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Evangelising the Jewish People – Toward the Third Millennium

As we near the end of the second 
millennium, an inexplicable human 
fixation with round dates accords us an 
opportunity to give some thought to an 
area which has been much in the news 
in recent years: the evangelisation of the 
Jewish people.

Historical Background

For many hundreds of years, there 
was no discussion of the topic. The Gos-
pel was there to be preached, although 
the early Christians were not too sure 
whether or not that preaching was to 
include the non-Jewish nations of the 
world, and on what terms they could 
be admitted, if at all. Being Jewish and 
being Christian was one and the same 
thing in the mind of the early Chris-
tians because it was assumed that the 
Gospel is pre-eminently a Jewish mat-
ter, the fulfilment of Jewish hopes and 
the climax of a series of divine workings 
among and through the Jewish people. 
Astounded by the revelation that God 
had granted repentance unto salvation 
to the gentiles without their convert-
ing to Judaism ( Acts 11:2, 18), some 
of the early Christian believers thought 
that the only right course open to these 
gentiles was now to embrace the fuller 

implications of their faith in the Mes-
siah of Israel. As it was put in Jerusa-
lem: “the gentiles must be circumcised 
and required to obey the law of Moses” 
(Acts 15: 5).

At the same time, the rabbis took on 
an increasingly antagonistic attitude 
to the latitudinariansm that seemed to 
characterize the church in its’ attitude 
to gentile believers, much on the same 
grounds as did the Christian believ-
ers from among the Pharisees. They 
detected what has become somewhat 
blurred in the minds of some today, 
namely that, if the absolute identifica-
tion of Judaism traditions with truly 
biblical Judaism was questioned, and if 
the keeping of either those traditions or 
even the Mosaic coda was not necessary 
for salvation, then it was no longer nec-
essary at all. The Mosaic Law could no 
longer be construed as inherent to the 
faith of the God of Abraham, Isaac and 
Jacob. In such a situation, it was logical 
to state, as did the early church, that in 
Christ there is neither Jew nor gentile, 
male nor female, bond nor free. But such 
a statement rocked the very foundations 
of the rabbi’s world view, threatening to 
shatter their much cherished division of 
the world into “them” and “us”, “them” 
representing all that is tarnished in the 
world and “us” representing all that will 
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ultimately inherit what is, by the power 
of God, yet to be.

In order to protect the Jewish nation 
from such unwelcome consequences, 
the rabbis therefore embarked onto a 
concerted effort to distance the Chris-
tian church from Judaism. They took 
effective measures to remove Jewish 
Christians from their synagogues, per-
haps most pronouncedly by means of 
the famous Birkat HaMinim that was 
added to daily prayers, calling impre-
cations down upon the heads of “the 
sectarians”. They forbade any social or 
contractual contact with the Jewish 
Christians, even to the extent of pro-
scribing their medical services. Jewish 
Christians were not allowed to marry 
other Jewish spouses, their testimony 
was not accepted in court and they 
were not counted as making up the 10 
Jewish males required for public prayer. 
Further examples could be multiplied. 
The breach became final when Bar 
Kochba led a rebellion against Rome 
while claiming to be the Messiah. His 
initial successes fired the hearts of the 
nation who, when faced with a signifi-
cant Jewish Christian minority in the 
nation that refused to fight under his 
false title, turned on the Jewish Chris-
tians with a vengeance.

Meanwhile, the established church 
took on a predominantly non-Jewish 
character. Disdainfully rejected by the 
rabbis as representing the true hope 
of Israel, the now-established church 
responded with equal disdain. The con-
test between Jews and Christians was 
in full swing and the church began to 

adopt its own firm measures to secure 
the gap between itself and the Jewish 
people. It insisted upon a change in 
the date of Easter, ignored and thereby 
encouraged rabid anti-Jewish remarks, 
developed a theory according to which 
the Church replaced Israel in the pur-
poses of God and later made room for 
what became full-blown anti-semitism. 

