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What About Israel? 

A Study of Chapters 9, 10, and 11 of the Book of Romans 

 
 

Introduction 
 
Romans 9 through 11 is one of the most profound passages in the Bible. Yet it can be one of the most 
bewildering, especially compared to chapters 1 through 8. At first glance, we can see the major themes: 
the sovereignty of God, election, Israel, the promise made to the patriarchs, Gentiles, mercy, and faith. 
Clearly, the correct interpretation of this passage has great impact on wide ranging topics. It affects the 
relationship between God's sovereignty and human responsibility, the nature of the present age, and 
God's plan for Israel and Gentiles. Which are all important to the interpretation of the rest of scripture.  
 
The chain of reasoning just isn't obvious to most Christians. Usually, if chapter 9 seems clear, chapter 11 
is utterly confounding, and chapter 10 seems redundant to earlier chapters. At best, they seem 
disjointed. To make matters worse, Bible commentaries differ wildly. So what is the key to 
understanding these chapters? Can we hope to come to a conclusion on the matter, or will this portion 
of scripture always remain hazy? 
 
After careful study, this passage should not only become clear, but also prove to be one of the most 
thrilling portions of scripture, revealing much about the character and wisdom of God. As the apostle 
Peter would say, some of these things are hard to understand (2 Peter 3:16). But with the Holy Spirit's 
enablement, we can grasp the true meaning of this magnificent portion of God's word, and rejoice with 
the Apostle when he writes: “Oh the depth of the riches both of the wisdom and knowledge of God! 
How unsearchable are His judgments and His ways past finding out! … For of Him and through Him and 
to Him are all things, to whom be glory forever. Amen.” (Romans 11:33, 36) 
 
  



  David Baumgaertel 
A Study of Romans 9-11 

July 4, 2016  

 

  2 

 

The Starting Point 
 
We should interpret the Bible straightforwardly. 
We are starting with a few assumptions that should be mentioned. First, a literal hermeneutic (more 
technically, a historical-grammatical hermeneutic) is the only valid one. So, Old Testament prophecies 
should not be reinterpreted, or "spiritualized.” In other words, what scripture meant to its historical 
audience is exactly what it will always mean. There is one true interpretation, but there can be many 
applications. A scripture's applications may grow in the New Testament, but its meaning remains. 
 
This seems like a logical place for the original audience of Romans to be when they first read this letter 
from Paul. For example, the audience of Romans would have certainly taken the prophecies about 
Israel's prominence in God's plan literally. So, it would have been Paul's responsibility to change their 
thinking. If they were mistaken, he would have needed to correct them in this epistle, since these 
chapters answer the question: "What is God doing with Israel?" 
 
As a side note, since the Apostles were specially inspired by the Holy Spirit in writing the New 
Testament, there may be portions of the Old Testament that the Apostles added significance to (Gal 
3:16 is a possibility). But even if they completely reinterpret a passage, or add meaning to it, there is no 
basis for us, non-apostles, to consistently practice the same thing. 
 
This passage illustrates the harmony of God’s sovereignty and human free will. 
Secondly, we will take God at His word when He appeals to the will of man, and we will assume a real 
response is possible. At the same time, we will also take Him at His word that He is completely sovereign 
in all reality, and knows all things from eternity (beyond time).  
  
Scripture affirms both truths, many times in the same statement. In every instance where God holds 
man accountable for his actions, those actions are freely chosen. Yet at the same time, those actions 
bring about the sovereign will of God (as an example, see 1 Peter 2:8). Scripture also shows that 
salvation is both given by the choice of God, and received by faith. The Bible presents those who believe 
to be one and the same with those whom God elects. It never suggests that one is because of the other, 
or that one supersedes the other. Whether we leave it at that or seek to reconcile the two, we must 
never destroy either truth. (This is the error of both Calvinism and Arminianism. They both fall off the 
path, just into opposite ditches.) So, we will assume these are not in conflict, even if they seem like a 
paradox1 in our minds.  
 

                                                           

1 A paradox is not a contradiction, only an apparent one. Contradictions cannot exist. The paradox exists because 
of our finitude, our inability to comprehend God's reality, but it is not an actual contradiction. For those inclined, 
we recommend the book Chosen But Free by Norman Geisler for a thorough, but very readable, analysis of this 
particular paradox. 
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It is beyond the scope of this study to rigorously defend either the hermeneutic or the perspective on 
sovereignty and free will. So take these as starting points. Now, having assumed these at the beginning, 
this study should make it clear that Romans 9 through 11 do not present a challenge to either premise, 
but in fact these premises lead to the interpretation that fits the best.  
 
