VARIATIONS WITHIN SUPERSESSIONISM
By Michael J. Vlach
Many Christians throughout church history have held the view that the
New Testament church has replaced or superseded national Israel1 as the
people of God. According to Alister E. McGrath, a “wide consensus” existed in
the early church that “the church is a spiritual society which replaces Israel as the
people of God in the world.”2 H. Wayne House also notes that this view known as
“supersessionism” or “replacement theology” has been “the consensus of the
church from the middle of the second century A.D. to the present day with few
exceptions.”3
Purpose
Discussions concerning supersessionism are not new, but interest in this
issue has increased during the last half of the twentieth century as a flurry of
books, articles, and declarations from churches and denominations addressed
Israel’s place in the plan of God and the traditional view that the church replaced
Israel as God’s people.4
Yet, even with the increased interest concerning this topic,
supersessionism has not often received attention as a theological topic in its own
right. Many theological dictionaries and systematic theologies do not specifically
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address it or it is treated as a subset within discussions of ecclesiology or Israel.5
This article, however, hopes to make a contribution to theology by discussing
some of the major issues related to supersessionism. In sum, this article will
discuss the importance of supersessionism to theological thought, offer a
definition of supersessionism, and address variations within the supersessionist
view. Concerning this last issue, this article will address the three main forms of
supersessionist theology and explain the variations among supersessionist
theologians concerning the future of Israel.
Importance of Supersessionism to Theological Thought
In recent years, greater awareness of the relationship between
supersessionism and the major categories of Christian theology has developed.
R. Kendall Soulen, for example, claims that the rejection of supersessionism is
“fraught with profound implications for the whole range of Christian theological
reflection.”6 Craig A. Blaising asserts that issues related to supersessionism
affect the doctrines of God, anthropology, Christology, ecclesiology, and
eschatology.7 Although it is beyond the purpose of this work to examine fully how
supersessionism relates to all aspects of Christian theology, a brief sketch of this
relationship will highlight the importance of the supersessionist view to theology.8
Doctrine of God
Supersessionism has implications for the doctrine of God because God is
often described in Scripture as “the God of Israel” and the “God of Abraham,
Isaac and Jacob.”9 What do theses titles mean and what are their implications for
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national Israel both in the present and in the future? One’s views on
supersessionism influence the answers to these questions.
Clark M. Williamson, for example, makes an explicit connection between
supersessionism and the doctrine of God when he claims that supersessionism
has led the church to an idea of God that is closer to Greek thought than to the
biblical concept of God. He says, “Because the Christian tradition de-Judaized
itself and interpreted itself as both anti- and better-than Jewish, its classical
doctrine of God tells us more about pre-Christian, Greek understandings of God
than about the living, covenantal God of the Bible.”10
Christology
Supersessionism is important to Christology since it affects the
significance given to Jesus’ Jewishness and the Jewish titles He carried such as
“Messiah of Israel” and “Son of David.”11 Blaising, for instance, believes that
supersessionism has not given proper significance to the “Jewishness of Jesus”:
One of the most obvious effects of supersessionism in traditional
Christology is the effacement of the Jewishness of Jesus from Christian
confession. It is remarkable that the great creeds and confessions of the
faith are silent on this point, being satisfied simply with the affirmation of
Christ’s humanity. However, in Scripture, not only the Jewishness of
Jesus, but his Davidic lineage are central features of the gospel.12
Rosemary Ruether, too, linked Christology and supersessionism when
she argued that Christology was the primary factor in the development of
Christian anti-Judaism.13 She asked, “Is it possible to say ‘Jesus is Messiah’
without, implicitly or explicitly, saying at the same time ‘and the Jews be
damned’?”14 James Carroll asserts that, “A new Christology, faithfully based in
the Scriptures. . . will in no way support supersessionism.”15 These statements by
Blaising, Ruether, and Carroll, regardless of their accuracy, highlight the
importance of supersessionism to the area Christology.
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Soteriology
One result of the church’s reaction against supersessionism in the
twentieth century has been the belief of some Christians that Jews can be in a
right relationship with the God of Israel without placing their faith in Jesus Christ.