If, for any reason, a Jew wanted to 
become a Christian, he was informed 
that it would be his first and paramount 
duty to disavow anything that smacked 
of Jewishness. Following is maledic-
tion that Jewish converts to Christian-
ity were required to make: “I renounce 
all customs, rites, legalisms, unleav-
ened breads and sacrifices of lambs of 
the Hebrews, and all other feasts of 
the Hebrews, sacrifices, prayers, asper-
sions, purifications, sanctifications and 
propitiations, and fasts and new moons 
and Sabbaths and superstitions and 
hymns and chants and observances and 
synagogues and the food and drink of 
the Hebrews. In one word, I renounce 
absolutely everything Jewish”. The 
malediction goes on to promise that no 
common table will be held, no Jewish 
spouse sought and nothing but “openly 
confuting them and condemning their 
vain faith” be undertaken under pain of 
“the trembling of Cain and the leprosy 
of Gehazi ... May I be anathema in the 
world to come, and may my soul be laid 
with Satan and the devils (if I transgress 
this undertaking)” Assemani Cod. Lit. 
pg. 105, Profession of Faith, Church of 
Constantinopol.



Theologische Akzente 5

Evangelising the Jewish People – Toward the Third Millennium

The evangelization of the Jewish 
people had taken on a new character. 
It became a struggle of secular power, 
masquerading as religion and seeking 
to crush any potential challenge to its 
absolute and authoritarian rule. The 
task was mostly one of “openly con-
futing them (the Jews who refused to 
believe in Jesus) and condemning their 
vain faith”. Forced conversions, forced 
listening to sermons, the secret baptism 
of Jewish children then claimed for the 
church, pogroms and a terrible arro-
gance ultimately led to the unspeak-
able horror of the Second World War, 
described by some (John Loftus and 
Mark Aaron, St. Martin’s Press, Lucy S. 
Davidowitz, Doubleday) as the western 
non-Jewish world’s “War against the 
Jews”.

Coupled with that has been an all-
too-obvious failure to establish the 
kingdom of God on earth. The church’s 
high hopes have to no small extent been 
dashed against the rocks of mundane 
reality. Human pettiness that considers 
itself threatened by anything different; a 
selfishness that assumes an air of moral-
ity when vested interests are threatened 
in Kuwait or Bosnia but is indifferent to 
the plight of a million Tutus who had 
the misfortune of being born black and 
in a convenient distance from so-called 
“civilisation”; an arrogance that really 
believed that it could create heaven on 
earth by destroying human liberties; 
mounting crime due to widespread 
economic and social desperation, aim-
lessness that is the inevitable result of 
hypocrisy in religion – these and many 

more products of human, often also 
of professed Christian endeavour have 
all forced the church to stop, retreat 
and take stock. In the context of our 
own discussion, is has asked itself four 
important questions.

By way of reaction, embarrassed by the 
revelation of its own sinful humanity, 
the church in many parts of the world 
has begun to question 1) the validity of 
its own message, 2) the validity of its 
understanding of that message 3) its’ 
right to declare that message, 4) and the 
relevance of the message to the Jewish 
people. Questions such as these are very 
much in place and should be discussed 
with frank courage that prefers truth 
to comfort, God-fearing honesty and a 
sincere subservience to the will of God 
to winning an argument, and loyalty to 
being acceptable in the eyes of others. 
It would be terrible if the church, after 
having failed to justify itself through 
one kind of human effort, by seeking 
to crush its most obvious opponent, 
now chose to devise some other means 
of human self-justification and thereby 
rejected the only means by which sinful 
human beings can be made right with 
God and can amend their ways.

Is the Message Valid?

One question raised by the events of 
the last 2.000 years described above in 
brief has to do with the validity of the 
Church’s own message. Is it possible 
that the church, which has failed so dis-
mally to transform the world into the 
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kingdom of God, has simply latched 
on to the wrong message? Is it possible? 
Yes, it is possible, but possible does not 
necessarily mean that this is, in fact, 
what happened. The Church’s consid-
erable shortcomings are not necessarily 
those of the message it has been com-
missioned to proclaim. 

Before we can determine whether or 
not the message is valid, we must first 
define that message. What, then, is the 
message committed to the Church? In 
terms void of the academic sophistry of 
human intellectualism, the message is, 
quite simply, the Gospel as defined by 
the Old and New Testaments. In a nut-
shell, it is this:

In the beginning, God – Father, Son 
and Holy Spirit – created the heavens, 
the earth and all that is in them. He had 
no need of these, but chose by his grace 
to create them and to share the eternal 
blessedness of his glory with them. He 
then created man, male and female, in 
his own divine image to love, serve, 
enjoy and glorify his Maker eternally. 
With those purposes in view, God cre-
ated for man a venue – spiritual, moral 
and physical – in which man was to 
conduct his life. This venue was defined 
by God’s gracious provisions and his 
wise and gracious laws. But foolish man 
rebelled, sought to establish his own 
independency and transgressed the lim-
its of the venue accorded to him, bring-
ing upon his descendants the terrible 
consequences of that rebellion: spiri-
tual, moral and physical corruption, 
displacement from the presence of God 
and eternal lostness. His initial sinful 

deed also brought corruption, sickness, 
death and torment to the world. Even 
before he sinned, his finite efforts could 
please God only by grace, but now that 
sin had effected every fibre of his being, 
his best efforts were finite, tainted 
expressions of his rebellious nature.

