee on Church Doctrine.  The biblical section seeks 

to put together a biblical theology of Godôs enduring election of and covenant purpose for the Jews, from an exegesis 

of the various source texts, and particularly of Romans 9-11.  The section on historic developments in theology traces 

the story of Christian thought about the Jews from the early church to the sixteenth century Reformation, to 

post-Reformation period of Reformed scholasticism, to the modern era, focusing on those thinkers who may be 

deemed most relevant for us, who stand in the Reformed tradition.  But not everyone loves theology as much as we 

do!  Some are far more interested in how theology plays out on the ground when Christians start doing mission, when 

Christians venture to raise their voice on public issues of interest to Jews, and when Christians attempt to witness well, 

in what we preach to ourselves and in our inter-personal encounters with our Jewish neighbour in a world after the 

Shoah.
189

  These applied theological topics are what we hope to explore in the remainder of this paper. 

 

The Presbyterian Church in Canada and the Mission to the Jews 
 
While the theologians of modern Europe were attempting to rearticulate the relation of Christians and Jews in the 

mysterious plan of God, our Presbyterian forbearers, right here in Canada, were applying a theology of mission to 

local Jewish populations in at least three of our cities.  This history is little known among Canadian Presbyterians, and 

we include an account of it here in the hope that it may become better so.  In its answer to the overture from the 

Presbytery of Niagara, the Ecumenical Relations Committee suggested that it would be ñstrangeò to target the Jews for 

evangelism when there is a calling to share the gospel with all.  Honesty compels us to admit that this ñstrangenessò 

was not always felt by our church.  The Presbyterian Church in Canada and its antecedent denominations actually 

have a long history of mission work among and with Jews, a mission that began in Palestine before being focused on 

Jews living in Canada.  
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Early Canadian Presbyterian Missions to the Jews 
 
The earliest Canadian Presbyterian missionary to the Jews was Ephraim Menachem Epstein, a converted Jew who was 

a medical doctor with a theological degree.  Ordained by the Presbytery of Kingston, Ontario, in the fall of 1859, he 

was sent as a missionary to Jerusalem in 1860.  This makes Epstein the first missionary sent overseas by 

Presbyterians in Upper Canada.  Finding Jerusalem already ñoccupiedò by other missionaries, Epstein moved to 

Monastir, Turkey.
190

 

 

Following the creation of The Presbyterian Church in Canada in 1875, there was interest in a mission venture among 

the Jews in Palestine, in part due to the Canadian churchôs connection with the Church of Scotland, a Reformed 

denomination with a long-standing work there.  In response to this interest, Charles A. Webster, a doctor and an 

ordained minister, was appointed to Safed in Palestine.  With his appointment, the Scottish Presbyterians withdrew 

from Safed leaving the Canadians in charge of the work.
191

  Later, Webster moved to work among Jewish students 

studying at the Syrian Protestant College in Beirut, Lebanon.
192

  

 

Mission to Jews in Canada 
 
Not until the last decade of the 1800s did Presbyterians recognise there were opportunities in Canada to reach Jews 

with the gospel.  The census of 1881 reported fewer than 1,000 Jews in Canada, but that changed after 1896 as 

Canada opened its doors to a large number of immigrants from Eastern Europe.  The same waves of immigration that 

brought Ukrainians to Canada brought Jews, so by 1911 an estimated 100,000 Jews resided in Canada.  Not only were 

there significantly more Jews in Canada then there had been thirty years earlier, the new arrivals were in a different 

economic situation than their co-religionists already present in Canada.  These new immigrants were poorer, less 

likely to have professional training, and had faced significant oppression and persecution.  That is not to say there was 

no persecution of Jews in Canada; rather Canada was seen by many Jewish immigrants as a place of comparative 

safety over and against what was taking place in Eastern Europe and Russia.
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Local Presbyterian congregations in Montreal supported multi-denominational efforts to reach the newly arrived 

Jewish immigrants through the 1890s and first half decade of the 20th century.  But not until the General Assembly of 

1907 was the denomination officially engaged.  The Foreign Missions Committee was authorized ñto commence a 

Mission to the Hebrew people in Toronto, with the privilege of extending this work elsewhere in Canada as the 

circumstance may warrant.ò
194

  While it may surprise some readers that the Foreign Missions Committee (hereafter 

FMC) was doing work in Canada, this decision was consistent with the practice of Canadian Presbyterians.  Mission 

work among Chinese immigrants in Canada, the Native peoples of Canada, and the Jews in Canada was all regarded as 

foreign mission ï mission among groups who were culturally and linguistically different than the dominant culture.  

Many missionaries working for the FMC among immigrant groups in Canada were sensitive to the cultural and 

linguistic differences between the dominant society and the immigrant groups.  Those serving the FMC were less 

likely to regard assimilation of the immigrants into the wider society as a primary goal than were missionaries serving 

the Home Missions Committee.
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Having been charged with establishing a mission to the Jews of Toronto, the Jewish Mission Committee of the FMC 

wasted no time in seeking a suitable candidate.  In March 1908, Shabbetai Benjamin Rohold (1876-1931) arrived in 

Toronto to open a mission to the Jews under the auspices of The Presbyterian Church in Canada.  Rohold, the son and 

grandson of rabbis, had at the age of 23 publicly declared his commitment to the Christian church.  He had most 

recently served as the superintendent of the Bonar Memorial Mission to the Jews in Glasgow (a Church of Scotland 

venture), and while not ordained he was a graduate of the Bible Training Institute in Glasgow.  Rohold would prove a 

gifted apologist and a visionary leader over the 13 years he served in Canada.
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The leadership of the Presbyterian Church was in full support of the mission.  The legendary pair of mission 

administrators, The Rev. J.McP. Scott and The Rev. R.P. MacKay both spoke at Roholdôs designation as a missionary 

as did Principal W. MacLaren of Knox College and a future principal of Knox College, The Rev. Alfred Gandier.  At 

the official opening of the mission later in 1908, these people all spoke along with Dr. H.M. Parsons, the past minister 

of Knox Church, Toronto and The Rev. A.B. Winchester, the present minister of Knox Church.  The 1909 Assembly 

gave permission to the Presbytery of Toronto for Rohold to be ordained for his ministry among the Jews, even though 

he had not completed a degree from a theological college and had not taken courses at any Canadian theological 

college.
197
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S. B. Rohold and the Mission to the Jews in Canada  
 
Rohold opened a city mission focused on reaching the Jewish community of Toronto.  The mission included a drop-in 

clinic staffed by volunteers and a dispensary which gave free medication and medical supplies.  There were sewing 

classes, study groups to learn English, childrenôs programs, along with Bible studies and worship services in Hebrew 

or Yiddish as Rohold spoke the language of the majority of his hearers.  Rohold believed for Christian mission to the 

Jews to be effective, ñUnconditional, whole-hearted, sincere love without interest is demanded.ò  This love was to be 

acted out in deeds of love and care with no expectation of return.  Yet showing practical love was not enough, ñthe 

missionary must continual have before [the] mind Israelôs peculiar position and clamant need.  The reconciliation of 

Israel with Christ must be the continual, intense longing and burning desire of the missionary.ò
198

  The unconditional 

love was shown with a purpose:  the reconciliation of Jews to Christ. 

