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Thank you for your kind introductions and it is good to see so many familiar faces. I have 
been asked to share with you about the Hebrew scripture [or the Old Testament if you 
wish]. The question I want to ask as a Palestinian is whether the Bible is a problem or a 
solution. Are the Hebrew scriptures a threat to us as Palestinians?  
 
Over the years, the Zionist movement and in particular the Christian Zionist movement have 
used the Bible to justify Israel’s presence in our land. The assumption made by most 
Christians you speak to is that the current Israel of today is in fact a continuation of the 
Biblical Israel; that the Jews of today are the direct offspring of Abraham. 
 

Assumptions made by Christians about present day Israel  
1. “The Abrahamic covenant continues with the Jewish people today and by extension with 

the state of Israel.” 
2. “The creation of Israel in 1948 is a fulfilment of prophecy or a sign of God’s faithfulness 

to the Jewish people.” 
3. “If you bless Israel, God will bless you. If you stand against Israel, God will curse you!” – 

based on Genesis 12:1-3 
4. “God gave the land to the Jewish people as an eternal possession. The Jews have a 

divine right to the land today.” 

 
These assumptions have come across at times as threatening to us as Palestinians. What is 
that saying to me as a Palestinian? What message do I get from that? Is God against us? 
When I read a statement like this, we draw the impression that God is in a direct 
relationship with people who caused our Nakba – our catastrophe – because the Bible we 
use in our liturgy and worship says so. Many assume that the creation of the state of Israel is 
a fulfilment of prophecy. Others see it as a sign of God’s faithfulness to the Jewish people. 



 
2 

Again, the question that Palestinian Christians immediately ask themselves is “Why would 
God do this to me to fulfill a prophecy?” If God is indeed faithful to the Jewish people, is this 
a sign of God’s judgement on us Palestinians?  
 
These are all direct implications of statements held by Christians and used by the Zionist 
movement (whether they believe in them or not) why they should create a homeland for 
the Jews in Palestine. What is really fascinating is that the early leaders of the Zionist 
movement were mostly secular Jews who did not believe directly that this is a miracle of 
God. One of the leaders famously said: “I don’t believe in God but I believe he gave us the 
land.” That quote explains the mentality of right-wing Jewish leaders – including the present 
prime minister – who always quote and use the Bible to justify the Israeli expansion policy 
and the building of settlements. We are troubled by that to the extent today many 
Palestinian Christians cannot even read the Psalms when the word Israel comes up. What do 
we do? How do we explain these issues to them? 

 
On the other extreme, many Christians feel they have a 
mandate to bless Israel, to support it financially and 
politically, because the Bible tells us so. They base this on 
Genesis 12:1-3. 
 
Today, some people take that to mean you have not just 
to bless Jewish people but also the modern state of 
Israel; if we don’t do that, then God will stand against us. 
This belief is taken for granted by many Christians and 
have grown up with it. This is troubling to us that the 

Bible is being used to justify our oppression. This is a direct case of justifying a political 
position that God gave the land to the Jewish people. Some of those who sympathise with 
us as Palestinians say to us: “We feel your pain, we want to help but the Bible tells us that 
this is Israel’s land.  
 

Some general principles of the Bible and the Land 

The nine themes in this talk are mainly based 
on the Old Testament. They give us principles 
and illustrate how we as Palestinians read 
the Hebrew scriptures today. 

1. The Land belongs to God 
2. The Land has demands. It embodies 

righteousness; the presence of God 
3. Inheritance is not the same as possession 

4. Who is Israel in the 
Bible? 

5. A Land for all – inclusive 
6. A Temple for all 
7. What are the boundaries 

of the Promised Land? 
8. Prophecy or Prophets? 
9. How Paul saw Jesus 

 

 
I would like to challenge the assumptions and interpretations of Christian Zionists from 
within the boundaries of the Hebrew scripture itself and ask the question: Does the Bible 
really teach this?  Does the Bible support Zionism? We need to understand what is at stake 
here: the notion that God would support a movement that is exclusive, discriminatory 
against Palestinians and a movement that continues to inflict oppression on the 
Palestinians. People say: “You are too harsh.” However, Israel’s rule today is by a right-wing 

What about Palestinians? 