God in his grace did not leave man-
kind or the world without hope. He 
determined to send them a saviour. For 
the accomplishment of that promise he 
chose a nation – Israel – gave them in 
the Law promulgated from Sinai a rev-
elation of his goodness, holiness and 
glory and buttressed their hope with 
covenantal promises and intimations 
of the salvation that was to come. He 
taught them to distance themselves 
from the sin that was to be found in 
world around them and called upon 
them to be faithful to him at any cost.

But, like Adam, Israel was unfaith-
ful. Even during periods of spiritual 
and moral reformation, the change 
was superficial. When prophets were 
sent, the people despised and perse-
cuted them, causing some of them to be 
killed. Changing political opportunities 
interested their kings and leaders more 
than following the Lord. Their priests 
became corrupt and they had as many 
or even more false prophets as they had 
true ones. Israel was never intended to 
be the saviour of the world, but it was 
meant to be a people through which the 
revelation of God’s grace and holiness 
would come, who would itself be saved, 
and from whose descendants would 
appear the wonderful saviour, the Mes-
siah, anointed by God to save.
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God was true though every man 
turned out to be a liar. He punished 
the people of Israel, and then restored 
them. He rebuked them, warned them 
and punished them again. But his pur-
poses, covenants and promises are irre-
vocable. God has shown the world the 
wonder of his grace by being faithful to 
a people that consistently flaunted his 
will and rebelled against him. Then he 
sent them the promised saviour, to call 
them and the world to himself. That 
anointed one is Jesus, God become 
man, a Jew born in Bethlehem who was 
brought up under the rule of Rome, and 
who declared the word of God to Israel 
again. He led a perfect life – void both 
of sin and of the finitude of human abil-
ity to please God. He taught the true 
meaning of the Mosaic covenant and 
called upon the people to repent, cast 
themselves on the mercy of God and 
accept the yoke of his kingdom, which 
yoke they had repeatedly refused. He 
was rejected by them, and crucified at 
their instigation through Roman con-
nivance, contrary both to Jewish and to 
Roman law, an offence against God.

But Jesus had come into the world 
in order to die and by that means to 
bear the due punishment of the sins of 
the world. His death secured the spiri-
tual and moral re-transformation of all 
whom the Father had given him, both 
Jewish and gentile. That re-transforma-
tion is the work of God’s grace by his 
Spirit and through the merits of Mes-
siah. All have a need for it, but none 
have a right to it. Yet God promises that 
all who turn to him from themselves, 

their arrogance and their self-effort, 
seeking his grace, will be granted it, for 
all who call upon the name of the lord 
will be saved.

Salvation is not merely forgiveness of 
sin. It is, as stated above, a transforma-
tion, a new birth from above through 
which a process commences, leading to 
man’s complete re-reformation into the 
very image of God corrupted through 
the sin of Adam. It places man once 
again in holy communion with God 
and with his fellow creatures, it gradu-
ally forms in his heart a desire to do 
God’s will as revealed in the holy scrip-
tures, so that God might be glorified in 
all things.

That, in sum, is the Gospel. And now 
to return to our question: is the message 
valid? Our answer: absolutely yes! Such 
a message touches at the very heart and 
substance of human need. It reflects the 
glory of God. It is true to the scripture. 
One can take biblical texts and impose 
upon them ulterior meanings, but no 
one armed with even a modicum of lit-
erary ability, who is able to read a sim-
ple message, can deny that such is the 
message of the Bible today, as it always 
was.