 

For Rohold such reconciliation did not mean Jews ceased to be Jews.  His conversion to Christianity did not mean 

Rohold was no longer a Jew, nor that he was a traitor or an apostate.
199

  In fact, Rohold claimed Jewish Christians 

were the true Jews.  In his address to the 1913 Pre-Assembly Congress he said, ñRemember, we do not want the Jew 

to become a Gentile!...I have not left my people! I have not become a Gentile!...we have not left our people, because 

we do possess the true vision.ò
200

 Not surprisingly, the congregation of Jewish converts led by Rohold described itself 

as the Christian Synagogue.  The Christian Synagogue outgrew its space on Teraulay Street in Toronto, and on 

Saturday September 6, 1912, the cornerstone of the new building was laid at the corner of Elm and Elizabeth Streets 

and on Saturday June 7, 1913, the Christian Synagogue was dedicated at a service at which the Moderator of the 

General Assembly, The Rev. Dr. Murdock MacKenzie, preached.
201

  Jews did not need to give up their cultural 

patterns when they became Christians.  In not trying to assimilate Jewish converts into non-Jewish Christian 

congregations, Rohold was holding to a missiological approach uncommon for the time.
202

  

 

Rohold was an aggressive debater, unafraid to take on all comers in defending the mission to the Jews.  In the face of 

opposition to the mission by Jewish leaders like Rabbi J.K. Levin of Winnipeg
203

 and Rabbi Meldola de Sola of 

Montreal who demanded that Christians use their resources on carrying the gospel to other people, not Jews, Rohold 

replied, ñfor the Christian Churchéto neglect the absolute command of her Lord to preach the Gospel to the Jew, 

would be a crime against her very conscience, and which could have only one possible ending ï the undoing of 

herself.ò
204

  The Christian church could not stop its evangelistic mission ï which as described in the book of Acts, 

was to the Jews first, and then to the Gentiles.  Christianity without its mission focus would cease to be the 

Christianity; evangelistic mission was part of the very essence of the church.  

 

In addition to vigorously defending the mission against attacks from Jewish critics, Rohold interpreted Judaism to 

non-Jews.  He wrote carefully argued pieces laying out for his readers the history of Judaism and explaining 

evolutions in Jewish thought.
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  His scholarly approach to Jewish history allowed him to write clearly of the ways 

Christians and the church had oppressed the Jews.  

 

It was on All Saintsô Day, November 1, 1290, that England ï to our great sorrow ï commenced the 

cruel and inhuman work of expulsion.  Edward I drove them from the British shores, and so country 

after country exiled them as lepers, their banishment always enhanced by cruel and most inhuman 

treatment, each nation trying to outdo the othersé
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Rohold in expressing his personal sorrow over events from 600 years earlier was modeling for his readers the position 

he hoped they would adopt as they considered the previous actions of Christian leaders.  The events of 600 years ago 

spoke to the present generation who were called to grieve what had taken place long before they were born.  Further 

Rohold introduced his readers to Jewish thought ranging from Reform to Orthodox to Zionist.  In this work of 

interpreting Judaism to Presbyterians, Rohold provided his readers with both the language and the understanding to 

engage Jews in conversation about the gospel. 

 

Under Roholdôs leadership a Presbyterian mission to the Jews were opened in Winnipeg in 1911.  By 1921 there were 

nearly 15,000 Jews living in Winnipeg.  Rohold spearheaded the establishment of a Presbyterian mission to the Jews 

in Montreal in 1915.  Both missions followed patterns similar to the Christian Synagogue in Toronto.  The mission 

in Winnipeg was led by Mr. and Mrs. Hugo Spitzer until the 1960s, although the Presbyterian Churchôs connection 

with the mission ended in the 1920s.  The mission in Montreal was not fortunate enough to have long-term stable 

leadership, and in the 1920s the mission faltered.  In 1920, Rohold resigned from the work in Canada moving to 

Haifa, Palestine, where under the auspices of the British Society for the Propagation of the Gospel he opened the 

Mount Carmel Bible School.
207
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Morris Zeidman and the Scott Mission      
 
Roholdôs departure created a leadership vacuum at the Christian Synagogue in Toronto, a vacuum made greater by the 

death of The Rev. Dr. McP. Scott also in 1920.  With both Rohold and Scott departing the scene the mission was left 

leaderless and bereft of its most powerful denominational advocate.  In recognition of Scottôs role in the 

establishment and direction of the mission, it was renamed the Scott Institute in 1920.  The renaming also indicated a 

new direction in the Instituteôs work, moving away from being solely focused on mission to Jews, to one using the 

ñall-peoplesò approach in caring for all who were poor, regardless of their ethnicity.  In the process, the cultural and 

linguistic characteristics of the Christian Synagogue were replaced by an all-encompassing Anglicization.
208

  

 

In 1913, a teenaged Morris Zeidman, who a year earlier had emigrated from Poland, walked into the Christian 

Synagogue and through its ministry became a Christian.  By his early twenties he was on staff.  Zeidman attended 

university and, graduating from Knox College, became the superintendent of the Scott Institute in 1926.  Zeidman 

was committed to returning the mission to its primary purpose and by 1928 had re-established some specifically 

Jewish programs to the missions work, including using his own home as a centre for Jewish Christian worship.  As 

energetic as Rohold had been, Zeidman was a flurry of activity among other things launching in 1930 Presbyterian 

Good News and Good Will to the Jews which was described as ñthe first Hebrew Christian magazine in the Dominion 

of Canada.ò
209

  

 

Believing there was need for autonomous uni-ethnic Jewish Christian congregations Zeidman in addressing the 

International Missionary Council in 1931 called for the creation of  
 

a strong and virile Hebrew-Christian Church that will be self-supporting, self-governing and 

self-propagating:  a Hebrew-Christian Church that will give a newer and fuller meaning of the 

Church of Christ to the Western world, and interpret Him in the terms of the primitive Jewish 

disciples who walked and talked with Jesus on the Judean road.
210

  

 

Like Rohold he argued that a Jew who became a Christian became ña better and more loyal Jew.ò
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  This meant 

Christian Jews should be welcome to keep many of the cultural practices of Judaism, practices that did not undermine 

their commitment to Jesus Christ.   

 

Zeidman, like Rohold, recognized a primary task of the mission was to remove the suspicion Jews had about the 

missionôs motives.  Zeidman believed the best way to allay those fears was for the church to demonstrate love and 

care to the Jewish community.  Thus during the Depression of the 1930s, social relief became a central part of the 

missionôs work, at first with the Jews but, as the Depression deepened, with anyone who came to the door of the 

mission needing help.  Zeidman worried that by caring for any and all who came needing help, the focus on the Jews 

was being lost.  Remarkably, in caring for everyone who was in need, the reputation of the Zeidman and the Scott 

Institute rose in the Jewish community, so that he was seen as ña welfare worker and carrier of the glad tidings of 

Christ.ò
212

 

 

Through the late 1930s, relationship between the Home Missions Board and Zeidman grew increasingly strained.  On 

the surface it appeared to be a struggle over controlling the finances of the Scott Institute.  Zeidman was loyal to his 

staff and believed the board was not willing to allow him to respond to their needs, let alone give enough so that he 

could feed the 500 to 700 people who daily ate meals at the mission.  But a deeper look reveals deeper issues.  First, 

there were cultural misunderstandings.  The board was critical of Zeidman for not taking up an offering at the worship 

services held at the mission, some of which were led in Yiddish.  In synagogues no offering is taken up as part of the 

worship service.  Given the history of the mission as a Christian synagogue, there was no offering taken up.  Second, 

through the Scott Instituteôs high profile, much of the missionôs financial resources were coming from non-Board of 

Home Missions sources.  Zeidman was not sure why the board should control funds it had not given.  At the end of 

October 1941, Zeidman left the employment of the Presbyterian Church, and the Scott Institute ceased to function.  

