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Some replacement theologians prefer the title “fulfillment theology” in
describing their view of Israel’s current and future role in relation to the church.
Since “supersessionism” is a term that describes both “replacement theology” and
“fulfillment theology,” that term  can be used interchangeably with “replacem ent”
and “fulfillment” terminology in describing various forms which the two theologies
may take. Supersessionism is the view that the NT church is the new and/or true
Israel that has forever superseded the nation Israel as the people of God. It may take
the form of “punitive  supersession ism,” i.e., God is punishing Israel for her rejection
of Christ. Or it may be in the form of “economic supersessionism,” i.e., it was God’s
plan for Israel’s role as the people of God to expire with the coming of Christ and be
replaced by the church. The final form of supersessionism is “structural
supersessionism,” i.e., the OT Scriptures are largely indecisive in formulation of
Christian conviction about God’s work as consummator and redeemer. Strong
supersessionists hold that Israel has no fu ture in the plan of God, but moderate
supersessionists see a divine plan for the future salvation of the Jews as a group, but
not their national restoration to the prom ised land. This last view holds that Israel
is the object of God’s irrevocable gift of grace and calling, but that such a role
guarantees them no national blessing as the OT promised.  It assures them only of
becoming part of the church as the people of God.

* * * * *

Few theological issues are as hotly debated as the Israel/church issue. It is
a constant topic of debate between covenant theologians and dispensationalists. More
recently new covenant theologians have thrown their theological hat into the ring
with their views on the Israel/church re lationship. At issue is whether the New
Testament church replaces, fulfills, and/or displaces national Israel as the people of
God. And if so, to what extent does this affect national Israel?

Giving a title to the view that the church replaces or supersedes Israel as the
people of God has not been without controversy or debate. As Marten Woudstra
observes, “The question whether it is more proper to speak of a replacement of the
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Jews by the Christian church or of an extension (continuation) of the OT people of
God into that of the NT church is variously answered.”1

A common designation used in recent scholarly literature to identify this
position is “supersessionism.” T he term “supersessionism” comes from two Latin
words: super (“on” or “upon”) and sedere  (“to sit”). Thus it carries the idea of one
person sitting on another’s chair, displacing the latter.2 The title “replacement
theology” is often viewed  as a synonym for “supersessionism.”3 This title appears to
be the most common designation in popular literature, at least for now.

The label, “replacement theology,” does not appear to be well received by
some. Several have noted that they would rather be known as “fulfillment theolo-
gians” or some other title that is more positive. Steve Lehrer, for example, shies away
from the term “replacement theology” since he does not see the church replacing the
nation Israel. He says, “Instead  I would rather use the term ‘fulfillment theology.’
Israel was simply a picture of the true people of God, which the church fulfills.”4 This
sentiment has been expressed by others as well.

Unfortunately for those who desire a different label, apparently the horse is
already out of the barn.5 The title “replacement theology” is well established and does
not appear to be going away any time soon. Plus, many theologians who espouse a
supersessionist view have used the terms “replace” and “replacement” in regard to
Israel and the church to warrant the title “replacement theology.” It is no t simply the
case that nonsupersessionists have imposed the  title “replacement theology” against
the will of supersessionists. Those who espouse the supersessionist view are partly
to credit or blame for this title since they often have used replacement terminology
themselves. Thus, an argument against the designation “replacement theology” is not
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in order. For purposes of this article, though, the designation “supersessionism” will
often be used because this term can encompass the concepts of “replace” or “fulfill.”
Thus, this is the word that will be used most frequently in this article. 

Defining Supersessionism

Several theologians have offered definitions of “supersessionism” or
“replacement theology.” According to Walter C. Kaiser, “Replacement theology . . .
declared that the Church, Abraham’s spiritual seed , had 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.”6 Diprose defines replacement
theology as the view that “the Church completely and permanently rep laced ethnic
Israel in the working out of God’s plan and as recipient of Old Testament promises
to Israel.”7

Richard Kendall Soulen argues that supersessionism is linked with how
some view the coming of Jesus Christ: “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.”8 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.” 9

These definitions from Kaiser, Diprose, Soulen, and Ridderbos appear
consistent with the statements of those who explicitly declare that 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 perma-
nently replaced by the church and the New Covenant.”10 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 M essiah and His
message of the kingdom of God.” 11 LaRondelle believes this “people” is the church
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who replaces “the Christ-rejecting nation.”12 Loraine Boettner, too, writes, “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).”13

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) the nation Israel has somehow
completed or forfeited its status as the people of God and will never again possess a
unique role or function apart from the church; and (2) the church is now the true
Israel that has permanently replaced or superseded national Israel as the people of
God.