In these modern days, some of us are 
embarrassed by spiritual things – unless 
they are esoteric and mysterious. The 
luminous appeals to us only if it does 
not stand over us and command our 
thinking, our patterns of life and our 
emotional behaviour. But, let it be said 
in no vague way: if God be true, then 
the Gospel is valid and it is the only way 
mankind can find salvation. The horri-
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ble facts of history have done nothing to 
weaken the force of the Gospel. Rather, 
they have strengthened it, for the Gos-
pel has repeatedly declared that human 
effort to establish a divine kingdom on 
earth is doomed without recourse to 
collapse into moral anarchy. Man can-
not build the kingdom of God, and 
the Church’s arrogant effort to ignore 
that truth and to construct a tower that 
reaches up into heaven is just another 
form of human rebellion – even if it is 
carried out in the name of Christian-
ity. The church has failed but the Gos-
pel stands having this seal: “the Lord 
knows who are his”, and “let everyone 
who fears God depart from iniquity”.

We cannot save ourselves – the prob-
lem is not in our environment, it rests 
in who and what we are and there is 
no way that we can raise ourselves up 
by our own shoestrings. We are in the 
hands of God to live or to perish. That 
is the whole point of the Gospel: God’s 
saving grace to sinful mankind. That is 
precisely why the gospel is so pre-emi-
nently relevant, so valid to address the 
truly human predicament.

And now, to our second question: 

Is the Church’s  
Understanding of  
the Message Valid ?

If by such a question we imply that 
understanding of the Gospel intimated 
above, then our answer is short and to 
the point: it is not. The church has erred 
greatly by assuming that the material 

and intellectual richness of its organi-
sation, the fortitude of its spirit, the 
consistency of its efforts and the firm-
ness of its authority will lead mankind 
toward the promised land. The Gospel 
is a gospel of grace – of God’s grace. 
It repeatedly declares the painful fact 
of human frailty and utter sinfulness. 
There is no room in a truly God-fearing 
church for triumphalism or for authori-
tarian imposition such as that what has 
been displayed in the way the Church 
for many years has related to the Jew-
ish people. Forced conversions are no 
conversions at all, unless they imply the 
conversion of the instigator to a man-
made religion.

When the Church arrogated to itself 
all the promises of Israel, carefully 
screening itself from Israel’s responsi-
bilities and from the promises of pun-
ishment should those responsibilities 
be shirked, it put itself in an untenable 
position. True, Israel has failed in terms 
of obedience to God. But, let not the 
wild branches – grafted in contrary 
to nature – boast against the natural 
branches: can the church in any way say 
that it has proven more faithful than 
have the people of Israel? If God for-
sook Israel for its sin, as some say, why 
will he not forsake and terribly punish 
the church for the same reason?

Replacement theologians must at the 
very least reconsider their position with 
regard to Israel. Paul, painfully aware 
of Israel’s sin, understood the Gospel 
enough to rest on the eternally deter-
mined, uncontingent grace of God with 
regard to Israel. Not only did he declare 
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God to be able to graft them in again, 
but, he said, that God would actually 
do so. He argues (Rom. 11: 24) that, if 
God acted contrary to nature by graft-
ing in the gentiles, “how much more 
readily will these, the natural branches, 
be grafted into their own olive tree?!”. So 
as to leave no room for doubt about the 
import of his statement, Paul goes on to 
say: “I do not want you to be ignorant of 
this mystery, brothers, so that you may 
not be conceited: Israel has experienced 
a partial hardening until the full num-
ber of the gentiles has come in, then all 
Israel will be saved as it is written, ‘a 
redeemer will come from Zion, and he 
will turn ungodliness away from Jacob, 
because this is my covenant with them 
when I take away their sins’” (ibid., vv. 
25–27).

The Church’s triumphalist under-
standing of the Gospel, as if it were a 
testimony to human worth, is altogether 
mistaken. Only God takes away sins, 
and he saves only those who recognize 
that they have such sins that need to be 
taken away, and that there is nothing 
they can do in order to rid themselves 
of sin or of its terrible consequences. 
The Church’s efforts to force itself on 
the Jewish people is a denial of the very 
essence of the Gospel and clear evidence 
of the extent to which the church has 
failed to understand the very message it 
sought to proclaim.