With the support Zeidman had nurtured over the previous decade, he was able to open the Scott Mission at the start of 

November 1941.  This ended The Presbyterian Church in Canadaôs uni-ethnic mission to the Jews.
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Canadian Presbyterian Responses to the Shoah
214

    
 
Canadian Presbyterian response to the Shoah was mixed.  While Canadian Presbyterians may not have been aware of 

the full enormity of the evil being perpetrated in Europe, they certainly were aware of the fact that Jews were being 

persecuted.  In May 1936 the Presbyterian Record reported James G. McDonaldôs resignation as the League of 

Nations High Commissioner for Refugees and McDonaldôs ñastounding disclosuresò of what was taking place in 

Germany.
215

  This led to the Presbytery of Chatham overturning General Assembly to find ways to ñdevelop a deeper 
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spirit of friendship between Judaism and Christianity and thus to allay the long estrangement between Jews and 

Christians.ò  This overture was never debated due to procedural problems with the overture.  The commissioners to 

the 1938 General Assembly read in Zeidmanôs report on the Scott Institute: 
 

The missionary year just ending has been one of the most trying in the modern history of the 

Jewsé.There was a time when, the Jews being driven out of one country, could readily find refuge 

in another, and when persecuted in one land they could flee and be received with open hands in 

another country.  Now, however, the situation is different.  They are persecuted in Poland, in 

Germany, and in Romania, but there is no place for the wandering Jews.
216

   
 
Canadian Presbyterians knew Jews were facing persecution and had nowhere to turn.  

 

Some Presbyterians believed the persecution was an opportunity for the Jews to turn to God, ñconfessing their 

sinséespecially the sin of unbelief and denial of Christ.ò  Such views were expressed by John Inkster of Knox 

Church, Toronto and John Pitts of Calvin Church, Toronto.  Inkster and Pitts deplored the actions taking place in 

Europe, but they saw redemptive potential for the Jews within the horrors of the Shoah.  C.M. Kerrôs 1936 sermon 

preached at St. Davidôs Church, Halifax, and published in the December 1936 Presbyterian Record was harsh in its 

criticism of the Jews, ñHave you ever considered that the Germans are now treating the Jews exactly as the Jews once 

treated other people whom they thought might contaminate them?  That is to say they set out to exterminate them.ò  

While written before the Final Solution became known to the world, these remain vindictive words.
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As the crisis in Europe escalated, some Presbyterians demanded that Canada find ways to respond.  An editorial in the 

January 1939 Record asked the question:  ñTo what place of refuge shall these people [the persecuted Jews] turn?ò  

To which the answer was:  ñCanada as a nation must not be wanting at this time in such a grave crisis when manôs 

[sic] brotherhood has such a splendid opportunity for expression.ò
218

  Sadly in the summer of 1939, as the more than 

1,000 Jews on the St. Louis made their tragic journey from Hamburg to Cuba and then along the North American coast 

before returning to Germany, Canada did not open its doors.  In the light of the St. Louis tragedy, Zeidmanôs words in 

his report to the 1940 General Assembly take on a prophetic tone: 
 

The year 1939 will go down in Jewish History as the blackest in the annals of our people.  Harassed 

and dispossessed and in despair, they wander all over the world, knocking at the doors of nations.  

Few have been admitted.  Few have found refuge, but thousands have been turned away to wander 

in no manôs land.  Others sail the seven seas aimlessly, month after month, under the most 

deplorable, unsanitary conditions aboard their crowded ships, seeking a haven.
219

 

 

William Orr Mulligan, of Melville Presbyterian Church, Montreal also took a prophetic stance, as on May 29, 1943, he 

stood in the pulpit of Temple Emanu-El and demanded the Canadian government admit 100,000 Jewish refugees.  

Mulligan, convener of the Assemblyôs committee on immigration was able to get the ear of the church on the issue.  

Over time most Canadian Presbyterians came to recognize that Canada should do something to protect Jews from the 

Shoah, but that realisation came too late to allow for any action beyond the verbal condemnation of the Nazis.  

 

Some conclusions on the historic involvement of The Presbyterian Church in Canada with missions to the Jews 
 
Following the end of World War II Canadian Presbyterians have moved away from engaging in mission to the Jewish 

community either in Canada or overseas, and have become more interested in engaging Jews in inter-religious 

dialogue.  Presbyterians have been active participants with Jews in the Canadian Council of Christians and Jews and 

have been partners in calling for the development of multi-religious prayers that can be used in schools and other 

public contexts.  Ironically it appears that Presbyterians in the age of religious dialogue know less of the faith and 

religious practices of Jews than did Presbyterians of an earlier time who saw mission to the Jews as one of the callings 

of the church. 

 

Canadian Presbyterian Participation in Jewish-Christian Dialogue 
 
As noted above and in the Ecumenical Relations Committeeôs response to Overture No. 12, 2003, the interest of our 

denomination in the past 60 years has shifted away from uni-ethnic mission and toward dialogue.  This trend is wider 

than The Presbyterian Church in Canada.  The formation of councils for dialogue has been in response to felt need for 

greater Jewish Christian understanding, on the heels of World War II and the Shoah.  Some councils are international, 

others local; many have provided the forum for very fruitful discussion, aimed at eradicating prejudice, strengthening 

relationships and respect between faith communities, and deepening our mutual understanding.  Over the past 20 

years, these councils have increasingly reached out to include Muslim participants as well. 
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The Canadian Council of Christians and Jews (CCCJ), to which the Ecumenical Relations Committee alluded in its 

response, began in 1947.  Its network of local and regional councils across the country involves community leaders 

from all walks of life.  It has sponsored important public events including annual Christian-Jewish dialogues and 

events remembering the Shoah.  These events have featured ground-breaking research on topics rooted in our shared 

heritage of holy texts as well as the distinctive experience and interpretation of both faith traditions.  The CCCJ 

recently changed its name to become The Canadian Centre for Diversity, reflecting the need to broaden its mandate 

and network for dialogue and mutual understanding in Canada.  

 

The Presbyterian Church in Canada participates in the Canadian Christian Jewish Consultation as a framework for 

formal dialogue on subjects of mutual concern.  For more than twenty-five years, this consultation has drawn together 

representatives from five churches, the Canadian Jewish Congress, and the Canadian Council of Churches, to explore 

practical issues of common concern like refugees and immigration, famine relief and proselytism on university 

campuses, and to sponsor inter-faith symposia which now include Jewish, Christian and Muslim participants.  

 

The best examples of the older missions to the Jews were motivated by a genuine love and concern for the Jewish 

people.  The respect which is central in dialogue forms a large part of love, and mutual knowledge fosters respect.  

While the work of the councils is of intense interest to some, more could still be done to engage the interest of the 

whole church, and to extend the dynamics of this rather formalised dialogue into the context of less formal 

conversation with our Jewish or Muslim neighbour. 

 

Toward a pastoral theology of engagement with Jews     
 
Consider the following situations: 
 
1. A family invites a Jewish friend for dinner.  This person is fervently committed to the Jewish faith, 

emotionally devoted to the State of Israel, and somewhat outspoken in her criticisms of Christianity. 

2. A Jewish professional walks into a community meeting and says, ñThat banner on the wall that says óChrist 

binds us togetherô speaks for everyone here except me.  It excludes me.ò 

3. The churchôs worship committee wants to explore the Jewish roots of Christian worship.  One suggestion is 

a Seder meal with Holy Communion on Maundy Thursday. 

4. Some members of a congregation bring a Jewish friend to church and the gospel reading is from John chapter 

eight. 

5. A young couple, one of whom is a Jew and the other a Christian, ask the minister to conduct their wedding. 

6. There has been a disaster in the community.  The minister and other members of the congregation are invited 

to participate with the Jewish Rabbi in a community memorial service. 

7. A teacher in the local high school teaches his students that the Shoah
220

 never happened and that Jews are a 

threat to the well-being of society. 

 

Jewish people live in the house next door to us.  They teach in our schools and universities.  They practice in our 

medical institutions.  They serve in our armed forces and in our government agencies.  They write columns in our 

newspapers, they are our colleagues at work.  They share our community concerns.  Their places of worship are 

around the corner, sometimes their children marry our children.  They are our neighbours and our friends. 

 

Jews are also part of one of the oldest races on earth.  They belong to one of the worldôs great religious traditions.  