• Where are we? 

• The Land was not empty! 
It has never been 
empty!! 

• Is God against us? 

• What are my options? 

• Does the Bible really say 
this? 
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government that just a few years ago passed the Nation State law that affirmed the right to 
self-determination is exclusive to the Jewish people only. When we say that Zionism is 
discriminatory, we are not simply castigating accusations, we are saying things as they are. 
This is a state that discriminates against non-Jews and militarily occupying about five million 
Palestinians. Now, the big question is: Does the Bible support Zionism.

1. This is God’s land.  
The Bible is clear that everything belongs to God. We possess nothing. This is an important 
core principle when it comes to understanding the whole triangle of God, People and Land. 
God made it clear to the Israelites that “even though I am giving you the land as a gift, it 
remains my land”. In this context, 
it is a covenanted land. It is part of 
a covenant in which God is 
holding Israel accountable to what 
they do within the land. We 
cannot simply assume that God 
gave the land for Israel’s self-
pleasure – in effect, that this 
becomes your own property over 
which you become fixated and 
suddenly the land becomes ‘the 
purpose’ - but rather it is a means 
to achieving the good of society.  
 
2. You will lose the land if you break the covenant. 
In the verse in Leviticus 25:23, God makes it clear the land itself “that I am giving you” 
comes within the context of the Jubilee laws. These emphasize that even after we trade 
land and people and slaves, expanding your wealth, at the year 50 everything returns to the 
families, everything is redistributed again. God reminds them: “This is not your land.” Yes, 
you can sell it for a while but in 50 years it goes back to the original beneficiaries of the land. 
That principle emphasizes the land never becomes a possession. Embodied in that 
statement is the land makes many 
demands – demands relating to 
justice, the demands relating to the 
quality of people, the demands 
relating to keeping covenants with 
God. 
 
I am so troubled by those Christians 
who read the promises of the land 
as if they were unconditional. This 
has serious consequences not just 
for the land issue but how we understand God – that God is someone who does not make 
people accountable. I cannot accept this. I believe in a God that holds people accountable 
for the gifts given to us. Otherwise, we are teaching that God gives us a land and we can do 
whatever we want. We cannot say that.  
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The Prophets emphasized that Israel will lose the land if they break the covenant. The sin 
that is highlighted above all other sins is the sin of social and economic injustice – the 
circumstances of when it comes to losing the right to dwell in the land or forfeiting it. If 
there is no justice in the land, God says “I will take it from you.” That element is even 
elevated above worshipping other Gods, above keeping the Sabbath, above doing the 
sacrifices. It is much more important to do justice. The language used in Leviticus 18:24-28 is 
very clear - if you do these things and there is no justice in the land, God says: “the land will 
vomit you”. In this verse, God makes it clear that Israelites who dwell in the land are not 
different from those other inhabitants who also live in the land.  

 
This is an extremely important principle. So many times, we assume that election means 
privilege. When God gave the privilege to the Israelites to go to Canaan as God’s chosen 
people, God warns them: “Just as the land vomited out the people before you, it will do the 
same to you.” In other words, there is no special treatment or special privilege for the 
people of God. It is all part of the covenant you have chosen for the mandate and your 
responsibility. This is very important for how we understand the God of the Bible.   
 