Supersessionism, then, in the context of Israel and the church, is the view
that the New Testament church is the new and/or true Israel that has forever
superseded the nation Israel as the people of God.  The result is that the church has
become the sole inheritor of God’s covenant blessings originally promised to national
Israel in the OT. This rules out a future restoration of the nation Israel with a unique
identity, role, and purpose that is distinct in any way from the Christian church.14

Variations w ithin Supersessionism

Though all supersessionists affirm that the church has superseded national
Israel as the people of God, variations exist within supersessionism. Three major
forms of supersessionism that have been recognized are punitive supersessionism,
economic supersessionism, and structural supersessionism.

Punitive Supersessionism

“Punitive” or “retributive” supersessionism emphasizes Israel’s disobedi-
ence and punishment by God as the reason for its displacement as the people of God.
Or in other words, Israel is replaced by the church because the nation acted wickedly
and has forfeited the right to be the people of God. As Gabriel J. Fackre  explains, this
form of supersessionism “ho lds that the rejection of Christ both eliminates Israel from
God’s covenant love and provokes divine retribution.”15 With punitive supersession-
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ism, according to Soulen, “God abrogates God’s covenant with Israel . . . on account
of Israel’s rejection of Christ and the gospel.”16 Because the Jews reject Christ, “God
in turn angrily rejects and punishes the Jews.”17 In sum, with punitive supersession-
ism, God has rejected the Jews because of their disobedience and their rejection of
Christ.

Belief in punitive supersessionism was common in the Patristic Era. Origen
(c. 185-254) espoused a form of punitive supersessionism: “And we say with
confidence that they [the Jews] will never be restored to their former condition. For
they committed a crime of the most unhallowed kind. . . .”18 Lactantius (c. 304–313)
also asserted that the Jews were abandoned by God because of their disobedience:

For unless they [the Jews] did this [repent], and laying aside their vanities, return to their
God, it would come to pass that He would change His covenant, that is, bestow the
inheritance of eternal life upon foreign nations, and collect to Himself a more faithful
people out of those who were aliens by birth. . . . On account of these impieties of theirs
He cast them off forever.19

Punitive supersessionism was also held by Martin Luther. For him, the
destruction of Jerusalem was proof of God’s permanent rejection of Israel:

“Listen, Jew, are you aware that Jerusalem and your sovereignty, together with your
temple and priesthood, have been destroyed for over 1,460 years?” . . . For such ruthless
wrath of God is sufficient evidence that they assuredly have erred and gone astray. . . .
Therefore this work of wrath is proof that the Jews, surely rejected by God, are no longer
his people, and neither is he any longer their God.20

Economic Supersessionism

A second form of supersessionism is “economic” supersessionism. This
view is not as harsh as punitive supersessionism since it does not emphasize Israel’s
disobedience and punishment as the primary reason for its displacement as the people
of God. Instead, it focuses on God’s plan for the people of God to transfer from an
ethnic group (Israel) to a universal group not based on ethnicity (church). In  other
words, it was God’s plan from the beginning that Israel’s role as the people of God
would expire with the coming of Christ and the estab lishment of the church. 
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
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church.”21 With this form of supersessionism, national Israel corresponds to Christ’s
church in a merely prefigurative and carnal way. Thus, Christ, with His advent,
“brings about the obsolescence of carnal Israel and inaugurates the age of the spiritual
church.”22

With economic supersessionism, Israel is not replaced primarily because of
her disobedience but rather because her role in the history of redemption expired with
the coming of Jesus. It is now superseded by the arrival of a new spiritual Israel—the
Christian church.

For those who adopt an economic supersessionist view, the key figure in
bringing about this expiration of national Israel’s role in redemptive history is Jesus
Christ. According to Rudolf Bultmann, “The new aeon has dawned in the Christ-
event.”23 As a result, “The people of God, the true Israel, is present in the Christian
community.”24 Because of this “Christ-event,” the people of God is no longer an
“empirical historical entity.”25

Economic supersessionism, according to Soulen, “logically entails the
ontological, historical, and moral obsolescence of Israel’s existence after Christ.”26

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. This appears to
be the approach of Vern S. Poythress:

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
transformation at the first coming of Christ, because Christ is the final, supremely faithful
Israelite. Around him all true Israel gathers.27

Though punitive supersessionism was popular in the early church, several
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early church fathers also espoused economic  supersessionism.28 Melito of Sardis, for
example, declared,

The people [Israel] was precious before the church arose, and the law was marvelous
before the gospel was elucidated. But when the church arose and the gospel took
precedence the model was made void, conceding its power to the reality. . . . The people
was made void when the church arose.29

