
When Is a Jew Not a Jew?  
by Dr. Charles Halff  

What is a Jew? Tease your mind with this question. The word has grown less and less clear. 
Consider its meaning. 

Isaac Asimov, the famous science fiction writer, who lived and died an atheist, is considered a Jew 
because he came from Jewish parents. Sammy Davis, Jr. was considered Jewish, though he can in 
no way trace his line back to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. Popular radio psychologist Laura 
Schlessinger was baptized Roman Catholic, but she married a Jewish man and now considers herself 
a devout Jew. She does not accept Jesus as Messiah. Countless Reform Jews keep the title “Jew” 
though they deny the inerrancy of the Torah, and their religion bears little resemblance to that of 
the Jewish Scriptures. 

And, then, there are those who are like me. 

I come from Jewish parents. I believe in the God of Israel. I accept the Torah, along with the 
Prophets and Writings, as the very Word of God. Yet, in the eyes of most Jews (including the State 
of Israel), I am not a Jew, because I have accepted Jesus as the Messiah. 

As we have seen, there are many definitions of the word “Jew,” and all may have some merit from a 
human perspective. But, ultimately, the only definition that will matter is the one used by God, who 
created the Jew in the first place. It is God who chose Israel and made a covenant with her, and 
only He can truly say what makes a person a Jew. 

Two Aspects of Jewishness  

In Romans 2, the Apostle Paul gives God’s answer to that question. Paul is in the midst of proving 
that Jewish ancestry cannot save any more than Gentile ancestry. While God gave the Jews certain  
wonderful privileges and blessings, an automatic reservation in Heaven is not one of them. The Jew 
must be saved exactly like everyone else: by the grace of God in Christ. 

While expounding on this point, Paul states, “For he is not a Jew, which is one outwardly; neither is 
that circumcision, which is outward in the flesh: But he is a Jew, which is one inwardly; and 
circumcision is that of the heart, in the spirit, and not in the letter; whose praise is not of men, but 
of God” (Rom. 2:28-29). 

In these verses we can see the double sense in which the term “Jew” is used. There is both a 
physical and a spiritual dimension. 

Physically, no one can be a Jew who is not a descendant of Abraham through Isaac and Jacob. In 
Genesis 12:1-3, God calls Abraham, telling him that He will bless him and make a great nation of 
him. Later God narrows the line even further. Though Abraham had more than one son, only those 
descended from Isaac would be in that chosen nation (Gen. l7:20-21). 

But while, for instance, Isaac Asimov qualified on this count, he did not go far enough. Paul’s 
statement that “he is not a Jew, which is one outwardly” indicates that more than physical birth is 
necessary to make one Jewish. After all, John the Baptist exclaimed that “God is able of these 
stones to raise up children unto Abraham” (Matt. 3:9). One must also have the faith of a true Jew. 

Paul continues in Romans 2:29, “. . . he is a Jew, which is one inwardly; and circumcision is that of 
the heart, in the spirit, and not in the letter; . . .”  While the nation of Israel may recognize one of 
Jewish parentage as a true Jew, God does not. In God’s eyes, not only must one be born of 
Abraham through Isaac and Jacob, but he also must be born again through the Spirit of God. To be 
Jewish he must be in tune with the God of Abraham. God only recognizes as Jewish those who are 
Jews outwardly and inwardly. 



Paul tells us that he had considered himself the “total Jew.” He was “Circumcised the eighth day, of 
the stock of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, an Hebrew of the Hebrews; as touching the law, a 
Pharisee; . . . touching the righteousness which is in the law, blameless” (Phil. 3:5-6). But, in one 
blinding moment on the road to Damascus, God showed Paul that it was not enough. Paul was 
fighting the logical conclusion of his Jewish heritage. God told him he was kicking “against the 
pricks” (Acts 9:5). 

In the centuries since Abraham, God had been preparing His people Israel for the coming of 
Messiah. The portrait of Christ, promised to Abraham, is clarified in every book of Old Testament 
Scripture. When the risen Christ met with His disciples “. . . beginning at Moses and all the 
prophets, he expounded unto them in all the scriptures the things concerning himself ” (Luke 
24:27). The true Jew believes in this promise from God. The Apostle writes: “Even as Abraham 
believed God, and it was accounted to him for righteousness. Know ye therefore that they which are 
of faith, the same are the children of Abraham” (Gal. 3:6-7).  True Jews have faith in the God of 
Abraham as well as a bloodline from Abraham. In contrast, when the Pharisees claimed Abraham as 
their father, Jesus answered, “. . . If ye were Abraham’s children, ye would do the works of 
Abraham” ( John 8:39). 