3. Possession is not the same as Inheritance. 
We have established in the Bible that God holds everything, that God holds us accountable, 
that God expects us to behave in certain ways. I want to call out any notion that the land is a 
possession. In the Bible, it is never a possession but always treated as an inheritance. We 
need to call out certain Hebrew translations that use the term ‘possession’ when it needs to 
be translated as ‘inheritance’ which in our culture is more like an ‘endowment’ – something 
that you receive from your forefathers and you are responsible to keep it the same way, 
otherwise you don’t deserve it. You never treat it like something you sell and do whatever 
you like with but it is more like something within our family heritage. In the Bible, it is not 
just an inheritance but a mandate to use the lands for the good of society.  
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4. Who is Israel in the Bible?                                                                                                                  
Is Israel an ethnic entity separate from 
everyone else? Is Israel defined by DNA? To 
answer these questions, we must ask a 
more difficult question: When God has 
chosen Abraham, who becomes the 
offspring of Abraham? Is it just by birth? In 
other words, if I am born in Abraham’s 
family, does that make me Abraham’s child?  
 
The assumption amongst so many Christians 
today is that the Israel in the Hebrew 
scripture is a distinct ethnic entity. By the 
way, many assume that same ethnic entity 
remained isolated like in a bottle until the 
days of Christ and then in the year 70AD 
were scattered all over the world … then 
two thousand years later, God miraculously 
brought them to an empty land. I want to 
challenge that myth. Put aside the historical 
argument that the land was never empty, 
but the Bible challenges the whole notion 
that Israel was an ethnic identity. Rather, I 
would like to propose that a more accurate 
way of looking at Israel is to see them as a 
community of faith. The obvious example is 
Ruth who was a Moabite. She believed in the God of Israel and became part of Israel. My 
follow up question is: don’t we all believe in the God of Israel? Does that not apply to all of 
us?  
 
What about the many intermarriages in scripture? They challenge the naive position that 
there is a clear clean DNA from Abraham to today. The Bible is full of intermarriages where 
both ethnicities and beliefs intermingle. We read about it in the Book of Judges 3:5-6 where 
the people of Israel lived among many nations, married and gave their daughters to their 
sons.  
 
What is more interesting is what we find in the book of Esther 8:17.  

“And many from the peoples of the country declared themselves Jews, for fear of 
the Jews had fallen on them”.  

This is a clear example in scripture that Judaism in the years before Christ has already 
turned into a faith, something that people join. I want to point you to another piece of 
scripture that many Christians miss. In Acts 2, Judaism has already become a multi-ethnic 
community of faith with devout Jews from all these nations. We must ask why Christians 
and the Zionist movement have created the impression that Judaism is an ethnic 
community. This is not to deny that Jews existed over the centuries as a distinct nation and 
religion and a community with its own habits, culture and traditions. Nor does this negate 

Who is Israel? 
• Is it DNA? Does ethnicity matter? 

• Does it determine how God deals with 
nations? 

• Moreover, can anybody claim a clear 
DNA from Abraham today?!!? …and then 
claim possession of the land!? 

• Was Abraham an Israelite? Was Ruth an 
Israelite? Was Solomon an Israelite? 

• Judah married a Canaanite, Joseph an 
Egyptian, Moses a Medianite, and 
Solomon..!! 

• The Bible is full of inter-marriages. 
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Jews’ right to define themselves as a nation as they understand their tradition. This is up to 
them. 
 

What I am challenging is the notion 
that God favours one ethnicity over 
the other or that the People of God in 
the Hebrew scriptures are defined by 
this. I have a strong problem with this. 
Crucial to us today is that God is not 
racist. God cannot be racist. This is an 
important principle for us to point out 

when we study the Hebrew scripture that God is inclusive. When I teach these things with 
my students, they are often surprised that these passages exist in the Hebrew scripture. 
They say: “We have never seen this!” For example, the idea that Abraham is to become a 
blessing to the nations (Genesis 12: 1-3); the idea that Abraham’s name was changed to 
Abraham as the father of many nations and not of one nation. He was called to bless “the 
families of the earth”. That is his calling. That is the identity of the People of God and a 
blessing to all the people. The inclusivity is already there in the first calling of the People of 
God. 
 