In present days the church is respond-
ing in an equally mistaken fashion. 
Reeling under the revelation which his-
tory affords of the Church’s sinfulness, 
some of the best minds and hearts in 

the church have evidenced a tendency 
to deny the Gospel rather than deny 
themselves the arrogated honour of 
being in the right. “Let God be false 
and every man true – especially if he is 
a theologian”, such seems to be the new 
modern cry. Another Tower of Babel is 
being constructed, yet another human 
effort is being made by man to justify 
himself, even if it is at the expense of 
God’s glory. Some in the church are now 
insisting that the Gospel must be shorn 
of its supernatural elements, cleansed 
of its claim to be uniquely true and 
placed on the supermarket of human 
religions, to be inspected, weighed and 
then accepted or set aside just like any 
other religion in the world. The truth of 
the matter is that most of such theolo-
gians have never really understood the 
gospel, or experienced its’ saving power 
and that those who have, have forgotten 
what they once knew.

The Gospel is God’s word, not man’s 
– not even the Church’s. God speaks 
from heaven, from his holy throne. It 
is ours to hear, heed and be saved – or 
to hear, reject and perish. There is no 
room for modifications of the Gospel 
under the guise of increased knowl-
edge. The Gospel claims to be true in 
a unique, compelling way. It demands 
man’s obedience in a manner that only 
God can demand of man, and it prom-
ises man’s salvation in a way that only 
God can promise. There is no other 
way. The theory of two covenants, one 
for Israel and one for the gentile nations 
is wholly void of biblical support. The 
Gospel claims to be the fulfilment of 
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Israel’s hopes, based on the terms of the 
covenant God made with Israel. If that 
claim is false, then the Gospel is false 
and our present discussion is in vain. If 
Jesus is not the saviour of Israel, he is 
not the saviour at all because his claims 
are false.

The church, in its distorted way, has 
understood this and therefore could 
find no rest because Israel rejected the 
Gospel. Foolishly, it tried to resolve the 
problem by force. But to redirect that 
force toward the Gospel by denying 
it, is no less serious an error, and will 
lead to moral capitulation no less severe 
than that evidenced in the history of 
the Church which we have reviewed.

Does the Church  
Have the Right to  
Declare the Message?

That is our next question. In typically 
Jewish fashion allow me to say both 
“No” and “Yes”. Right? No man has 
the right to declare the word of God to 
another. We are all sinners. With all too 
few but welcome exceptions, the his-
tory of the church’s attitude to the Jew-
ish people certainly accords the church 
little but shame and remorse. But we 
have a duty imposed by grace and we 
have no right to be silent in order to 
find acceptance among those whom we 
have wronged. Israel needs the Gospel, 
as does all mankind. It is a very strange 
form of anti-semitism that would first 
enter into the blessings of Israel and 

then refuse to share them with those for 
whom they were originally intended. 

God has concluded all men in unbe-
lief so that he might have mercy on all. 
He has allowed the wickedness, both 
of Israel and the church, to be revealed 
so that none can legitimately boast in 
his sight, and so that we – despairing of 
ourselves – might cast ourselves on the 
mercies of his grace.

Preaching the Gospel is an evidence 
of grace, because we preach as sinful 
people to an equally sinful nation. Now 
the Gospel is no longer perceived as a 
message of human triumph, but of the 
conquests of divine grace, the victories 
of God’s mercies. As we preach the Gos-
pel, we confess our own sins and praise 
God for not forsaking us because of 
them. That is the Gospel we declare to 
Israel: the good news of a gracious sav-
iour who can do for all mankind what 
none can do for themselves. We have 
no right not to preach the Gospel, but 
we must preach it humbly, faithfully 
and with a courage buttressed by the 
knowledge that it is God’s own promise 
of salvation to all who will believe.

Is the Message Relevant  
to the Jewish People at  
the Turn of the Third  
Millennium?

Absolutely: it addresses universal 
human need, be it Jewish or gentile, 
and it is the fulfilment of the covenants 
made by God with Israel. That is why 
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the Gospel is meant for “the Jew first”. 
In Rom. 1:16–17 Paul describes the 
essence of the Gospel, thereby explain-
ing why he is not ashamed of it. He is 
not ashamed because of what it is: 1) the 
power of God. Paul did not perceive of 
the Gospel as a delightful theory or as 
a religious probability. He believed that 
the Gospel is a powerful divine interven-
tion. 2) It is the power of God directed 
to a very wonderful purpose: unto sal-
vation. Paul had no doubt that God 
saved, and that he saved by the Gospel. 
He believed in the forgiveness of sins 
through a propitiatory sacrifice of God’s 
Son on behalf of sinners. He believed in 
the power of God to transform human 
life. He believed the Gospel and was 
not ashamed of it. 3) Although Paul 
was a faithful, committed Jew, he was 
delighted to know that the Gospel is the 
great leveller. Promised to the Jews, it 
was ultimately meant for the salvation 
of everyone who believes, be he Jewish 
or gentile, rich or poor, wise or foolish. 
Paul had a special delight in this aspect 
of the Gospel. 4) Paul was not ashamed 
of the Gospel because he knew it to be 
the power of God for the salvation of 
everyone who believes. Since man could 
not work to save himself, Paul had 
learnt from the Gospel that what man 
could do, and even that only by the 
gracious enabling of God through the 
Gospel, was to believe. There is no room 
for human achievement, for human 
boasting. Salvation is of the Lord, all 
of it, from beginning to end. Yet man 
is called upon to respond, to believe as 