God can be trusted with His sovereignty.  
Is God a good God? Is all that He does good and right? Can we trust Him? These are questions we all ask. 
Abraham asked, “Shall not the judge of all the earth do right?” (Genesis 18:25). Lord willing, at the end 
of chapter 11, we will understand with awe that God has done everything right. William MacDonald said 
it well: 
 

"When we say that God is sovereign, we mean that He is in charge of the universe and that He 
can do as He pleases. In saying that, however, we know that, because He is God, He will never 
do anything wrong, unjust, or unrighteous. Therefore, to say that God is sovereign is merely to 
allow God to be God. We should not be afraid of this truth or apologize for it. It is a glorious 
truth and should cause us to worship."2 

 
If God’s sovereignty simply allows God to be God, we should not waver at the idea. Who better to 
choose and judge than the One who only does what is good and just? What better Being to be in full 
control than the God who is love (1 John 4:8)? The God who cannot lie (Titus 1:2)? The God to whom 
belongs all wisdom and knowledge (Colossians 2:3) of everything and everywhen? But not only has He 
revealed His character, He has also revealed on what basis He shows mercy: "God is opposed to the 
proud, but gives grace to the humble." (James 4:6 NASB) 

                                                           

2MacDonald, William. Believer's Bible Commentary. Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 1995. 1714   



  David Baumgaertel 
A Study of Romans 9-11 

July 4, 2016  

 

  4 

 

The Context  
 
The theme of Romans is unity in the gospel that reveals the righteousness of God. 
The doctrine portion of Romans starts in chapter 1 with verses 16 and 17. In these two verses, Paul 
states his major subject, hints at one of his motivations for writing to the Roman church, and he 
establishes the theme of the epistle:  

 
1:16 For I am not ashamed of the gospel of Christ, for it is the power of God to salvation for 
everyone who believes, for the Jew first and also for the Greek.  
1:17 For in it the righteousness of God is revealed from faith to faith; as it is written, “The just 
shall live by faith.” 

 
The primary subject of the book is the gospel of Christ, and Paul’s burden in presenting it the way he 
does is summed up in the statement, “for everyone who believes, for the Jew first and also for the 
Greek.” This was the great controversy of Paul’s apostleship, the controversy of Gentile salvation (see 
Acts 15, and Acts 28:28, for just two examples). One of Paul’s motivations for writing Romans was to 
bring unity among the Jews and Gentiles in the Roman church body (see Romans 15:5-13). This purpose 
greatly informs the structure of Romans, and especially chapters 9 through 11, as we will see. 
 
The binding theme throughout Romans is the righteousness of God, or the justification of God. This 
theme and the gospel come together in the climax of the book, verse 26 of chapter 3: "...to demonstrate 
at the present time His righteousness, that He might be just and the justifier of the one who has faith in 
Jesus." Here Paul has just explained how God can save the guilty by grace while also upholding His 
justice; how He can save the sinner yet condemn the sin. God's righteousness is underneath it all when 
Paul describes the condemnation of every man -Jew and Gentile- before a holy God (1:18-3:20), the 
justification of any man through faith in Jesus (3:21-5:21), the sanctification of those freed by God from 
His righteous law (6:1-7:25), and the glorification of those who are given God's righteousness (8:1-8:39). 
We will see, in Chapters 9 through 11, Paul describes the vindication of God in how He has dealt with 
Israel and the Gentiles in view of the gospel.  
 
What question is Paul answering? 
This is the key to understanding these chapters. So let’s consider the setting and audience. This is the 
first time since Israel began that God is saving Gentiles as Gentiles (Acts 15:11, 14). While they were 
always able to be saved (2 Kings 5, Jonah, Daniel 4), to have any fellowship they had to become 
proselytes of Israel. To be part of the "people of God" was to be part of Israel (see Exodus 12:48). The 
only way to properly worship was at the temple, and the only priesthood was the one that represented 
Israel. Also, the church in Rome was a mixed audience, and Gentiles may have been the majority 
(Romans 1:13). Though he had never visited the church in Rome at this time, it was planted by Paul in 
his journeys throughout the empire. (Peter’s preaching at Pentecost may have accounted for some of 
the Jewish audience, as well.) These people who began worshipping the Jewish Messiah, would be 
wondering why so few Jews were responding to the gospel. In fact, the majority of Jews were hostile, 
causing most of the persecution at this time in Church history. 
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So, they were bound to ask: If the Jews are rejecting the gospel, and God is doing a mighty work among 
Gentiles, doesn't that mean God is rejecting the Jews? Didn't God elect Israel as His special people? Can 
we trust Him to keep His promises to us? Are they conditional? Revocable? After overflowing with praise 
for the promises to "those who are in Christ Jesus" in Chapter 8, Paul anticipates the question: 

