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Scope
I. This paper offers a response to §17 of the WCC's The Church: Towards a Common 
Vision report (hereafter: TCTCV), which addresses the relationship between the Church and 
Judaism. §17 reads as follows:

A. In the call of Abraham, God was choosing for himself a holy people. The prophets 
frequently recalled this election and vocation in the following powerful formulation: “I 
will be their God, and they shall be my people” (Jer. 31:33; Ezek. 37:27; echoed in 2 Cor. 
6:16; Hebr. 8:10). The covenant with Israel marked a decisive moment in the unfolding 
realisation of the plan of salvation. Christians believe that in the ministry, death and 
resurrection of Jesus and the sending of the Holy Spirit, God established the new covenant 
for the purpose of uniting all human beings with himself and with one another. There is a 
genuine newness in the covenant initiated by Christ and yet the Church remains, in God’s 
design, profoundly related to the people of the first covenant, to whom God will always 
remain faithful (cf. Rom. 11:11-36). 

Affirming §17
I. TCTCV explicitly precludes supersessionism (i.e. the idea that the Church has 'replaced' 
Israel) by asserting God's continued faithfulness to the covenant with Israel and the final text 
of §17 was approved by the International Council for Christians and Jews.1 

II. It is important to note that §17 is a statement agreed by the diverse Christian bodies 
represented on the WCC's Faith and Order Commission, including conservative evangelical, 
Byzantine Orthodox, and more significantly, Oriental Orthodox voices from the Middle East. 
That a consensus on the final wording of  §17 was reached is a genuine achievement. 

III. TCTCV accords with the Anglican Communion's rejection of a 'replacement' model 
(articulated in the 1988 Lambeth Conference document, Jews, Christians, and Muslims: The 
Way of Dialogue: "We firmly reject any view of Judaism which sees it as a fossil... Judaism is
still a living religion, to be respected in its own right" §14).

IV. Theologically  Christianity must affirm that the divine choice of Israel is 'irrevocable' 
(e.g. Gen. 17.7-19; Rom. 11.29). To suggest that God has reneged on his promise destroys the
credibility of God, thereby undermining any claim that Christ is the fulfilment of God's 
promises (as witnessed in the Old Testament). Similarly, if God is a God who does not keep 
his promises, then the promise of an eternal covenant effected through Christ (Heb. 13.20) is 
also rendered valueless. 

Need for Further Reflection
I. Nonetheless, we suggest that further reflection is called for the following reasons:

A. The rejection of  the 'replacement' model is far from universal within the Church. 
Rather, a diversity of views concerning the relationship between the Church and the People
of Israel are maintained. 

1. Private correspondence with Canon J. Gibaut, Director of Faith and Order at the WCC during the 
preparation of TCTCV.
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B. It is essential that the Church acknowledges the enduring reality of anti-Semitism. In 
recent year anti-Israel, far-right, and Islamic beliefs have all contributed to a rise in 
antisemitic incidents in the UK and other parts of Europe.2 As instruments of God's peace, 
the Church is called to respond to this reality. 

C. In so doing it must acknowledge its role in informing wider social attitudes, 
recognising that the language adopted by the Church locally, nationally, and internationally
in relation to Jews and Judaism (in public statements, in liturgy, etc) has the potential to 
feed prejudices that may ultimately manifest themselves in antisemitic persecution. 

D. It must also acknowledge that the Church has fed such prejudices in the past (see e.g. 
Cohen-Sherbok 1993), both inadvertently and deliberately (including by indifference or 
acquiescence), and that, in as much as any local expression of the Church considers itself 
bound to the "one body" (1 Cor. 12.12) of the Church as historical reality, it must accept 
that it too is indelibly marked by the stain of past realities in its interactions with Jews. 

E. Clarity in our understanding and use of language regarding the relationship between 
the Church and Judaism is essential if the Church is to be able to speak with a prophetic 
voice concerning the Israel-Palestine question without risking perceptions of antisemitism.

Diversity of Views 
I. There are several reasons why significant diversity exists within the Church. How any 
local church responds to the issue of the Church's relationship to Judaism will depend on 
several factors, among which:

A. Scripture contains a diverse range of views. 

B. The interpretation of almost all key Scriptural passages is disputed.

C. A wide range of hermeneutical approaches are employed, leading to the valorisation 
of certain texts over others.  

D. The influence of anti-Jewish attitudes in Patristic Christianity endures to varying 
degrees (especially John Chrysostom's Homilies agains the Jews in Eastern Orthodoxy and
Augustin's view that the dispersion of Jewish people is a 'witness' to divine punishment 
that confirmed the truth of Christianity in the West). 