did the smitten children of Israel in the 
wilderness, when they looked to Nehu-
shtan and were healed.

5) Paul was not ashamed of the Gos-
pel for yet another reason. Still speaking 
of the essence of the Gospel he describes 
it as God’s power to save everyone who 
believes, the Jew first and only then for 
the gentiles. Let us think for a moment 
about this statement. What Paul is say-
ing is that, in some way, before the Gos-
pel is God’s power to save gentiles, it is 
his power to do so for Jews. Why? What 
does that mean? Quite simply what it 
says. “Theirs is the adoption as sons, theirs 
is the divine glory, the covenants, the 
receiving of the law, the temple worship 
and the promises. Theirs are the Patri-
archs and from them is traced the human 
ancestry of Messiah, who is God over all, 
forever praised, Amen” (Rom. 9:4–5). 
New Testament faith issues wholly from 
the Old Testament, is dependent upon 
it and has been designed by God to ful-
fil it. As we have said before, either the 
Gospel is relevant to the Jewish people 
or it is relevant to none at all.

In this manner we have provided 
the first argument in defence of the 
relevance of the Gospel to the Jewish 
people at the turn of the third millen-
nium. Although there is more than one 
such argument, the afore-mentioned 
is the primary one. If the Gospel is 
Gospel at all, its very nature cries out 
its everlasting relevance to the Jewish 
people before it can be considered rel-
evant to the other nations of the world, 
for the Gospel declares that God is rich 
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in mercy to all who call upon him in 
truth.

There is another reason that I would 
like to mention in brief as to why the 
Gospel is relevant to the Jewish people 
at the turn of the third century. After 
2.000 years of awful suffering we, the 
people of Israel, have returned to our 
own land. The founding fathers of the 
State thought that the mere facts of 
political, economic, social and cultural 
rejuvenation will bring rest to our souls. 
But now we are tormented with the 
question of the nature of our existence 
or, to put it in common terms, by the 
question of “Who is a Jew?”. We have 
established a strong, virile state with an 
excellent army, an agricultural indus-
try that amazes the world. We have 
made important contributions to the 
present technological revolution which 
the world is undergoing. We have fine 
musicians, competent industrialists and 
able writers, but we do not know who 
we are.

Having rejected the shackles of rigid 
religious Orthodoxy (albeit, with a 
guilty conscience), having tried and 
found liberal socialism wanting, we are 
at loss to define the very issue that most 
concerns us: what is the substance of 
our Jewishness?

The Gospel has the answer. Jewish-
ness is bound up with Jesus, with faith 
in the God who saves the undeserv-
ing by grace, who keeps covenant even 
those he has made when his people do 
not believe, and who commands Israel 
to be taken up with him rather than 

with its own passing, earthly interests. 
Jewishness is brought to its climax by 
the Gospel, by serving as the means 
through which men and women of 
every human race, kindred, tongue 
and nation can take his gracious yoke 
upon them, learn of him and find rest 
for their souls. Jewish distinctiveness is 
not an end in itself, it is a means to an 
end, which is the glory of God on earth 
through the manifestation of his king-
dom of grace by the Gospel.

Finally, the Gospel is relevant to the 
Jewish people at the turn of the third 
millennium because the Jewish people 
are in danger of being swept up in a 
new form of human triumphalism, that 
of Jewish religious Orthodoxy. Jew-
ish orthodoxy is as triumphalist as was 
the most arrogant version of mediaeval 
Christianity. In spite of its denials, it is 
a religion of works, of self-made men 
(never women) who have managed to 
ascend the ladder of what is assumed to 
be spirituality by their religious devo-
tion, brilliant legal pedantry and the 
firmness of their convictions in the face 
of contradictory fact. Orthodox Juda-
ism subjects God to the dictates of the 
rabbis and subjugates all its adherents 
to traditions that have little or nothing 
to do with God’s will, with the holy 
scriptures or with spiritually-minded 
morality. The Gospel is relevant to the 
Jewish people at this stage of history 
because the Jewish people need to be 
saved from going down the awful road 
of human self-confidence disguised as 
religion. The church has already learnt 
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from its own experience where such a 
road can lead.