How can we trust God’s promises to us, when Israel seems to be rejecting the gospel? Did God’s 
promise to them fail? Let's now step through these chapters with this question in mind. 

 

Has the Word of God Failed? 
All scripture is from the New King James Version, unless otherwise stated. 
 
Chapter 9 
9:1 I tell the truth in Christ, I am not lying, my conscience also bearing me witness in the Holy Spirit,  
9:2 that I have great sorrow and continual grief in my heart. 
9:3 For I could wish that I myself were accursed from Christ for my brethren, my countrymen according to 
the flesh, 
 
After concluding the great treatise on the gospel in chapter 8, with that magnificent chapter's promise 
to every believer -that nothing in reality can ever separate us from the love of God in Christ- Paul is 
immediately reminded of his countrymen who are not in Christ. The key question comes to mind. Before 
he begins to answer it, Paul is compelled to profess his complete love for Israel. He is about to reveal 
some difficult and damning truths about them, and needs to preface it all with loving loyalty. Paul is no 
traitor, despite the accusations of the Jews. 
 
Is Paul really willing to be accursed? Is this just hyperbole? Or is this a true hypothetical desire of his? 
Regardless of which way we take it, this statement is an amazing glimpse into the heart of God. While it 
was impossible for Paul to be accursed for their sake, this is exactly what Jesus endured. Jesus has the 
same love for Israel that Paul expresses, yet it's neither hyperbole nor hypothetical, but a fact of history. 
Galatians 3:13 says, "Christ has redeemed us from the curse of the law, having become a curse for us 
(for it is written, 'Cursed is everyone who hangs on a tree')." And of course, for Jesus it was not just the 
lost among Israel, but the whole world (John 3:16).  
 
9:4 who are Israelites, to whom pertain the adoption, the glory, the covenants, the giving of the law, the 
service of God, and the promises; 
9:5 of whom are the fathers and from whom, according to the flesh, Christ came, who is over all, the 
eternally blessed God. Amen. 
 
Paul lists characteristics that make Israel a unique people. They were the only nation adopted by God. 
They had the Shekinah glory, the very presence of God in their midst. The covenants were made with 
them and with no other nation. The law was given to them and no other nation. They were uniquely 
chosen to be used by God for service. One major service was to be a witness to the Gentiles (this is an 
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important point to keep in mind for these chapters). The Jews come from the patriarchs; Abraham, Isaac 
and Jacob. The promises belong to them. 
 
Notice that Paul says "promises" here in verse 4, but there is one particular promise that stands out. 
God said to Abraham, "I will make you a great nation; I will bless you and make your name great; and 
you shall be a blessing. I will bless those who bless you, and I will curse him who curses you; and in you 
all the families of the earth shall be blessed." (Genesis 12:2-3). The very gospel is wrapped up in this 
promise (see Galatians 3:8). While this is certainly not the only one, this is the first and primary promise 
to Israel. This is the promise that called out Abraham, that was confirmed to both Isaac (Genesis 26:3-4), 
and Jacob (Genesis 28:13-14); the promise that elected Israel, created Israel. This is The Promise 
(singular) that Paul will focus on in the verses to follow. 
 
9:6 But it is not that the word of God has taken no effect. For they are not all Israel who are of Israel,  
9:7 nor are they all children because they are the seed of Abraham; but, “In Isaac your seed shall be 
called.”  
9:8 That is, those who are the children of the flesh, these are not the children of God; but the children of 
the promise are counted as the seed.  
9:9 For this is the word of promise: “At this time I will come and Sarah shall have a son.” 
9:10 And not only this, but when Rebecca also had conceived by one man, even by our father Isaac 
9:11 (for the children not yet being born, nor having done any good or evil, that the purpose of God 
according to election might stand, not of works but of Him who calls), 
9:12 it was said to her, “The older shall serve the younger.” 