Thus, some Christians have adopted “two-covenant theology” and its assertion
that ethnic Jews are redeemed through their faithfulness to Torah while the
mostly Gentile church is accepted by God on the basis of Jesus Christ’s
redeeming work.16 The issue of supersessionism, then, has a bearing on the
issues of Christian particularity and what Jews and Gentiles must believe in order
to experience salvation.
Ecclesiology
Ronald E. Diprose asserts that supersessionism has particular importance
to the areas of ecclesiology and eschatology.17 Concerning ecclesiology, the
acceptance or rejection of supersessionism affects how one views the identity of
the church and its members. Is the church the new spiritual Israel? Are Christians
true Jews regardless of their ethnicity?
One’s understanding of supersessionism also influences how one
perceives the relationship of the church to Old Testament promises and
covenants. For instance, how is the church related to the promises and
covenants of the Old Testament? Does the church inherit Israel’s role to be a
blessing to the nations?
Eschatology
In regard to eschatology, beliefs concerning supersessionism may
influence one’s views concerning the kingdom of God, national Israel’s future, the
land of Palestine, and how one views biblical prophecies related to Israel. If the
church is the new Israel, this appears to affect how Old Testament promises to
national Israel will be fulfilled. If the church does not replace Israel, what can both
national Israel and the church expect in the future? Supersessionism may also
influence one’s views concerning the nature and timing of the millennium.18
Recent Events
Issues related to supersessionism have also become significant in light of
twentieth-century events. The Holocaust, the modern state of Israel, and
controversies in the Middle East between Jews and Arabs have pushed
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questions and issues concerning Israel and supersessionism to the forefront of
theological discussions. Commenting on the significance of the Holocaust and
the establishment of the state of Israel, Soulen states, “Under the new conditions
created by these events, Christian churches have begun to consider anew their
relation to the God of Israel and the Israel of God in the light of the Scriptures
and the gospel about Jesus.” This includes a “revisiting [of] the teaching of
supersessionism after nearly two thousand years.”19
Defining Supersessionism
Currently, there is no universally accepted title for the view that the church
is the new Israel who has replaced national Israel as the people of God.20 The
most common title used in recent scholarly literature to identify this position is
“supersessionism.” Commenting on this term, Williamson writes,
“‘Supersessionism’ comes from two Latin words: super (on or upon) and sedere
(to sit), as when one person sits on the chair of another, displacing the later.”21
The titles “replacement theology” and “displacement theology” are also
commonly used and are often viewed as synonyms for “supersessionism.”22
In recent years, some theologians have offered definitions of
supersessionism or replacement theology. According to Walter C. Kaiser,
“Replacement theology. . . declared that the church, Abraham’s spiritual seed,
has replaced national Israel in that it had transcended and fulfilled the terms of
the covenant given to Israel, which covenant Israel had lost because of
disobedience.”23 Diprose defines “replacement theology” or “supersessionism” as
19
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the view that “the Church completely and permanently replaced ethnic Israel in
the working out of God’s plan and as recipient of Old Testament promises to
Israel.”24 Soulen also explains what he believes is the essence of
supersessionism:
According to this teaching [supersessionism], God chose the Jewish
people after the fall of Adam in order to prepare the world for the coming
of Jesus Christ, the Savior. After Christ came, however, the special role of
the Jewish people came to an end and its place was taken by the church,
the new Israel.25
Herman Ridderbos asserts that there is a positive and negative element to
the supersessionist view. “On the one hand, in a positive sense it presupposes
that the church springs from, is born out of Israel; on the other hand, the church
takes the place of Israel as the historical people of God.”26
These definitions from Kaiser, Diprose, Soulen, and Ridderbos appear
consistent with the statements of those who believe the church is the
replacement of Israel. Bruce K. Waltke, for instance, declares that the New
Testament teaches the “hard fact that national Israel and its law have been
permanently replaced by the church and the New Covenant.”27 According to
Hans K. LaRondelle, the New Testament affirms that “Israel would no longer be
the people of God and would be replaced by a people that would accept the
Messiah and His message of the kingdom of God.”28 LaRondelle believes this
“people” to be the church who replaces “the Christ-rejecting nation.”29
When comparing the definitions of Kaiser, Diprose, Soulen, and Ridderbos
with the statements of those who openly promote a replacement view, it appears
that supersessionism is based on two core beliefs: (1) national Israel has
somehow lost its status as the people of God; and (2) the church has replaced or
superseded national Israel as God’s people. Supersessionism, then, in the
context of Israel and the church, is the view that the New Testament church has
superseded, or replaced national Israel as the people of God. The result is that
the church has become the new Israel and is the inheritor of God’s covenant
blessings originally promised to national Israel in the Old Testament.