Those who are truly Jewish will, like Abraham, have faith in God and His Messiah, for only thus can 
they, like Abraham, do God’s work. When the Jews had asked Jesus how they could do the works of 
God, He replied, “. . . This is the work of God, that ye believe on him whom he hath sent” (John 
6:29). The sons of Abraham who have not believed in Abraham’s God and His Messiah for salvation 
have missed the second great requirement for being Jewish. They are circumcised only outwardly. 

Inward Circumcision  

As we have pointed out, no one can be Jewish who is not a descendant of Abraham, Isaac, and 
Jacob. To them God gave circumcision as an outward sign of their election as a nation, and of God’s 
covenant with them (Gen. 17:10-14). But Paul makes it clear that the sign is no good without the 
inward reality. The true Jew must be circumcised in heart; that is, born again of the Spirit of God. 
When this is true, a son of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob will be Jewish by obedience in the Spirit and 
not merely in the letter of the law. 

My life is a testimony to that truth. I was born a Jew by race and received physical circumcision. 
Then I was born again by grace as I accepted Jesus the Jewish Messiah as my Saviour, and I was 
circumcised in heart. God has given me, like Paul, the opportunity to minister to my own people and 
bring to them the message that Jesus the Messiah provided the Kippur (atonement)—which the 
Torah says God demands for our sins (Lev. 17:11). 

What this Means for Us  

From this study we can make some observations: 

1—The basis of salvation is the same for everyone: through faith in Jesus Christ, but we maintain 
cultural and racial distinctions, and can learn from them. There has always been only one Gospel for 
both the Jew and the Greek (Rom. l:16). Paul states in Galatians 3:28: “There is neither Jew nor 
Greek, there is neither bond nor free, there is neither male nor female: for ye are all one in Christ 
Jesus.” However, though we all are one in Christ, we do not lose our distinctions. I remained a man 
when I came to Christ, and my wife, praise God, remained a woman. Similarly, a Jew in Christ 
remains a Jew and a Gentile remains a Gentile. Gentiles do not become Jews when they trust 
Christ; they are only united in one body with them. 

2—There are some preachers today who teach that we do not need to evangelize the Jew, that they 
are saved by virtue of their being part of God’s Chosen People. 

Paul knew different. In fact, it grieved him so much that his fellow Israelites were lost, that he 
wished he could go to hell in their place (Rom. 9:1-3). But he knew that there was a difference 



between a true Jew and a professing Jew. “. . . For they are not all Israel, which are of Israel” 
(Rom. 9:6). 

The difference rests solely on how they respond to the Gospel. Therefore Paul preached “to the Jew 
first, and also to the Greek” (Rom. 1:16). This is why The Christian Jew Foundation supports 
missionaries reaching out to the Jew in Israel and in other places around the world. 

3—We must maintain the distinction in Scripture between the promise of salvation (which God 
extends to all) and the Old Testament covenant (which God made to Abraham regarding the 
physical nation of Israel) or there will be confusion in biblical interpretation. Read Genesis 15:18 
and 17:8 carefully. God made an unconditional covenant  with Abraham, promising the land from 
the River of Egypt to the Euphrates to him and his descendants, of whom Romans 11:1 clearly 
declares: “. . . Hath God cast away his people? God forbid. . . .” 

Nowhere in Scripture do we see the deed to this covenant passing to the Church. The covenant was, 
is, and always will be with Israel. 

The Church is not “spiritual Israel,” and no Gentile Christian should call himself a “spiritual Jew.” He 
is, praise God, a “spiritual Gentile.” The only person who can really call himself a “spiritual Jew” is a 
Jew who has received Christ as his Messiah. 

Sadly, most descendants of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob who are alive today are not true Jews in the 
eyes of their God. This is why it is so important that those of you who read this article work with 
us—to share with them the good news of Jesus Christ, who alone can save them, circumcise their 
hearts, and make them truly Jewish. 

 