Eschatological Hopes

As we near the beginning of the third 
millenium, eschatological expectations 
have been heightened. Often, such 
hopes are not framed in terms of the 
Gospel of God’s grace, but of a trium-
phalism in which God is seen to con-
quer yet where all too much of the com-
fort and glory leak out to man. Biblical 
eschatology has to do with the glory 
of God in the face of Jesus Christ, not 
with sequences of events, stupendous 
turmoils and the machinations of the 
powerful in the world. We should not 
be tormented by the future any more 
than we should be fascinated with try-
ing to guess or identify its outworking. 
God reigns, that is what matters, and he 
shall reign to all eternity. The day will 
come when all Messiah‘s enemies will 
be like a footstool for his feet, when sin 
shall be banished from the face of the 
earth and God will be all in all. Then 
grace will finally triumph. Then we 
shall cast our crowns before his glori-
ous throne and give him the glory he 
deserves – through all eternity.

Messianic Judaism – 
Another Form of Human 
Triumphalism

Messianic Judaism is that relatively 
new movement among some followers 

of Jesus, who insist that being Jewish is 
to some extent an asset in the kingdom 
of God, and that loyalty to Jesus implies 
some form of loyalty to Jewish religious 
custom. This is not the place to enter 
into a discussion of Messianic Judaism. 
I have done this elsewhere and am pres-
ently engaged in writing on the subject 
for another forum. But it is part of our 
present discussion for me to state that 
Messianic Judaism is, in fact, another 
form of human triumphalism. It is an 
inadverted, unintentional and uncon-
scious but very determined effort on the 
part of Jewish Christians to strike back 
at the church which mistreated them 
for so long, and to legitimatize what the 
church had repeatedly described in the 
past as condemnable. It also provides 
some grounds for human boasting: “I’m 
a Jew!” – as if being Jewish is something 
we chose for ourselves or that accords 
us superior standing in spiritual mat-
ters. He that boasts should boast in the 
Lord, and give him praise.

No form of law or tradition keeping 
can assist us in an honest walk with 
God, and no honour is to be taken from 
Jesus in order to be attributed to what-
ever we might have done. Jesus is our 
all-in-all, and everything we have from 
God is the product of divine mercy pur-
chased for us by the blood of his Son 
our saviour. Jewish Orthodox practice 
is in many ways contrary to the letter 
and to the spirit of scripture. As such 
it cannot be a viable option for the dis-
ciples of Jesus. It is a human edifice at 
odds with the Gospel of the grace of 
God and, in religious terms, should 
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be dismantled by the disciples of Jesus 
rather than embraced by them, even if 
it continues to inform a good deal of 
Jewish national culture.

In Closing

In considering Jewish evangelism at 
the turn of the third millennium, we 
have asked ourselves some important 
questions: 

1) Is the message of the Gospel valid 
for our topic? Our answer has been an 
unequivocal “Yes”.

2) Is the church’s understanding of the 
message valid ? To no small extent, we 
have been forced to answer that ques-
tion with an embarrassed “No” and 
to confess that the Church has often 
acted arrogantly, misrepresented the 
Gospel and misunderstood it in terms 
of human achievement instead of terms 
of divine grace, wholly undeserved by 
humans.

3) Does the Church have the right to 
declare the Gospel? We have seen that 
no man has any such right, but that the 
Church is duty bound to declare the 
Gospel in spite of its sin, but that when 
it does so humbly – as it ought – it is 
better equipped for the Gospel than 
ever before.

4) Is the message of the Gospel rel-
evant to the Jewish People at the turn 
of the third millennium? Here again 
our answer has been clear: the gospel is 
pre-eminently a Jewish thing. As such it 
is pre-eminently relevant to the Jewish 
people at any stage of history in which 
they might be found.

May God give us grace to believe 
the Gospel, wisdom to understand it 
and strength to represent it faithfully, 
whether we be Jewish or gentile, and 
may he be glorified in all we do.

Amen.
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