They have made enormous contributions to the good of civilization.
221

  Their faith tradition is inextricably entwined 

with our faith tradition.  We share an unbearably tragic history.  They are the senior of the three great ñAbrahamicò 

faiths, a family of religions which also includes Christianity and Islam.  How can we, as Christians in the Reformed 

Tradition, relate to our Jewish sisters and brothers in a Christian spirit and with integrity and respect?  What do we 

share with them?  What can we learn from them?  What goals can we pursue together?  What can we offer them?  

Do we have a right, or even an obligation, to share our faith in Christ with them?  Although this paper has been 

dealing specifically with the Christian Jewish relationship, analogous questions might be asked, in our multi-faith, 

multi-cultural world, about the pastoral dimensions of engaging our neighbours of the Muslim faith, of other faiths, 

and of no faith.
222

 

 

What is required of us? 
 
What, then, is required of us if we are to relate with Christian integrity to our Jewish neighbours and to all who are 

religiously other?  
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Firstly, the foundation of all our efforts toward neighbourly outreach must be the words of our Lord speaking out of his 

own Jewish faith tradition, ñéyou shall love your neighbour as yourself.ò
223

  Everything that follows will build on 

this foundation.   

 

Secondly, we will need to acquaint ourselves with the heart breaking history of Jewish Christian relationships over the 

last two millennia.  This is a story that should drive us to our knees, impel us to repentance, and motivate us to seek 

reconciliation and to seek our neighbourôs best good.  One Roman Catholic leader has written: 
 

There can be no denial of the fact that from the time of the Emperor Constantine on, Jews were 

isolated and discriminated in the Christian world.  There were expulsions and forced conversions.  

Literature propagated stereotypes, preaching accused the Jews of every age of deicide; the ghetto 

which came into being in 1555 with a papal bull became in Nazi Germany the antechamber of the 

extermination...The church can be justly accused of not showing the Jewish people down through 

the centuries that love which its founder, Jesus Christ, made the fundamental principle of its 

teaching.
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We need to acquaint ourselves with the literature available and also to understand the realities it describes through 

friendship with Jewish people and to become aware of attitudes and practices and usages that might be harmful or 

demeaning to Jewish people.
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Thirdly, a reading of the above-mentioned literature will show that misreading of biblical texts has, at both conscious 

and subconscious levels, strengthened and encouraged anti-Jewish attitudes and behaviours.  While we may not 

regard John 8 as quite so irremediable as does Richard Hays when he states:   
 

The Jews who do not believe must be children of the devil.  The reason they do not believe is 

because they cannot.  Otherwise, surely they would be convinced of the truth.  The conclusion of 

verse 47 articulates the chilling logic of this position.  The reason they do not hear the word of God 

is because they are not from God.
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Nevertheless, we should reflect seriously on his subsequent comments:  ñOne shudders to contemplate the ethical 

outworking of such a theological perspective on the Jewsò and ñThe theological trajectory that begins in John eight 

ends ï one fears ï in Auschwitz.ò
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The example of Auschwitz is the most extreme and horrifying one, but more commonly failure to reflect biblically and 

theologically results in Christians adopting an attitude of naive superiority to Jewish people, as though their faith 

tradition were not to be taken seriously and treated with respect.
228

  It is of critical importance, therefore, that 

Christians, wishing to encounter their Jewish sisters and brothers, to enter into dialogue with them, and certainly to 

bear witness to them of their Christian faith, should take considerable trouble to understand how the scriptures and the 

Reformed tradition have understood Judaism and Jewish people in the context of Godôs purpose of new creation.  The 

earlier chapters of this document and the works referred to in them are important resources and should be considered 

carefully by Christians interested in such encounters.  We should approach Jews, first of all, with deep contrition for 

the ways they have been treated over the centuries in so-called Christian countries.  While we continue to bear 

witness before all humankind to our belief in the significance of the Christ event, we should also recognize the special 

relationship of the Jewish people to the one God whom they also serve.  In addition, we should recognise how much 

Jews and Christians have in common, and how much we can learn from each other. 

 

Fourthly, if we wish to reach out in Christian love to our Jewish neighbours, it will be important for us to make efforts 

to understand, on their terms, who they are and what they believe.
229

  Reading even a short book such as An Intelligent 

Personôs Guide to Judaism by Shmuley Boteach, rabbi to students at the University of Oxford, could hardly fail to 

engage us in an encounter with present day Judaism in an easily accessible way.
230

  Also reading literature by Jewish 

authors such as Elie Wiesel is a means of encountering the ethos of Jewish faith.  Even more valuable will be talking 

with Jewish people and, where possible attending their worship and other events.  In this way, it will be possible to 

dispel popular misconceptions such as the idea that Judaism is all about law-keeping whereas Christianity is all about 

grace.
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It should not be forgotten that the Older Testament is an invaluable resource that we share with Jews.  Christians who 

want to relate to Jews should learn to love the Older Testament.  To reiterate a point made before in this paper, there 

is no legitimate place in our Reformed Tradition for the Marcionite attitude that ignores the Older Testament.  Bible 

study groups between Christians and Jews on the shared Testament are not only ways to learn from each other and to 
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grow to appreciate each other, but also ways to deepen our understanding of our own faith.  Dietrich Bonhoeffer 

wrote from prison: 
 

...In recent months I have been reading the Old Testament much more than the New.  It is only 

when one knows the unutterability of the name of God that one can utter the name of Jesus Christ; it 

is only when one loves life on earth so much that without it everything seems to be over that one can 

believe in the resurrection and a new world; it is only when one submits to Godôs law that one can 

speak of grace, ....In my opinion it is not Christian to want to take our thoughts and feelings too 

directly to the New Testament.
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Fifthly, Christians should be careful to be considerate of and sensitive to Jewish people and their beliefs.  In the case 

of attempting to understand the connections between Jewish and Christian worship it is suggested that the popular 

practice of holding a Christian Seder meal with Holy Communion can be both confusing and sometimes less than 

respectful to the Jewish service.  A more helpful alternative might be to ask a Jewish friend if a few people could 

participate in their family Seder.  In the case of a wedding service between a Christian and a Jew, even in cases where 

there is no question of inviting a rabbi to participate and where no specifically Jewish worship elements are used, 

nevertheless with care a service can be crafted that recognises the close connection of the two faiths and is respectful 

of Jewish tradition.  It is also important in participating in community events that time is taken beforehand so that the 

faiths of all participants are respected. 

 

An important area in which we need to be considerate of Jewish sensibilities is in the reading and interpretation of 

those scripture texts which are seemingly anti-Jewish.  Such texts should be interpreted along the lines indicated by 

earlier sections of this paper.  It needs to be made very clear that these texts are the product of a time when the 

fledgling church represented an oppressed minority, and the tragedies which resulted from misappropriation of these 

texts in times when Christians were the powerful majority, need to be pointed out.  It should further be noted in 

preaching and interpreting such texts, that it is offensive, pointless and harmful to use them as examples of the spiritual 

dullness of others.  A far better approach is to use them to focus on our own weaknesses.  Lesslie Newbigin, 

commenting on John 8:39-47, has written: 
 

The dialogue continues relentlessly on its way.  The reader is required to face still more 

inescapably the meaning of the statement that the light shines in darkness and the darkness does not 

and cannot either comprehend it or overcome it.  We evade the whole thrust of the passage if we 

fail to recognize that  the Jews  are simply the representatives of ourselves, or if we allow the 

(very probable) reference to apostasy in the early church (see 1 John 3 and 4) to lead us into thinking 

that this exhausts the meaning of the words ascribed to Jesus.  We are dealing here with the deepest 

issues of the human situation in the presence of Godôs revelation of Himself.  The reader has 

missed the whole point if he does not know that he himself is being addressed.
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It is important for teachers and preachers and worship leaders, not only to use and interpret the problematic texts in 

ways that would not be offensive to a Jewish visitor in the group, but also to avoid using them in ways that would 

encourage their fellow Christians to find in them reasons to feel superior to Jews and so miss their importance for their 

own lives of faith.  It is imperative that Christians should avoid and strenuously oppose all teachings of contempt and 

any use of language or innuendo that might disparage or slander Jewish people or deny the reality of the Shoah.  