A more recent advocate of economic supersessionism was Karl Barth.30 He stated,

The first Israel, constituted on the basis of physical descent from Abraham, has fulfilled
its mission now that the Saviour of the world has sprung from it and its Messiah has ap-
peared. Its members can only accept this fact with gratitude, and in confirmation of their
own deepest election and calling attach themselves to the people of this Saviour, their own
King, whose members the Gentiles are now called to be as well. Its mission as a natural
community has now run its course and cannot be continued or repeated.31

In line with an economic supersessionist viewpoint, N. T. Wright asserts that
“Israel’s purpose had come to its head  in Jesus’ work.” 32 As a result “Those who now
belonged to Jesus’ people . . . claimed to be the continuation of Israel in a new
situation.”33 Wright also argues that, “Jesus intended those who responded to him to
see themselves as the true, restored Israel.”34

Structural Supersessionism

According to Soulen there is a third form of supersessionism—structural
supersessionism . This is a deeper form of supersessionism than both the punitive and
economic positions, he claims, because it involves how the unity of the Christian
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canon has been understood:

The problem of supersessionism in Christian theology goes beyond the explicit teaching
that the church has displaced Israel as God’s people in the economy of salvation. At a
deeper level, the problem of supersessionism coincides with the way in which Christians
have traditionally understood the theological and narrative unity of the Christian canon
as a whole.35

Whereas punitive and economic supersessionism are “explicit doctrinal
perspectives,” structural supersessionism concerns how the standard canonical
narrative as a whole has been perceived.36 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.”37

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 create the first parents; (2) the fall; (3) Christ’s incarnation and the
inauguration of the church; and (4) the final consummation.38 He says two facts stand
out from the narrative content of this standard  model.

First, the foreground of this standard model emphasizes God’s engagement
with human creation in “cosmic and universal terms.”39 Second, the foreground of
this model “completely neglects the Hebrew Scriptures with the exception of Genesis
1–3!”40 The standard model tells how God engaged Adam and Eve as Consummator
and how God’s consummating plan for them was disrupted at the fall. The story,
however, then “leaps to the Apostolic Witness” and the “deliverance of humankind
from the fall through Jesus Christ.”41

Thus, according to Soulen, God’s purposes as Consummator and Redeemer
“engage human creation in a manner that simply outflanks the greater part of the
Hebrew Scriptures and, above all, their witness to God’s history with the people of
Israel.”42 What is the result of this leap over the Hebrew Scriptures? God’s identity
as the God of Israel and His history with the Jewish people “become largely
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indecisive for the Christian conception of God.” 43 Craig Blaising states that the
“structural nature of supersessionism” has established “the deep set tradition of
exclud ing ethnic, national Israel from the  theological reading of Scripture.” 44

It appears that Soulen is claiming that supersessionists have adopted a
hermeneutical approach that ignores or removes the Hebrew scriptures of the OT
from having a voice. Clearly, those who hold a supersessionist view will deny the
claim of Soulen or call it something different from “structural supersessionism.”  

Supersessionism and the Future of Israel

In light of the d iscussion so far, it might seem natural to assume that
supersessionism always leads to the view that Israel has absolutely no future
whatsoever in the plan of God. God is done with Israel and that’s that. Though this
certainly is the case for some supersessionists, others hold to or are open to some
future significance for Israel as a nation or the Jews as a group.

Two terms are important for understanding what some supersessionists
believe about Israel. These terms are salvation and restoration. In short, some
supersessionists believe there will be a future salvation of Israel, but this salvation
does not mean a restoration of Israel.

So what is the difference between a salvation of Israel and a restoration of
Israel?  Belief in a salvation of the  nation Israel means that in the last days the Jews
as a group will believe in Christ and be saved. In short, salvation means simply
that—many Jews will believe in Christ and be saved. The concept of restoration on
the other hand includes the ideas of Israel being replanted in her land and given a
unique role and mission to the nations. A restoration of Israel means that Israel will
have a role and a place of prominence that is not shared with any other group,
including the church.

Those who are nonsupersessionists believe in both concepts. They believe
Israel as a nation will be saved and they also believe Israel will be restored to a place
of prominence among the nations.

Some supersessionists do not believe in either a salvation or restoration of
Israel. Other supersessionists believe in a salvation of Israel, but do not believe in a
restoration of Israel. No supersessionists believe in a restoration of Israel. In fact,
belief in a restoration of Israel is the main factor that distinguishes all supersessionists
from all nonsupersessionists.

In regard to Israel’s future then, there are two major variations on the future
of Israel among supersessionism. “Strong” supersessionism asserts that Israel will not
experience salvation as a nation. Moderate supersessionism, though, holds that the
nation Israel will experience a salvation. Thus, the major distinguishing factor among
supersessionists is whether they believe in a future salvation of Israel or not. Strong
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supersessionists say “No” to a future salvation of Israel. M oderate supersessionists
say “Yes” to a  future salvation of Israel.