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Variations Within Supersessionism
Supersessionism asserts that the church is the new Israel who replaces
national Israel. Yet within supersessionism there are variations. When speaking
of variations, we are not asserting that there are mutually exclusive forms of
supersessionism. Rather, we are acknowledging that there are different
emphases within the supersessionist position.
Retributive or Punitive Supersessionism
“Retributive” or “punitive” supersessionism emphasizes Israel’s
disobedience and punishment by God as the reason for its displacement as the
people of God. As Gabriel J. Fackre explains, retributive supersessionism “holds
that the rejection of Christ both eliminates Israel from God’s covenant love and
provokes divine retribution.”30 This form of supersessionism asserts that Israel is
permanently punished and rejected because of its refusal to believe in Christ.31
Never again will there be any theological significance to national Israel because
the church is now the new Israel. Fackre links the retributive replacement view
with the later writings of Martin Luther and more recently with the
reconstructionist movement of J. H. Rushdoony.32
In describing this variation of supersessionism, Soulen prefers the title,
punitive supersessionism. With punitive supersessionism, “God abrogates God’s
covenant with Israel. . . on account of Israel’s rejection of Christ and the
Gospel.”33 Because the Jews reject God’s action in Christ, “God in turn angrily
rejects and punishes the Jews.”34 Loraine Boettner appears to have espoused a
punitive or retributive supersessionist view when he wrote:
It may seem harsh to say that “God is done with the Jews.” But the fact of
the matter is that He is through with them as a unified national group
having anything more to do with the evangelization of the world. That
mission has been taken from them and given to the Christian Church
(Matt. 21:43).35
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Economic Supersessionism
The second form of supersessionism is economic supersessionism.
According to Soulen, economic supersessionism is the view that “carnal Israel’s
history is providentially ordered from the outset to be taken up into the spiritual
church.”36 With this position, Israel corresponds to Christ in a merely prefigurative
and carnal way. Christ, with His advent, “brings about the obsolescence of carnal
Israel and inaugurates the age of the spiritual church.”37 Thus, Christ’s coming
renders everything that characterized the economy of salvation in Israelite form
obsolete and replaced by ecclesial equivalents.38
“According to economic supersessionism,” Soulen writes, “Israel is
transient not because it happens to be sinful but because Israel’s essential role in
the economy of redemption is to prepare for salvation in the spiritual and
universal form.”39 Economic supersessionism, according to Soulen, “logically
entails the ontological, historical, and moral obsolescence of Israel’s existence
after Christ.”40
Economic supersessionism, or “nonretributive” supersessionism as Fackre
calls it,41 takes a milder approach to Israel’s disobedience than the punitive
replacement view. It stresses “the unique act of God in Christ, rather than the
displacement of Israel by the church.”42 The emphasis of this view is on the
person of Christ and the new covenant era He inaugurated. With His coming,
Jesus, the ultimate Israelite, fulfills all God’s plans and promises regarding Israel.