Rather it is the place of a Christian to stand in solidarity with Jews when acts of hatred, such as damage to synagogues, 

are perpetrated. 

 

Sixthly, we should be eager and willing to work with our Jewish brothers and sisters in every enterprise that furthers 

the common good and serves Godôs purpose as we understand it.  Christians and Jews share many commitments in 

the pursuit of peace and justice and the renewal of the earth, at both local and global levels.  One area in which, 

however painfully, Jews and Christians must engage, is in the matter of praying and working for peace in the Middle 

East.  As Christians we need to try to understand how deeply important Israel is to Jews, but we must equally 

remember the need for a solution that is just for Palestinians, knowing that a just peace is in the best interests of both 

parties and also crucial to the peace of the whole world.
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Seventhly, these considerations lead us finally to the central question of dialogue.  They provide both the conditions 

and the opportunities for it.  Dialogue needs to be entered into with patience with open mindedness, with willingness 

to listen and courage to share not only what we believe, but who we are.  It requires willingness to respect others who 

differ from us.  It demands patience, commitment and love.  We will need to enter dialogue with the awareness that it 

is not likely that our Jewish brothers and sisters will recognise Jesus as the Messiah.  They still look for his coming.  
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The following words of a great Jewish philosopher give us a glimpse of how difficult this is for them.  Martin Buber 

writes: 
 

The Jew as part of the world, experiences more intensely than any other part, the worldôs lack of 

redemption.  He feels this lack of redemption against his skin, he tastes it on his tongue, the burden 

of an unredeemed world lies upon him.  Because of this almost physical knowledge of his, he 

cannot concede that redemption has taken place.  He knows it has not.
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At the same time Christians cannot surrender their faith in the uniqueness and finality of Christ.  It is the essence of 

who we are.  We can, however, refuse to allow the false conclusion to be drawn that Godôs ancient people have been 

superseded and abandoned.  We have to hold these two ideas together, despite any tension there may seem to be 

between them.  We also need to be able to differ graciously and await the final outcome.
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Richard Hays has summed up the nature of and the need for serious and sincere dialogue in these words:  
 

Whether in local churches and synagogues, high level ecumenical conferences, or exchanges within 

scholarly forums, we should seek to encourage sustained dialogue between Jews and Christians and 

serious study of one anotherôs traditions.  By ñdialogueò I do not mean the renunciation or 

neutralizing of all convictions, nor am I calling for a kind of cultural enrichment program.  As 

dialogue proceeds, there will be occasions when participants on both sides can appropriately debate 

the truth and relative merit of their beliefs.  The conversation becomes serious only when it is a 

conversation between two partners who are passionately convinced that ultimate questions are at 

stake.  Thus any serious dialogue between Jews and Christians will remain tense and risky, 

especially in the light of the painful history that lies behind us.  We go forward only by the grace of 

God.
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Eighthly, the church and individual Christians, then must give great and careful and prayerful consideration to the 

question of whether we have the right to share our faith with Jewish people, and if so, in what ways and on what terms.  

The position taken here affirms that the Newer Testament everywhere calls on Christians to bear witness to their faith 

in Christ to all people.  That duty can hardly be called into question.  But it is also suggested here that there are 

certain things (in addition to what has already been said) that must be considered before we can dare even to think 

about sharing our faith with our Jewish sisters and brothers.  In the first place we need to be aware that the word and 

the concept of evangelism have an extremely negative connotation for Jewish people.  One writer sums up the Jewish 

experience in these words:  ñ...for hundreds of years generations grew up encountering Christ only as an excuse for 

neighbours to despise or destroy them, which of course was not an encounter with Christ at all, rather with the devil.
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The late Dorothy Day tells the story of Mike Gold, sometime leader of the American Communist Party who was 

beaten up as a child by a group of thugs in New York who called him a Christ killer.  Day wrote that Mike Gold could 

never believe in Christ because of the manner in which he first heard Christôs name.  We certainly need to shed 

decisively, most of the stereotypes of evangelism current in our culture.  Jim Wallace of Sojourners Fellowship has 

written:   
 

Evangelism often becomes a special activity awkwardly conducted in noisy football stadiums or 

flashy T.V. Studios, instead of being a simple testimony rising out of a community whose life 

together invites questions from surrounding society.  When the life of the Church no longer raises 

questions, evangelism degenerates...Perhaps never before has Jesus name been more frequently 

mentioned and the content of his life and teaching so thoroughly ignored.
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Lesslie Newbigin asserts that the only effective hermeneutic of the gospel in todayôs society will be a congregation of 

people who believe it and live it.
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  Ben Campbell Johnston asserts that evangelism is defined as...the manifestation 

of the gracious nature of God in word and deed through the members of Christôs body.
241

  It is suggested therefore 

that the term evangelism is better replaced by the concept of bearing witness to our faith in Christ.  This would seem 

to be in accord with positions adopted by our church. 

 

Lesslie Newbigin:  pastoral theologian and missiologist for a pluralistic world 
 
Lesslie Newbigin suggests that the starting point of the Christian mission to others is ñthe mighty work of grace in 

Jesus Christò.  The question this gives rise to is, ñHow is God to be glorified and honoured?ò  Newbigin notes four 
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immediate practical implications of taking this as our starting point in our relations with people of other faiths:  First,  
 

...we shall expect, look for, and welcome all the signs of Godôs grace at work in the lives of those 

who do not know Jesus as Lord.  In this of course we will be following the example of Jesus, who 

was so eager to welcome the evidences of faith in those outside the household of Israel.  This kind 

of expectancy and welcome is an implication the greatness of Godôs grace as it has been shown to us 

in Jesus.  For Jesus is the personal presence of that creative word by which all that was exists was 

made and is sustained in being.  He comes to the world as no stranger but as the source of the 

worldôs life.  He is the true light of the world, and that light shines into every corner of the world in 

spite of all that seeks to shut it out.  In our contact with people who do not acknowledge Jesus as 

Lord, our first business, our first privilege, is to seek out and to welcome all the reflections of that 

one true light in the lives of those we meet.
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In the case of our Jewish neighbours this surely implies that we encounter them with respect for who they are, for their 

continuing faith tradition, and for the rich heritage that we share together.  Second, 
 

...the Christian will be eager to share with people of all faiths and ideologies in all projects which are 

in line with the Christianôs understanding of Godôs purpose in history.  I have repeatedly made the 

point that the heart of the faith of a Christian is the belief that the true meaning of the story of which 

our lives are a part is that which is made known in the biblical narrative.  The human story is one 

which we share with all other human beings ï past present and to come.  We cannot opt out of the 

story.  We cannot take control of the story.  It is under the control of the infinitely patient God and 

Father of our Lord Jesus Christ.  Every day of our lives we have to make decisions about the part 

we will play in the story, decisions that we cannot take without regard for others who share the story.  

They may be Muslims, Christians, Hindus, secular humanists, Marxists, or of some other 

persuasion.  They will have different understandings of the meaning and end of the story, but along 

the way there will be many issues in which we can agree about what should be done.  There are 

struggles for justice and freedom in which we can and should join hands with those of other faiths 

and ideologies to achieve specific goals, even though we know that the ultimate goal is Christ and 

his coming in glory and not what our collaborators imagine.
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In the case of Jewish people we will have a good deal in common in terms of a shared inheritance, values (many of 

which they have given us) and hopes for the future goal of things which, while not the same, nevertheless have some 

interesting similarities (e.g. Return of Christ ï coming of Messiah).  It has been noted elsewhere that both Christians 

and Jews are called to wait and hope in God.  While we wait, Jews and Christians are called to the service of God in 

the world.  However that service may differ, the vocation of each shares at least these four elements:  (i) a striving to 

realise the word of the prophets, (ii) an attempt to remain sensitive to the dimension of the holy, (iii) an effort to 

encourage the life of the mind, and (iv) ceaseless activity in the cause of justice and peace.  These are elements in our 

common election by the God of Abraham and Isaac and Jacob, and perhaps also with the God of Ibrahim, Ismail and 

Muhammed.  Precisely because our election is not to privilege but to service, Christians and Jews are obliged to act 

together in these things.   

