Christians as the New Israel

supersessionism:
the idea or teaching
that Christians have
replaced Jews as
the chosen people
of God.

In 1 Peter Christians are described with terminology and categories traditionally used for Israel. Gentiles who believe in Jesus are identified as “a chosen
race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God’s own people” (2:9). Christian
believers also represent a new temple, a spiritual house for God composed of
living stones (individual believers) where sacrifices acceptable to God are offered
through Jesus Christ (2:5). The salvation of God promised by Israel’s prophets
is being received by people who love Jesus and who believe in him (1:8–10). In
fact, the Jewish Scriptures were inspired by the Spirit of Christ and written for
the benefit of those who believe the Christian gospel (1:11–12).
The author of 1 Peter does not spell out a clear rationale for why Christians
are now to be regarded as the new Israel or chosen people of God. The thinking probably is that because Jesus is the Jewish Messiah, people who believe
in him and follow him are brought into the special relationship that God has
always had with the Jewish people (regardless of ethnic identification). The
letter does not speak explicitly of a transfer of privileges (from Jews to Christians) but rather stresses the inclusion of Christians in the blessings of Israel.
Many interpreters, however, have thought that such a transfer is implied, and
1 Peter is then read as a key text in support of supersessionism, the doctrine
that Christians have replaced or superseded Jews as the chosen people of God.
Whether or not that is the case, we may at least affirm that the emphasis in
1 Peter is not on demotion of traditional Israel (the fate and destiny of Jews
who do not accept Jesus is never mentioned) but instead on the accession of
others: the grace (1:10, 13; 4:10; 5:10, 12) and the mercy (1:3; 2:10) of God
have made salvation available to all through the death and resurrection of Jesus
Christ (1:3, 11; 2:21–24; 3:18, 21). And 1 Peter also wants to emphasize that
Christians have inherited the expectations and responsibilities of being God’s
people along with the privileges: like Israel of old, those who are brought to God
through Christ (3:18) are to be holy, for God is holy (1:15–16; cf. Lev. 11:45).
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• the Dispersion—exiles on earth, separated from the true home in heaven (1:1, 17; 2:11)
• the new Israel—a chosen race and a holy nation (2:9; cf. Deut. 7:6; 10:15; Isa. 43:20); God’s
own people (2:9; cf. Exod. 19:5; Isa. 43:21)
• a priesthood of all believers—a holy priesthood (2:5); a royal priesthood (2:9; cf. Exod. 19:6)
• a living temple—a spiritual house made of living stones where spiritual sacrifices are offered
(2:5; cf. 1 Cor. 3:16)
• a flock of sheep—tended by pastors (= shepherds) with Christ as chief shepherd (2:25; 5:3–4;
cf. John 10:11; 21:15–19; Acts 20:28; Isa. 40:11; Ezek. 34:12)
• a woman—“your sister church in Babylon” (5:13), referring to an individual congregation as a
woman (literally, “she who is in Babylon”; cf. 2 John 1)
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