5. A Land for all    
Then I found some very interesting examples in Psalm 87 which is the most inclusive psalm 
you can get. A number of nationalities are mentioned - Rahab, Babylon, Philistia, Tyre and 
Cush – and all of these will be registered as citizens in Zion, the City of God, because God 
declares they were born there.  Palestinian theologian Rev Dr Johanna Katanacho says the 
following of Psalm 87:  

“It puts a vision of equality and an absence of subordination before us. There are no 
second-class citizens in Zion. This equality is not just civic but is also covenantal. They 
all share the same God, are born in the same city and registered by the same hands. 
Their linguistic, historical and military differences are not important. What unites 
them is God himself. Geography is no longer a point of tension because Zion belongs 
to God, not Israel. It is the City of God and he alone can grant citizenship in his city. 
Citizenship comes by divine declaration, not by biological rights.” 

 
The Old Testament is a big library where we can find all sorts of things. In a recent workshop 
with Palestinian Christian leaders, we were discussing some verses in Deuteronomy 17 that 
called for the killing of anyone who led the people of God to worship idols. Then there are 
scriptures that teach against marrying foreigners. We wonder why do they belong here? 
This is a difficult question but maybe they are speaking to one another. Maybe there is a 
dialogue within the Hebrew scriptures between these different voices. Wouldn’t it be nice if 
we could elevate, promote and highlight texts like Psalm 87 that are interpreted in different 
ways. 
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I think we have to be selective and 
highlight in the face of some of the 
texts that are used to justify 
discrimination. Think of Ezekiel 47 
which is a prophecy. They can be 
found in the eschatological sections of 
the Prophets: the dreams of the 
Prophets of a new reality. This text 
goes directly against the Nation State 
Law of present-day Israel. God tells 
Ezekiel: “So you shall divide this land 
among you according to the tribes of 

Israel. You shall allot it as an inheritance for yourselves and for the sojourners who reside 
among you. They shall be to you as native-born children of Israel.” Are those words not 
amazing to find such an inclusive text even thousands of years ago? - “They shall be to you 
as native-born children of Israel.” Today countries are still struggling to absorb migrants “to 
include them with you.” There are similar messages in Isaiah 56:6. 
 

6. A Temple for all  
Those so-called foreigners who come 
to God, who believe in God, will be 
welcome in “my house of prayer for 
all peoples”. The Temple is the most 
holy place in Israel. Remember how in 
Jesus’ day, there was the court of the 
gentiles and there was a wall so that 
Jesus could not go into the ‘holy of 
holiest’. This passage is the direct 
contradiction of that. Another text in 
Isaiah 49 speaks about the Temple 
being called “a house of prayer for all 
peoples” There are other texts like 

this. In the face of these many inclusive ideologies that we have in scripture, it is important 
to highlight these inclusive messages. 
 

What are the boundaries of the Promised Land? 

7. The Messianic Land  
From my own study of the Promised Land as part of my doctorate, even the boundaries of 
the Promised Land were never meant to be what is known today as Palestine and Israel. If 
we read the Bible literally and look at the text, the original promise of the land from ‘the 
river to the river’ [Nile to Euphrates], a coded language to mean in a symbolic way ‘all the 
world’. It is as if God promised Abraham the whole ancient near east as they knew it. The 
land that the Messiah prophesied in these passages is seen in the map (on page 8): “God will 
give the King of Israel the nations as his inheritance and the ends of the earth as his 
possession.” 
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This is the prophecy of the domain of the reign of God through the Messiah - what we 
Christians call the Kingdom of God. I don’t want to jump into how we Christians read these 
passages. I want to remain within the boundaries of the Hebrew scriptures. Most of these 
prophecies speak of a universal and inclusive land. Isaiah 54 speaks of a Jerusalem that 
expands and ‘includes’ in the process. This is the message we find in the Hebrew scripture. 
Again, whenever Christians use the Bible ‘literally’ to justify Israel’s presence in the land, I 
respond jokingly of course that if we are to take the Bible literally, then shouldn’t we call 
Israel to occupy Jordan, Lebanon, Syria, Egypt and Saudi Arabia because that is the boundary 
of the Promised Land according to the Bible. Yet that shows the hypocrisy of most Christians 
who use the Bible to justify that. Not only 
do they ignore these passages about the 
boundaries of the land, they also ignore 
everything else in the Torah. Do the same 
Christians who use the first five books 
(the Torah) of Abraham and the promises 
of the land, do they still offer sacrifices?  
Do they forbid pork or tattoos because 
Leviticus does?  
 