All those who are in Jesus, then, are the true Israel. As Vern S. Poythress
declared:
Because Christ is an Israelite and Christians are in union with Christ,
Christians partake of the benefits promised to Israel and Judah in
Jeremiah. With whom is the new covenant made? It is made with Israel
and Judah. Hence it is made with Christians by virtue of Christ the
Israelite. Thus one might say that Israel and Judah themselves undergo a
36
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transformation at the first coming of Christ, because Christ is the final,
supremely faithful Israelite. Around him all true Israel gathers.43
According to Fackre, this supersessionist view has no active theories
about the fate of Jews who rejected Christ nor does it stress God’s special curse
on Israel.44 Those who hold this form of supersessionism usually “do not
emphasize land issues or give any theological significance to the present state of
Israel.”45
Structural Supersessionism
The third type of replacement theology according to Soulen is structural
supersessionism. This is a deeper form of supersessionism than both the
punitive and economic views. In fact, for Soulen, it is foundational for punitive
and economic supersessionism.46 Whereas punitive and economic
supersessionism are “explicit doctrinal perspectives,” structural supersessionism
concerns how the standard canonical narrative as a whole has been perceived.47
According to Soulen, “Structural supersessionism refers to the narrative logic of
the standard model whereby it renders the Hebrew Scriptures largely indecisive
for shaping Christian convictions about how God’s works as Consummator and
as Redeemer engage humankind in universal and enduring ways.”48
Soulen argues that the standard canonical narrative model, which the
church has accepted since Justin Martyr and Irenaeus, turns on four key
episodes: (1) God’s intention to consummate the first parents whom God
created; (2) the fall; (3) Christ’s incarnation and the inauguration of the church;
and (4) the final consummation.49 He says two facts stand out from the narrative
content of this standard model.
43
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First, the foreground of this standard model emphasizes God’s
engagement with human creation in “cosmic and universal terms.”50 Second, “the
foreground completely neglects the Hebrew Scriptures, with the exception of
Genesis 1–3!”51 The standard model, according to Soulen, tells how God
engaged Adam and Eve as Consummator and how God’s consummating plan for
them was disrupted at the fall. The story, then, “leaps to the Apostolic Witness
interpreted as God’s deliverance of humankind from the fall through Jesus
Christ.”52 Thus, “God’s purposes as Consummator and Redeemer engage
human creation in a manner that simply outflank the greater part of the Hebrew
Scriptures and, above all, their witness to God’s history with the people of
Israel.”53 What is the result of this leap over the Hebrew Scriptures, according to
Soulen? “As a result, God’s identity as the God of Israel and God’s history with
the Jewish people become largely indecisive for the Christian conception of
God.”54
Variations Within Supersessionism on the Future of Israel
As Ridderbos has pointed out, it may seem natural to assume that
supersessionism necessarily leads to the view that national Israel has no future
in God’s plan and that it has “has lost its function in the history of redemption.”55
This, however, is not the case for all supersessionists. Although many
supersessionists have adopted a permanent punitive replacement view in which
Israel will never again have a special place or role in the plan of God,56 not all
supersessionists have come to this conclusion. Some supersessionists, while
holding that the church is the new Israel who supersedes national Israel, still hold
that national Israel has a special place and future hope in God’s plan.57
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Ridderbos, for instance, believes there is “tension-filled unity” concerning
Israel’s rejection and its election.58 He asserts that, “the church takes the place of
Israel as the historical people of God.”59 For him, “This means a new definition of
the people of God, and likewise a new concept of Israel.”60 This belief, though,
does not lead him to conclude that Israel has been permanently removed or that
it has lost its function in the history of redemption.61 For Ridderbos, the historical
bond between God and Israel continues to be maintained with real significance:
Thus, on one hand Paul is able to see the church of the gentiles as
endowed with all the privileges and blessings of Israel, and to see it
occupy the place of unbelieving Israel, and yet on the other hand to
uphold to the full the continuation of God’s original redemptive intentions
with Israel as the historical people of God.62
Ridderbos believes this tension regarding Israel’s rejection and election is
no contradiction: “There is therefore no contradiction between the definition of the