E. The extent to which churches are open to experience and changing social realities 
varies.

The New Testament
I. We cannot possibly present an exhaustive summary of Christian Theologies of Judaism. 
So, since there is wide agreement that the New Testament has been interpreted in antisemitic 
ways and made to serve antisemitic purposes, we focus on the New Testament. There are 
several tropes that have played a significant role is historical antisemitism that have been 
substantiated with reference to New Testament texts, especially the notion of collective 
Jewish guilt (e.g. "his blood be on us and on our children" Matt. 27.25) and the degenerate 
state of Judaism (e.g. "You are of your father the devil" John 8.44). We do not tackle these 
here directly. Rather we pick up on the TCTCV's language of the 'new covenant' and consider
the how the Church might be regarded as related to the Jews in respect of God's programme 
of salvation. 

II. This paper cannot be exhaustive, but by way of illustration we offer the four dominant 
models that interpreters have discerned in the New Testament:

2. Community Security Trust, Antisemitic Incidents: Report 2014 (London: 2015); Discrimination and Hate 
Crime against Jews in EU Member States (Luxembourg: Publications Office of the EU, 2013).
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A. Rejection and Replacement. Also termed "punitive supersessionism" (Soulen 1996: 
30). Because of its sinfulness and obstinacy of rejecting Christ, God finally and irrevocably
rejects Israel and choses a new people to take Israel's place. Several New Testament texts 
may be used to support this position, including:

1. The Gospels: the parables of the wicked tenants in the vineyard (Matt. 21.33-44) 
and the marriage banquet (Matt. 22.1-10). In both cases an initially favoured group 
(representing Israel) are found to be unworthy, destroyed, and replaced (e.g. "the 
kingdom of God will be taken away from you and given to a nation producing the 
fruits of it” Matt. 21.43). 

2. Paul: In his use of the metaphor of Sarah and Hagar, Paul equates Hagar with the
Sinai covenant and the Law. He concludes by citing Gen. 21.10: "the son of the slave 
shall not inherit with the son of the free woman.” (Gal. 4.30). Instead, the children of 
the promise are the true heirs of the promise. Paul is here countering the claim that 
sonship to Abraham is secured through natural descent.

B. Redundancy. Also termed "Economic supersessionism" (Soulen 1996: 29). Israel's 
role was to prepare for salvation in its spiritual and universal form. This has been achieved 
in Christ, so Israel's role in the economy of salvation is now obsolete. The newly 
constituted Israel (i.e. the Church) remains open to the Jews, who like any other nation 
have equal opportunity to become part of the new people. Several New Testament texts 
may be used to support this position, including:

1. The Great Commission: "Go therefore and make disciples of all nations." (Matt 
28.19). 

2. Letter to the Hebrews: the institutions and officers of the 'first covenant' have 
become obsolete now that the 'true form' of the good things to come has arrived in 
Christ, who inaugurates the 'new covenant' (Hebr. 8.13-9.1). Christ "abolishes the first
in order to establish the second." (Hebr. 10.9). 

3. Paul: Christ is the real 'seed' of Abraham and heir of the promise made to him 
(Gal. 3.16). So belief in Christ is the new universal mechanism for salvation, "for 
there is no distinction between Jew and Greek" (Rom. 10.12).

C. Redefined Israel. Israel is understood a being constituted of a faithful remnant of 
Jews who accept Jesus as Christ plus Gentile believers. This is most powerfully expressed 
in the image from Romans of branches being broken off and new branches grafted in 
(Rom. 11.17-24). In this unit (Rom. 9-11) Paul argues that only a remnant of the children 
of Israel would be saved (Rom. 9.27 citing Isa 10.22). The existence of this remnant 
demonstrates that God has not rejected his people (Rom. 11.1), i.e. God's covenant 
faithfulness. Gentiles have been added to this remnant (Rom. 9.24) so Israel is now 
redefined (cf. Rom. 1.16; 15.27). Other New Testament texts may be used to support this 
position, including:

1. Jesus' response to the centurion at Capernaum: the Gentiles will be brought in to 
the covenant to replace unbelieving Jews who will be turned away from the end-time 
banquet and cast into the outer darkness (Matt. 8.11-12 cf. Luke 4.16-30). 