You get my point. This selectivity of Christian Zionists needs to be called out. We filter most 
of the things in the Hebrew scriptures, such as animal sacrifices, through the filter of Christ. 
That’s why we don’t take literally the commandment in Deuteronomy 17 to kill anyone who 
worships idols. We should not take that literally, of course. God died for sinners. God sent 
his son to die for sinners.  
 
8. Prophecy or prophetic? 
Whenever Christians tell you or say that Israel is the fulfilment of prophesies, I want you to 
ask them: “Can we read the prophesies? …the Prophets? Can we compare the current 
reality of Israel with what the prophets said.” Here is what the prophets spoke about – a 
renewed creation, a new creation and a new earth. They spoke about the renewal of nature, 
a new Garden of Eden, a new humanity where “hearts would be circumcised” (Romans 
2:29). There will be the forgiveness of sins. They talk about a new and glorious universal and 
inclusive kingdom of peace and justice, a massive Jerusalem, the presence of Messiah in 
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Jerusalem, a new restored Jerusalem as the capital of the world with a new and glorious 
Temple. There will be the coming of the Messiah, of Israel overcoming its enemies, of life 
after death, the building of a new society, about all the families of the earth joining and 
worshiping in Jerusalem in the Temple. I simply ask is this what you see in the state of Israel 
today? Is this the kingdom of righteousness that the Prophets spoke about? Let us compare 
the facts with the predictions. We can just say that the Prophets spoke about the whole 
package that comes together. You cannot just take bits and pieces of the prophecies and say 
‘that was fulfilled in 1948’ and everything else will be fulfilled later. It does not make any 
sense to me. Read the prophets and compare the prophecies with the realities. 
 

 
9. How Paul saw Jesus 
Finally, I want to go back to my last point. When we read the Bible as Christians, especially 
the Hebrew scripture, we have to ask questions such us: How did Paul and how did Jesus 
read the Hebrew scripture? Can we as Christians ignore what they said? On the one hand 
we do want to stay sensitive to the conversations we have with our Jewish partners in how 
they read their own Bible, to give them the right to interpret it as they see fit and challenge 
them. But on the other hand as Christians, can we ignore each of the following: 

• the fact that Jesus said he can create from the stones the children of Abraham (which he 
actually did);  

• that Jesus said they would come from the north, the south, the east and the west, and 
sit in the land of Abraham, there would be one people, one language, one tent.  
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• Jesus’ statement that the law finds its 
fulfilment in him; he did not come to 
abolish the law but to fulfill the law, to 
give it its fullness? 

• bald statements that in Christ all the 
prophecies have been fulfilled? 

• How Christ disclaimed that “all authority 
on heaven and earth has been given to 
me and that the land has become mine 
now”? 
 

In particular, can we ignore what Paul said that Abraham has one offspring – not many - and 
that one offspring is Jesus? This is a monumental claim by Jesus. In John 8:39, Jesus said “If 
you were Abraham’s children, you would be doing the works Abraham did.” Here Jesus 

enters into the discussion of who are the 
true descendants of Abraham. Is it by 
ethnicity or is it by belonging and faith? 
Paul even said that not all who are born 
of Abraham are the descendants of the 
seed. He clearly says Jesus is the one 
offspring of Abraham.  

 
The whole idea that Paul talked about 
baptized believers joining in the olive tree 
of Israel was that they shared in the 
benefits of that olive tree. If you are 
Abraham’s offspring, you are heirs 
according to the promise. Can we read 
the Old Testament in the same way? Who 

receives the blessing, the inheritance and the mandate according to Paul? He says you 
“share in the nourishing root of the olive tree.” (Romans 11:17). 
 