essence of the New Testament church as the people of God and holding to Israel
as the object of God’s irrevocable gift of grace and calling.”63
John Y. B. Hood asserts that there was a “dualistic view” concerning the
fate of Israel among theologians of the Middle Ages.64 According to Hood,
“Medieval Christians believed Jews would eventually accept Christ and be saved,
but they also saw them as dangerous infidels who had been rejected and
punished by God.”65
Hood notes that Thomas Aquinas, like other medieval theologians of his
day, accepted the supersessionism theory as a “given,” yet Aquinas also held to
a future salvation of national Israel.66 Hood says that Aquinas dealt with the
58
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“dualities” of this view. “He [Aquinas] made an effort to explain how it was
possible for Jews to be at the same time chosen and rejected, ignorant and
malicious Christ-killers, damned and destined for salvation.”67
John Calvin’s views on Israel also appear to evidence a
rejection/acceptance tension. According to Willem VanGemeren, “Some have
seen the utter rejection of Israel in Calvin’s writing, whereas others have also
viewed the hope for national Israel.”68 Williamson, for example, believes there is
a tension in Calvin’s writings on this issue when he states, “On the one hand,
Calvin strongly insisted that God’s promise to and covenant with the people
Israel was unconditional, unbreakable, and gracious. . . . On the other hand,
Calvin often makes statements exactly opposing the above.”69
At times, Calvin made statements consistent with a replacement view. For
him, the “all Israel” who will be saved in Romans 11:26 is a reference to the
church composed of Jews and Gentiles.70 He also took the standard replacement
interpretation that the “Israel of God” in Galatians 6:16 refers to “all believers,
whether Jews or Gentiles, who were united into one church.”71 At other times,
though, Calvin made statements that seem to indicate he believed in some form
of a future for the nation Israel. In his commentary on Isaiah 59:20 he writes:
Paul quotes this passage, (Rom. xi. 26,) in order to shew that there is still
some remaining hope among the Jews; although from their unconquerable
obstinacy it might be inferred that they were altogether cast off and
doomed to eternal death. But because God is continually mindful of his
covenant, and “his gifts and calling are without repentance,” (Rom. xi. 29,)
Paul justly concludes that it is impossible that there shall not at length be
some remnant that come to Christ, and obtain that salvation which he has
procured. Thus the Jews must at length be collected along with the
Gentiles that out of both “there may be one fold” under Christ. (John x.
16). . . . Hence we have said that Paul infers that he [Christ] could not be
the redeemer of the world, without belonging to some Jews, whose fathers
he had chosen, and to whom this promise was directly addressed.72
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Noting Calvin’s remarks here, VanGemeren declares, “Calvin in his Isaiah
commentary goes on record in favor of a national restoration of Israel to the
covenant.”73
A dualistic view of Israel can be found in the writings of George Ladd.
Ladd asserts that the church is the new “spiritual Israel.”74 Yet he also believes
that “The New Testament clearly affirms the salvation of literal Israel.”75 He bases
this conclusion on his study of Roman 11. Commenting on Romans 11:26 and its
statement that “all Israel will be saved,” Ladd comments, “It is difficult to escape
the conclusion that this means literal Israel.”76
Millard Erickson, too, holds that the church is the new Israel, yet he also
believes in a future salvation of national Israel. “To sum up then: the church is the
new Israel. It occupies the place in the new covenant that Israel occupied in the
old. . . . There is a special future coming for national Israel, however, through
large-scale conversion to Christ and entry into the church.”77 He also says,
“There is, however, a future for national Israel. They are still the special people of
God.”78
Wayne Grudem, in his discussion of Israel and the church, espouses a
supersessionist view when he states that “many New Testament verses. .
.understand the church as the ‘new Israel’ or new ‘people of God.’”79 Yet he also
declares that Israel as a nation has a divinely ordained future. “I affirm the
conviction that Rom. 9–11 teaches a future large-scale conversion of the Jewish
people,” he says.80
Supersessionists are agreed that the church is the new Israel, but there is
no consensus among them concerning the future of national Israel. Some believe
that national Israel has been permanently rejected by God while others assert
that national Israel still has a special covenantal relationship with God. Thus,
there are variations within supersessionism concerning Israel’s future.
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