Moderate Supersessionism

Below are statements from various moderate supersessionists who hold that
the church is the new Israel but still hold to a future for national Israel. Ridderbos, for
instance, believes there is “tension-filled unity” concerning Israel’s rejection and its
election.45 He asserts that, “the church takes the place of Israel as the historical people
of God.”46 For him, “This means a new definition of the people of God, and likewise
a new concept of Israel.”47 This belief, though, does not lead him to conclude that the
historical people of Israel have permanently lost their role in the history of
redemption.48 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.49

According to Ridderbos, this tension regarding Israel’s rejection and election is not
inconsistent: “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.”50

This dialectical approach concerning Israel’s acceptance and rejection is
found often in church history. Tertullian, for example, declared that the church had
overcome Israel as the people of God and that Israel had been “divorced” by God.51

Yet he also encouraged Christians to “rejoice” at the coming “restoration of Israel.”52

John Y. B. Hood asserts that there was a “dualistic view” concerning the fate
of the Jews among theologians of the Middle Ages.53 According to Hood, “Medieval
Christians believed Jews would eventually accept Christ and be saved, but they also
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saw them as dangerous infidels who had been rejected and punished by God.” 54 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
the Jews.55 Aquinas attempted to deal with the “dualities” of this view. As Hood
states, “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.” 56

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.”57 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.”58

At times, Calvin made statements consistent with supersessionism. For him,
the “all Israel” who will be saved in Rom 11:26 is a reference to the church
composed of Jews and Gentiles.59 He also took the interpretation that the “Israel of
God” in Gal 6:16 refers to “all believers, whether Jews or Gentiles, who were united
into one church.”60 At other times, though, Calvin made statements that seem to
indicate he believed in some form of a future for the Jewish people. For example, in
his commentary on Isa 59:20, he stated,

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
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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.61

More recently, a dualistic view of Israel can be found in the writings of
George Ladd. Ladd asserted that the church is now the new “spiritual Israel.”62 Yet
he also believed , “The New Testament clearly affirms the salvation of litera l Israel.”63

He bases this conclusion on his study of Romans 11. Commenting on Rom 11:26 and
its statement that “all Israel will be saved,” Ladd declared, “It is difficult to escape
the conclusion that this means litera l Israel.”64

Millard Erickson too holds that the church is the new Israel, yet he also
believes in a 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.”65 He also says, “There is, however,
a future for national Israel. They are still the special people of God.” 66

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.’”67 Yet he also declares that the
Jews have a future in the plan of God: “I affirm the conviction that Rom. 9–11
teaches a future large-scale conversion of the Jewish people.”68 Karl Rahner said
Israel still possesses some ro le in salvation history: “The church is made up of Jews
and pagans. . . . But the unfinished role of Israel in salvation history is also
recognized  (cf. Rom. 9–11).”69

As these quotations show, it is possible to believe that the church is the new
Israel while still holding to a large-scale conversion of the Jews. This salvation,
though, is usually viewed as being in conjunction with an incorporation into the
Christian church. Though affirming a future salvation of the Jews, supersessionists
do not see this salvation as inferring any special role for Israel apart from the church.
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As Erickson explains,

In Romans 9 and Galatians 3, for example, it is difficult to escape the conclusion that Paul
regarded the church, Jew and Gentile alike, as the true heir to the promises originally
made to national Israel. It does appear that there will be a period of special favor toward
the Jews and that they will in large numbers turn to God. It seems likely, however, that
this will be brought about through their being converted and integrated into the church
rather than through God resuming the relationship He had with them, as the chosen or
covenant nation, in the Old Testament.70

So in addition to affirming the existence of three variations of
supersessionism— punitive , economic, and structural— it is also valid to affirm that
there are variations within supersessionism on the future of Israel. A stronger form
of supersessionism holds that there is no special future whatsoever for national Israel
or ethnic Jews as a group. A milder or more moderate form of supersessionism holds
that the church supersedes national Israel as the people of God, but it also asserts that
the future will bring an en masse salvation of Jews into the  Christian church. 

Conclusion

As the previous discussion has shown, replacement theology or
supersessionism is not a ‘one size fits all’ perspective. There are variations within this
view. Punitive supersessionism emphasizes Israel’s disobedience as the reason for
its displacement as the people of God. Economic supersessionism emphasizes that
national Israel’s role as the people of God expired with the coming of the New
Testament church. Structural supersessionism is an approach to the canon that
minimizes the role of the Hebrew scriptures. Within supersessionism strong and mild
forms are discernible. Strong supersessionism does not believe in a future salvation
or restoration of Israel. M ild supersessionism believes in a salvation of the nation
Israel but no restoration to a place of prominence. Thus, any discussion of
supersessionism or replacement theology should take into account the various
nuances that exist within the supersessionist view.