These are all important questions that we should ask today as Christians because they have 
massive implications for how we read the Hebrew scripture. Again, in dialogue with our 
Jewish partners, sometimes we agree and sometimes we disagree but I think as Christians 
we should not shy away from stating that we believe the Hebrew scripture finds fulfilment 
in Jesus. We should not apologize about that. That is our core belief. We teach it in humility. 
We should not be arrogant. We should not deny the people’s right to read and interpret it 
that in Christ all is fulfilled. 
 

A new vision of sharing the land 
 
In conclusion, we began by asking whether the Bible is part of the problem or part of the 
solution. I strongly believe and hope that today we can rediscover verses about justice in the 
Bible such as the one in Deuteronomy. I hope we can work on the principle of sharing the 
land because the Land belongs to God, that the God of the Bible is an inclusive God, that he 

Incorporation Theology 
“But if some of the branches were broken 
off, and you, although a wild olive shoot, 
were grafted in among the others and now 
share in the nourishing root of the olive 
tree…         (Romans 11:17 ESV) 

Jesus and the People of God 
“They answered him, “Abraham is our 
father.” Jesus said to them, “If you were 
Abraham’s children, you would be doing the 
works Abraham did.          (John 8:39) 

Paul and the People of God 
“For as many of you as were baptized into 
Christ have put on Christ. There is neither 
Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor 
free, there is no male and female, for you 
are all one in Christ Jesus. And if you are 
Christ’s then you are Abraham’s offspring, 
heirs according to promise.” (Galations 3:16, 
27-29 
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is a God of Justice, a God who holds us all accountable, a God who calls us all to be good 
neighbours to one another.  
 
Yes. The Bible can provide 
solutions rather than create 
problems. I am still convinced as 
a committed Christian who loves 
the Bible and who even teaches 
the Hebrew scripture, I write 
about it and many times I am 
troubled by it, I still believe it can 
be redeemed to be used as a 
source to know the God of love, 
the God of equality, the God of 
justice. This is the principle I 
hope that we get from the Bible 
that this is God’s land and as 
such we have to share it and use 
it for the good of our two peoples. Share it as opposed to divide and fight and conquer as if 
we have to quarrel. Rather share as good neighbours, share as equal citizens, not that Jews 
have special status as God’s people with sympathy for the Palestinians, but that we could 
have a vision that all the dwellers of the land share this land and its resources equally. That 
is the vision I get from the Bible about the future in which we share and we don’t oppress or 
occupy one another. 
 
That is why I want to read this quote from Kairos: “We believe that through our love, we will 
overcome injustices and establish foundations for a new society both for us and for our 
opponents. Our future and their future are one.” In other words, this is not a call to 
eliminate either Israel or the Jewish people but to end the occupation. In another quote 
from the Kairos document: “We say we truly believe that we can organize our political life, 
with all its complexity, according to the logic of love and the power of love, after ending the 
occupation and establishing justice.” As Christians here in Palestine, we are motivated and 
empowered by this reading of the Bible. We call Christians to help us the share this message 
of a shared land and an end to the occupation. Recently, we made this Kairos statement 
called “Cry for Hope” which challenges Christians to re-examine the way they read the Bible, 
theology, how they interpret things. It is a strong and bold document that gives very 
powerful suggestions to the Churches on how we read and interpret scripture and how we 
do theology. 
 
Thank you for your patience 
 
 

Transcribed by Geoffrey Corry from Munther’s zoom talk with some editorial adjustments 
for reading it as a paper rather than a verbatim talk. Most of the powerpoint slides are 
photos of what appeared on zoom. 

Sharing the Land 
• The reality on the ground is that of “wall”, 

yet what is needed is a vision of “bridges”. 

• Palestinians and Israelis must think 
collectively in terms of a common future in 
which they cooperate – not a divided future 
in which they separate. 

• Regardless of which political solution is 
adopted and implemented – the vision and 
ideals of God of justice and equality in the 
land – indeed any land – must be respected. 
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