 

Third, Newbigin continues:  
 

...it is precisely in this kind of shared commitment to the business of the world that the context for 

true dialogue is provided.  As we work together with people of other commitments, we shall 

discover the places where our ways must separate.  Here is where real dialogue may begin.  It is a 

real dialogue about real issues.  It is not just a sharing of religious experience, though it may 

include this.  At heart it will be a dialogue about the meaning and goal of the human story.  If we 

are doing what we ought to be doing as Christians, the dialogue will be initiated by our partners, not 

by ourselves.  They will be aware of the fact that while we share with them in commitment to some 

immediate project, our action is set in a different context from theirs.  It has a different motivation.  

It looks to a different goal.  Specifically ï and here I am thinking of the dialogue with secular 

ideologies ï our partners will discover that we do nor invest our ultimate confidence in the 

intrahistorical goal of our labours, but that for us the horizon is both nearer and farther away than 

theirs.  They will discover that we are guided by something both more ultimate and more 

immediate than the success of the project in hand.  And they will discover that we have resources 

for coping with failure, defeat, and humiliation, because we understand human history from the side 

of the resurrection of the crucified Lord.  It is ï or it ought to be ï the presence of these realities, 

which prompts the questions and begins the dialogue.
244
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As compared to secular ideologies it may be noted that Jews and Christians will have much in common and will share 

many common resources, but in understanding where we differ, dialogue will still arise and both parties will be 

enriched. 

 

In this context a comment by Phillip Cunningham is pertinent:  
 

...one ponders to what extent the churches lack of shalom with Judaism has impeded its continuation 

of the mission of Jesus to prepare the world for the Reign of God.  If over the centuries the Christian 

community has not been in right relationship with its Jewish roots, indeed in some ways with its 

Jewish Lord, then how successful could it be in being an agent of Shalom in the world.
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Fourth, Newbigin concludes, 
 

...the essential contribution of the Christian to the dialogue will simply be the telling the story, the 

story of Jesus, the story of the Bible.  The story is itself, as Paul says, the power of God for 

salvation.  The Christian must tell it not because she lacks respect for the many excellences of her 

companions  many of whom may be better, more godly, more worthy of respect than she is.  She 

tells it simply as one who has been chosen and called by God to be part of the company which is 

entrusted with the story.  It is not her business to convert the others.  She will indeed ï out of love 

for them ï long that they may come to share the joy that she knows and pray that they may indeed do 

so.  But it is only the Holy Spirit of God who can so touch the hearts and consciences of others that 

they are brought to accept the story as true and to put their trust in Jesus.  This will always be a 

mysterious work of the Spirit, often in ways which no third party will ever understand.  The 

Christian will pray that it may be so, and she will seek faithfully both to tell the story and  as part of 

a Christian congregation ï so conduct her life as to embody the truth of the story.  But she will not 

imagine that it is her responsibility to insure that the other is persuaded, that is in Godôs hands.
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Some conclusions about the pastoral challenges and opportunities for interface 
 
It may be concluded that Newbiginôs model is in accord with a Reformed approach and that his final point underlines 

the need for churches and individuals who feel led to bear witness to their faith in Christ to their Jewish neighbours, to 

possess the story, to live into the story, to be possessed by it and to live it out in the world. 

 

The late bishop, Stephen Neill, the British missionary scholar, summarizes the position of one who wishes to bear 

witness, with integrity and respect, to Jewish people in these words: 
 

So the Christian still has a witness to the Jew.  His approach must be made with the utmost 

reverence and humility.  Christendom has never adequately repented as a whole for what it has 

done to the Jews. The Christian who meets a Jew must in his own person incorporate that profound 

penitence that can never be fully expressed.  At the same time he must be moved by deep respect 

for one who stands for that ageless and timeless faithfulness that finds expression in every 

synagogue service.  But he still has a duty ï to ask the Jew to look once again at Jesus Christ.
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We could find similar in the words of Living Faith; 
 

Some whom we encounter belong to other religions 

and already have a faith. 

Their lives often give evidence of devotion 

and reverence for life. 

We recognize that truth and goodness in them 

are the work of Godôs Spirit, the author of all truth. 

We should not address others in a spirit of arrogance 

implying that we are better than they. 

But rather, in the spirit of humility, 

as beggars telling others where food is to be found, 

we point to life in Christ.
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Penitence, respect, integrity, co-operation, commitment, openness, humility, love and courage.  These are the 

qualities that should mark any effort we make to witness to our faith to Jews or to any of our human brothers and 

sisters.  May God grant us the grace to share what we have been given in the spirit of the One who gives it. 

 



Church Doctrine, Committee on (contôd) ï 2010   Page  6.1.52 

 

Finally, we are aware that nothing has been said here about Christian witness to Muslims but it is affirmed that 

extensive treatment of this issue is necessary and it is hoped that this effort will point the way to further efforts to help 

Christians to reach out in faith and love not only to Jews, but to Islam and beyond, to the other world religions in the 

service of Christôs kingdom, and in the awareness that the faiths jointly may make, in our time  or fail to make ï a 

significant contribution to world peace and to the common good. 

 

Final Summary, Conclusions and Evaluation  
 
This has been a lengthy paper.  Yet it has not been nearly exhaustive.  It has been hopefully a theologically 

substantial paper.  Yet it has used an intentionally interdisciplinary approach (exegetical, theological, historical and 

pastoral).  It behooves us at this point to pull up, if possible, the golden thread of the argument which has been 

developed throughout. 

 

The first section, which offered a look at the biblical texts, argued that there is a singular covenant disclosed across the 

Testaments, in which all the particular covenants have their place.  There is also a sense that Godôs election (because 

it is grounded in Godôs steadfast will to extend grace, not in our more fitful obedience) is not removable.  Paul is 

perhaps the consummate Newer Testament theologian of covenant.  His sense of what is really fulfilled and yet not 

fully fulfilled in terms of the covenant promise is more nuanced and dialectical than for some of his fellow writers.  

And his eschatological horizon, at least in the mid to late period of his letter-writing, is long.  Yet we have resisted too 

facile a pitting of Paul, especially in Romans 9-11, against the rest of the Newer Testament writers, some of whom, 

like Matthew and the author of Hebrews, have been read as encouraging a theology of hard supersessionism, for there 

is great unity of message in all ï certainly a conviction that in the gift of Jesus Christ, something new and ultimate has 

happened for the world.  Even John, whose purported ñanti-Judaismò has received the most attention in recent Newer 

Testament scholarship, is not as oppositionally related to Paul in Romans 11 as some
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 would see it.  In a sense, what 

is in Romans 9-10 is in perfect concord with the perspective of John and the rest of the Newer Testament, but then Paul 

presses further and writes Romans 11.  Therefore, we can choose to base our relationship with continuing Jews on it, 

rather than some of the less positive portions of the Newer Testament. 