 
God's promise has not failed, for not all who are descended from Israel [Jacob] are [true] Israel3. This is 
true in the same way that not all of Abraham's descendants are children of Abraham. In other words, 
there is a true Israel within ethnic Israel, and they are the recipients of God's promise to Israel. This is 
why God's word has not failed, even though the vast majority of Jews are rejecting Jesus.   

Verse 8 continues the thought, saying that those who are the children of the flesh only, these are not 
the children of God, but just like Abraham's children, the children of the promise are the true seed of 
Abraham. Ishmael and Isaac were both sons of Abraham, but Isaac was counted as Abraham's seed 
because he was the son of promise. So, Ishmael could not presume upon Abraham's inheritance and 
God's promise of a great nation. In the same way, not every ethnic Jew can presume upon God's 
promise to Israel. A child of Israel (Jacob) cannot presume to be in the people of God. After all, 
Abraham's children could not presume to be sons of the promise. 

                                                           

3 This idea of a true Israel, or spiritual Israel, can be found elsewhere in the New Testament. See Galatians 6:16 
when it refers to, "the Israel of God," in contrast with the Judaizers. Or see Philippians 3:2-3 when Paul refers to 
the "concision" or "mutilation" versus the "circumcision, who worship God in the Spirit, rejoice in Christ Jesus, and 
have no confidence in the flesh." 
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These verses have nothing to do with Gentiles. From the start, the category is limited to ethnic Israel by 
the phrase "they... who are descended from Israel" (NASB). While Galatians 3:29 calls everyone who has 
faith a child of Abraham, whether Jew or Gentile, that is not the subject here. This is about children of 
Jacob. 

While an objector might say, "Of course Ishmael could not presume to be a child of the promise, he was 
the son of a slave woman!" But, as Paul points out, even in the case of twins, Esau could not presume! 
Esau may have been Isaac's (and Rebecca's) son, but he was not the son God chose. 

"(for the children not yet being born, nor having done any good or evil, that the purpose of God 
according to election might stand, not of works but of Him who calls)" - This parenthetical statement 
explains the general principle at work here. In other words, in choosing Israel, God has operated on the 
same principle as all of His electing purposes: "not of works, but of Him who calls." It is based on no 
merit in the object being chosen, whether that object is a nation or an individual, whether for service 
(Romans 1:1) or salvation (Romans 8:29), or for all that is listed in 9:4-5, as is the case in this context. 
Their election as a people was always by God’s sovereign choice, so it should not be a surprise that they 
are not automatically in God’s people, just because they were born Jews.  

  
“Everyone agrees that those who are physical descendants of Abraham are not assured 
individual salvation or spiritual blessing. Not all of Abraham’s physical descendants inherit the 
promises given to Jacob. Likewise neither can all the descendants of Jacob presume on their 
natural lineage."4  

  
9:13 As it is written, “Jacob I have loved, but Esau I have hated.” 5 
 
Both verse 12 and verse 13 refer to Jacob being chosen over Esau. Notice that verse 12’s prophecy never 
came true in their lifetime: Esau never served Jacob. In fact, the last time they met, Jacob submitted in 
fear to Esau’s more powerful clan (Genesis 33). So, the prophecy concerned the descendant nations, 
Israel and Edom. This becomes obvious if we read the rest of what Paul is quoting. “…The LORD said to 
her: “Two nations are in your womb, two peoples shall be separated from your body; one people shall 
be stronger than the other, and the older shall serve the younger.” (Genesis 25:23) This, and even more 
so, the context we have examined, shows that Paul is making a point about nations. 
 
Verse 13, quoting Malachi, is not the choice, but a proof that there was a choice made. It shows the real 
benefit of being an elect nation. God chose Jacob, and as God could say through Malachi, while looking 
back at centuries of history between the two nations, Edom was a wasteland. Edom had become a 

                                                           

4 Walvoord, John. "Does the Church Fulfill Israel's Program? - Part 3." John F. Walvoord. Web. 1 Jan. 2016. 

5 “Hated,” in scripture, can also mean, “loved less.” It’s a comparative term, not always an absolute term. 
Remember Luke 14:26, “If anyone comes to Me and does not hate his father and mother, wife and children, 
brothers and sisters, yes, and his own life also, he cannot be My disciple.” 
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godless nation, the legacy of their godless father Esau, who despised the promise of God; considering it 
worthless, and trading it for a bowl of soup. If God had not chosen Jacob (disciplining and blessing with 
the law and prophets), Israel would have ended up no better off than Edom. The only difference 
between Israel and Edom is the sovereign mercy of God. 
 