2. Paul's turning to the Gentiles following the rejection of his message by some of 
the Jews of Rome (e.g. "Let it be known to you then that this salvation of God has 
been sent to the Gentiles; they will listen” Acts 28.28 cf. Acts 13.44-48; 18.5-7). The 
picture presented is not that of Israel's rejection, but its division. 

3. Paul association of the 'old covenant' with the written letter, which kills, and his 
contrasting this with the 'new covenant', which gives life (2 Cor. 3), draws on the 
promise of a 'new spirit' (Ezek. 11.19; 36.26-27) by which God's law is written on the 
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hearts (Jer. 31.31-34). The "veil" that still lays over the minds of those who adhere to 
the written law is only removed by Christ (2 Cor. 3.14-15). Paul's does not understand
Jer. 31.31-34 to refer to a different covenant so far as the law was concerned, but to a 
more effective keeping of the law and this is now extended to non-Jews.

D. Israel and the Church remain in eschatological tension. A tension exists between 
the notion of faithful remnant and the view that 'all Israel' will be saved. This tension will 
be resolved in the eschatological age in which Jesus' messianic role will finally be fulfilled.

1. This view is associated by some scholars with Romans 9-11, in which Paul 
seems to maintain the ideas of both a believing Jewish 'remnant' and the ultimate 
salvation of 'all Israel'. Paul anticipates that this state of affairs is temporary: Jewish 
unbelief opens up a period in which the Gentiles might be brought in. When the 
period comes to an end 'all Israel' will be saved ("a hardening has come upon part of 
Israel, until the full number of the Gentiles come in, and so all Israel will be saved" 
Rom. 11.25-26). There is evident tension between Paul's insistence that ethnic 
distinctions have been transcended by Christ ("for there is no distinction between Jew 
and Greek" Rom. 10.12) and that Israel must have some sort of validity since "the 
gifts and the call of God are irrevocable." (Rom. 11.29). 

2. The risen Christ's response to the disciples' question “will you at this time restore
the kingdom to Israel?” is "It is not for you to know times or seasons" (Acts 1.6-7). 
Only their understanding of God's timetable for restoration is identified as incorrect, 
not their expectation that Israel would be restored (cf. Acts 1.8). The initial 
expectations remain valid, even if their full consummation is yet to be realised.

3. The eschatological tension may be set in a larger theological framework, namely 
one that understands God's aim and purpose to be to bring creation to its original 
perfection (cf. Rev 21.5).

III. A mainstream position (e.g. Wright 1992) in New Testament studies would stress that 
the majority of the relevant New Testament texts are written from within the perspective of 
Judaism. To understand them as supersessionist is to misinterpret the New Testament. To 
generalise: in Hellensistic-early Roman period there were many 'Judaisms', with each sect 
claiming to be the 'true Israel', still in covenant with God. The New Testament authors are to 
be understood in this context, so their claims cannot correctly be called anti-Jewish any more 
than those of other Jewish groups (e.g. Essenes, Pharisees) of the same period or, indeed, the 
classical Hebrew prophets (e.g. Jeremiah) who denounced their contemporaries for 
faithlessness. The writers accepted Jesus as the fulfilment of Israel's hope with the 
consequence that they understood their message in terms of anti-apostasy, or anti-corruption, 
or anti-mainstream Judaism, but not as anti-Judaism. The various texts outlined above can 
and have been read in this light. They criticise Jews, but as one of the family. 

Concluding Reflections
I. While upholding its success in reaching consensus on §17, we regard its omission of 
discussions of enduring diversity within the Church in respect of the Church's relation to the 
Jews as a deficiency. Given the significant diversity in contemporary beliefs and the 
rootedness of this in the New Testament, we would argue that TCTCV could and should have
been bolder in naming and challenging inadequate Christian theologies of Judaism. 

II. We would reiterate the conclusion of the Church of England's report, Sharing One 
Hope? (2001), that "a major educational task remains to be done in disseminating within the 
Church the findings of New Testament scholarship." 

- 4 -



III. In 1982 the WCC laid out its own framework to aid discussion between Jews and 
Christians ('Ecumenical Considerations on Jewish-Christian Dialogue'3). This document is 
commendable but could be brought up to date in light developments in New Testament 
scholarship and world events. 
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