 

In every case, as we have come to expect when reading the Bible, questions about original context (Who was being 

addressed?  What was the main issue or the backdrop of circumstances in the community at the time?) are 

determinative to a high degree of what aspect of the message will be brought to the fore.  When Paul is writing to 

Jews, fearing that their national pride will prevent them from extending to Gentile believers full inclusion in the 

covenant, and will create for them the spiritual problem of self-justification, he works at stripping away those sources 

of national pride and focuses on unity in Christ, and a covenant inclusion grounded upon a common faith.  But Paul 

himself is in awe of the grace which God showed, particularly to Israel, in giving her the law, so that God might ñhave 

her and hold herò.  When speaking with Gentiles, Paul would have them share in this sense of awe.  Similarly, when 

Jesus addresses Gentiles he is often a great deal milder than when he addresses his fellow Jews and particularly that 

sect of the Jews (the Pharisees) with whom he ought to share the most in common.
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This principle of being sharpest with your own, applies to the way Christian preaching ought to approach the texts, 

particularly the texts of terror, which suggest a satanic nature to Jewish obstinacy or invoke a corporate 

blood-guiltiness for Christôs crucifixion upon Jews throughout the ages.  What are these castigations of ñthe Jewsò 

saying about us?  How do they hold up a mirror, as it were, to the perennial rejection of God on the part of Godôs 

people (for there is nothing supersessionistic in saying that Christians are also genuinely ñGodôs peopleò, only in 

saying that in taking that title, they remove it from the Jews).  This biblical section, while admitting the challenge of 

many specific texts and decrying the way those texts have been used throughout the history of Christian interpretation, 

hopefully still encourages Presbyterians to love, trust and esteem their Bible ï in both its Testaments.  The Older 

Testament, contra Marcion, reveals a God whose promises are trustworthy, whose covenant love is irrevocable, and 

whose ways are high (and a bit eccentric).  The Newer Testament reveals that same God, working out the national 

vocation of Israel toward the world from within our skin, which is a Jewish skin.  The miracle, who is Christ, will 

always be for us the keynote of the biblical chord.  What grace we have been shown that Israelôs Messiah invites us to 

the Shabbat meal and the wedding feast!  We must look for ways of living out that grace-awareness graciously, which 

is certainly not by inverting our inclusion to mean Jewish exclusion. 

 

Section two of the paper is on the Reformed theological tradition.  It argues that almost uniquely among the great 

divisions of Christianity (Catholic, Lutheran, Anabaptist, etc.),
251

 the Reformed tradition maintained a sense of 

Christian unity with the Jewish people by reading scripture through the lens of one covenant of grace.  While many of 

our Reformed forbearers partook of the anti-Jewish feelings of their time, some of their statements of toleration and 

even fraternal esteem for the Jewish people are truly remarkable.  The Reformed positivity, versus the Lutheran 
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negativity with respect to the law, together with a real sense of analogy between the faith and practice of the Older 

Testament faithful and Christian faith and practice, ensured that the Jews would always have a place in the way 

Reformed people conceptualised redemption history.  Part of the argument in this section is that the enlightenment 

notion of toleration may be less indebted to the Renaissance than to the Reformation.  In such a heritage there are 

these bright moments of which we can be justly proud, as well as attitudes and behaviours which we know, in 

confronting our Jewish neighbour, we must confess. 

 

The developments immediately following the Reformation issued in a ñfederal Calvinistò theology which 

distinguished a ñcovenant of worksò and a ñcovenant of graceò.  This does not correspond to a Luther-like opposition 

between law and gospel, as both law and gospel are dispensations within the covenant of grace, (the covenant of works 

pertaining only from creation to the Fall of Adam), but the neatness with which these dispensations are stacked, one on 

top of the other, means that observance of the law and everything Jewish belong to a definitely completed period in the 

past.  The Westminster Confession of Faith, one of our subordinate standards, belongs to this time of ñfederal 

Calvinismò.  The concept of discrete ñdispensationsò gave rise to an even more baroque theology in the nineteenth 

century ï the theology of dispensationalism.  Here the content and conditions that belong to the covenant in each of 

six distinct epochs (or dispensations) are distinct and, though Israel retains a special place in the end-times vision of 

the dispensationalists, its ñtimeò is ñonce and futureò, having been completely superseded for the present by the age of 

the church.     

 

Of the three alternatives in Reformed thought that develop in the modern period, this committee has reservations about 

the way shown by Schleiermacher, for the reason that it impugns the faithfulness of God to the one covenant, and also 

about the way shown by Moltmann,
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 for the reason that it would seem to admit a second covenant, so impugning the 

uniqueness, finality and salvific relevance of Jesus Christ for all people.  That leaves the ñdialectical covenant 

theologyò of Karl Barth, which is a ñsoftò species of supersessionism.  We can perhaps go further than Barth in 

conjecturing a positive place for continuing Judaism in the economy of God, but certainly we ought not to do less than 

to affirm, with Barth, that the destinies of the two peoples of God (Israel and the church) are eternally intertwined.  

Schleiermacher in this story provides a particularly cautionary monument to what can happen when Reformed 

theology retreats from a commitment to Biblical narrative in all its specificity and from the full canon as the scope of 

its preaching, to a more experiential point of connection with Jesus.  

 

Section three is the part of the paper which looks at the practical, contemporary implications of engaging the Jews 

from a Reformed theological stance.  Three ways, which unfold in roughly historical order, are again open to us:  (i) 

the model of mission to the Jews, as our church practiced it in the days before the world wars had yet shaken the 

confidence of the church, and before the consciousness of religious pluralism had reached the grassroots of the church; 

(ii) the model of dialogue, that emerged in the post-war era, with a hyper-sensitivity to the need for co-operation and 

avoidance of offense; and (iii) the model suggested by Lesslie Newbigin and Living Faith which seeks to construct a 

pastoral theology of witness and solidarity adapted to a world in which religious pluralism is here to stay.  The latter 

affirms both the need to witness authentically to the uniqueness of our Saviour, Jesus Christ, and the need to pursue 

those goods which dialogue promotes (e.g. respect, understanding and co-operation), as we engage our Jewish 

neighbour or anyone religiously other. 

 

On the very charged issue of Christian evangelism, this paper has tried to chart a middle way.  There are, on the one 

hand, Christians who would eschew any form of Christian evangelism among the Jews.  On the other hand there are 

many Christians who consider evangelism among the Jews to be of unique importance.  As we chart our ñmiddle 

wayò we would submit, against the first group, that we need not dismiss out of hand the desire that some among us 

may still have for bearing witness specifically to the Jews (or any other specific people group).  Certainly the lesson 

of our own history shows that from time to time certain Canadian Presbyterians have felt a specific call (and our 

theology of call is that it is always specific ï not the ministry, say, of Word and Sacraments in general, but to that 

ministry within this or that congregation in particular), to serve among the Jewish people.  Happily, in these specific 

cases, that call met with a particular qualification and gifting.  Mission, as we affirm from our experience, is always 

about partnership; it is a mutual relationship.  So having a mission to the Jews functioned as much to educate, and at 

times prophetically confront, Canadian Presbyterians about Jews, their spirituality and their hardships, as any amount 

of dialogue has done since.  Against the second group however, we would submit that having conceived a desire in 

the course of reading a book by Hal Lindsay or Tim LaHaye, to see the Jews converted to Christ, does not necessarily 

qualify any of us to speak to a real live Jew on the subject!  Christians who ñspeak counsel without knowledgeò risk 

re-inflicting the wounds of centuries, and ultimately detracting from Christôs credibility.  Where uni-ethnic mission to 

the Jewish people has been successful in our experience, it blended a will for Jewish conversion with a genuine, and at 

some level agenda-less, love for the Jews.  We, the Church Doctrine Committee, would like to encourage the church 
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to be open to all persons presenting themselves with a particular burden for a particular work among a particular 

people, where that is accompanied by a Christian authenticity, a qualification for the work, and a deep love.  Such has 

been the formula for truly heroic mission and ministry in the past. 

 

On the second very charged issue of the ñLandò, we acknowledge that among Canadian Presbyterians there is no 

consensus on the theological significance of the land.  Here, we would also try to chart a middle way and to speak in 

two directions, on the one hand, addressing those who would approach the land question merely from the perspective 

of justice, and on the other hand, addressing those who see it as a Christian imperative to stand behind Israel whatever 

it may do.  Christians in the first group are usually so outraged by the suffering and disregarded rights of the 

Palestinians that there is no theological depth-dimension seen in the problem of the Land.  Israel is identified as the 

problem.  To which Israel responds:  ñof course, we are always the problem.ò  Against those who would tend to 

spiritualize the Biblical promises about the Land and see the contemporary land debate as non-theological (i.e. merely 

an issue of contemporary political science and international law), we would affirm, with the dispensationalists, though 

perhaps not for the same reason, that the Land (though not the State) is theologically important.  It has been promised 

as part of the ancient covenant to the descendants of Abraham ï all of them (those descended through Ishmael, and 

those descended through Isaac) ï and whatever solution is achieved, Christians must stand equally for the rights of 

Palestinians and other vulnerable minorities who need assurances of equity and regard for basic rights and freedoms, 

and for the need of Jews in the Land to have their vulnerability acknowledged.  But there are also Christians in a 

second group, those who, influenced by dispensational theology and expecting a restoration of the kingdom of Israel, 

the rebuilding of the temple, etc., under the millennial reign of Christ, see a formation of the State of Israel and the 

gathering of world-wide Jewry as a promising sign that the end is nigh.  Often such Christian Zionism
253

 goes 

together with an uncritical attitude toward what Israel does and particularly toward Israelôs militarism.  To those who 

hold it is the Jews alone who matter; the claims of the Palestinians and others may be forgotten, we say, that is a 

position alien to the Lord our God.  The Lord is a God of justice, who, even while settling an inalienable affection 

upon the people of Israel, does not cease to scourge and harangue them through the prophets, whenever they forget 

what justice requires. 

 

As stated above, one of the most troubling implications to arise from a theology of hard supersessionism is the fact that 

the Jewsô very right to exist in the modern world may be questioned.  The question is, ñis historic Christian 

supersessionism influencing us, as Canadian Presbyterians, as Christians in North America, as we determine our level 

of solidarity with Israelôs sworn enemies?ò  The church, in order to escape the contemporary implications of its 

supersessionist history does not need to sign blank cheques, affirming everything the State of Israel does and will do, 

but it does need to acknowledge the feeling of vulnerability by those Jews who are invested in the State of Israel 

experiment, as well as the churchôs own part in creating that feeling of vulnerability.  The Land is important, and 

understanding the perspective of Israel
254

 is, for better or worse, part of what is entailed in seeking to unravel the tragic 

history that stands between Christians and Jews.    

 

So as our ñmiddle wayò distances us from that wing of the church that eschews any evangelism of the Jews in 

principle, and which fails to think about the Land in any sort of ñtheological depth-dimension,ò so too our ñmiddle 

wayò must distance us from that wing of the church that pursues evangelism without sensitivity, and invests far too 

much significance in a Jewish nation State.  God calls us into just and loving relationship with all our neighbours.  

We must not become such philo-Semites, that we neglect the call into relationship with others.  We must engage with 

Jews and with all people in a way that shows them we are capable of learning the lessons of dialogue, capable of a true 

repentance  of going forward changed by what we have heard, committed to relate to people in new ways, not 

according to the same old patterns and assumptions.  We live in a world irrevocably changed by the Shoah.
255

  We 

live in a religiously pluralistic society.  We cannot behave as if the Shoah never happened, going forward in the 

Christian triumphalism of 80 years ago.  We cannot behave even in the pattern of 40 years ago, as if the era of 

Christendom had not given way to a much more religiously diverse reality.  As much as our changed world compels 

us to educate ourselves about the traditions and perspectives of others, the even more urgent call is to reexamine our 

own tradition, and summon its resources for living an authentic Christian witness amid the changed landscape of 

today.  In the document on the uniqueness of Christ produced by this committee and adopted by the 2009 General 

Assembly, we confess the faith in the light of these new awarenesses.  (A&P 2009, p. 254-59)  Our confession must 

be as confident as ever, but humble in approaching the other, and that has not always been the case for Christians in the 

past, though we believe it is the spirit to which Christ has always been calling us.    

 

The way forward, shown by Newbigin and others, is an insistence on brutal honesty and generous humility:  honesty 

about our tendency to prejudice and weak complicity in a history which has systematically and perennially wronged 

the Jews (as well as many other people groups), honesty about what we yet believe and how it defines us ï our core 
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commitments ï even when these present a scandal of particularity, but withal, humility.  Humility disciplines us to go 

slow, to open ourselves first to dialogue, to co-operative service and to friendship.  These are surely the preliminaries 

to those encounters where a sharing of faith is mediated through a genuine sharing of self. 

 

While each engagement with ñthe otherò is specific, and we must do our homework to discover the axes of common 

interest and the areas where our thought will present the greatest scandal, this model for engaging the Jews, can serve 

more generally as a model for engaging our neighbours, be they Muslim, Buddhist, Hindu, or thoroughly secular.  We 

can never fail by being loving, by being gracious, by being humble, for as such, we show forth the mind of Christ.   

 

Christians should not be troubled by an exhortation to be humble, but sometimes it does bother us.  Yet the 

affirmation on the part of the church has always been that we are a church ñReformed, yet always reforming.ò
256

  We 

are guided in our perennial reform by the Word of God, so we do not advance when we contradict the Word, or replace 

its light with our own.  Yet we confess that our understanding of the faith is always subject to improvement, as is our 

practice.  Does this apply even to what we know about Christ? 

 

Those of us who have believed and found life in his name ï who not only hold that his Spirit testifies with our spirit to 

the truth of all he said, but who have known that experience, cannot pretend that we know less than we know.  We 

believe that Jesus Christ is the Truth incarnate, just as he is also the Way and the Life.  As such, the truth is objective.  

The truth is not malleable.  The truth is One, and God will vindicate the truth on the last day.  But how do we 

convince others that we possess this truth, when they do not have access to our knowing, and when they may be 

equally certain that they possess the truth and we do not?  Perhaps it is the case that members of the Abrahamic 

religions are especially resistant to conversion, for they do not subject truth easily to relativism, and they do not have 

the latitude of religions based on oral tradition of an open canon, to develop truth, for as a people of the book, for them 

it stands written. 

 

Thinkers like Lesslie Newbigin and Stanley Hauerwas are particularly helpful; for they are not relativisers, but they 

understand the difference between philosophy and witness.  Hauerwas says that if the Christian calling were to be 

philosopher, God would have enabled us to demonstrate our truth with a more or less logical proof, but we are not 

called to that.  We are called to witness.  We make our truth ñplausibleò for others when we show by our living that it 

is a credible life-option.
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The position strongly taken in this paper is that we cannot compromise when it comes to the person of Jesus.  Our 

witness to his uniqueness as Lord and Saviour, unsurpassed and relevant for all, is what makes us Christian.  Usually 

Jews, and those of other religions with whom we are in dialogue, donôt expect concessions from us on these things, 

and the ñsensitivityò of some Christians which thinks we ought to concede them, can be experienced as ingratiating, 

dishonest and enough to render dialogue with us no longer very interesting.  But how, then, are we to transcend the 

impasse to which our conflicting truth-accounts inevitably lead us?   

 

Especially when approaching people of the book ï members of the other Abrahamic traditions ï there is an excitement 

about reading the Bible together, for there is much that we share.  But when it comes to attempting conversion, 

perhaps there is a need to get past the stalemate of ñwhatôs in your bookò versus ñwhatôs in my bookò by living closely 

together, and loving each other well.  God will vindicate his truth on the last day, and we, as Christians, firmly believe 

that when God does, it will have no other identity than the one we have known through the witness of the law, the 

prophets, the evangelists, and the apostles ï even Jesus Christ, but meanwhile our job is to witness, not to coerce.  We 

are to show by all that we are and all that we do and say, that the Truth has really transformed us and made us his own.  
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