9:14 What shall we say then? Is there unrighteousness with God? Certainly not! 
 
Does God's choice of Jacob, rather than Esau, to be the physical seed of promise mean that He is 
unrighteous? Is it right for God to choose Jacob without regard for merit? Is it right for God to bless 
Israel and not Edom? Of course God has that right! As displayed in what he says to Moses, He has a right 
to show mercy on whom He will. As Paul explained earlier in the book, God is righteous in his dealings 
towards individual Jews and Gentiles, both the self-righteous and the lawless; He is righteous in His 
forgiveness of anyone in Jesus, and He is righteous here on a national scale. 
 
9:15 For He says to Moses, “I will have mercy on whomever I will have mercy, and I will have compassion 
on whomever I will have compassion." 
 
No one can demand anything from God. As Paul showed in chapter 3 of Romans, there is no one who 
does good, no one is worthy. God gives mercy and compassion out of His own goodness. Those He loves 
(John 3:16), He does not love because of anything in them. He remains righteous while not respecting 
lineage or works. The context of the quote is in Exodus 33. God would have been justified in wiping 
them all out, but mercifully, He spared all but 3000 Israelites. (It is worth remembering that this is 
physical death, and there is no reason to think His choice of whom to slay and whom to spare was 
arbitrary.) 
 
9:16 So then it is not of him who wills, nor of him who runs, but of God who shows mercy  
 
Their privileged lineage was of God who shows mercy, just as salvation is of God who shows mercy. 
Abraham willed that Ishmael would be the son of promise (Genesis 17:18). Esau ran to hunt and be 
blessed by Isaac (Genesis 27:3). Self-righteous Israel was willing and running, but the way God elects, in 
any sense, is never of him who wills, or of him who runs, but of God who shows mercy. 
 
 

Clay in the Potter's Hands 
 
9:17 For the Scripture says to the Pharaoh, “For this very purpose I have raised you up, that I may show 
My power in you, and that My name may be declared in all the earth.” 
9:18 Therefore He has mercy on whom He wills, and whom He wills He hardens. 
 
In verse 17, Paul selects an example that would be very familiar to Israel, and one unquestionably 
deserving of God's judicial hardening. No Jew would question God's righteousness in His dealings with 
Pharaoh, in using his evil heart to accomplish the divine plan.   
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Remember the subject Paul is writing about: God's dealings with the nation Israel. Pharaoh the 
individual is being used as an example to make a point about Israel the nation. They are just as guilty. 
They are all worthy of judgment as much as Pharaoh, or the rest of Egypt, or the 3000 slain in Exodus, or 
the Gentiles (11:32). Not only did He have every right to withhold mercy on Israel, but He now has every 
right to use their present unbelief for His glory. He is just in raising them up, and by His longsuffering 
(9:22), harden their hearts for His glory. 
  
God has the right to judge. He alone makes just decisions for who should be shown mercy and who 
should be hardened. From the human perspective, Pharaoh hardened his own heart many times before 
God finally hardened it. If we read the account in Exodus, God predicts that He will harden Pharaoh's 
heart, but Pharaoh's heart "grows hard", Pharaoh "hardens his heart", and then finally in Exodus 9:12, 
"the Lord hardened the heart of Pharaoh." Evidently, the Lord said "enough is enough." 
 
If you ask, could Pharaoh have humbled himself? You must also ask, would God have "raised him up" to 
be Pharaoh, in that case? You could also ask, if God's purpose in raising up Pharaoh to that position, at 
that time, was to display His name and power, could God have done that in another way? God will be 
glorified no matter what, by humility and obedience (Moses), or by judgment and hard hearts (Pharaoh).  
 
After Paul gives the example of Pharaoh, we feel the force of verse 18, "...He has mercy on whom He 
wills, and whom He wills He hardens." The surprise in the statement is this: He has had mercy on the 
Gentiles, and He has hardened the majority of Israel.  
 
9:19 You will say to me then, “Why does He still find fault? For who has resisted His will?”   
 
In the same way that God hardened Pharaoh's heart to accomplish the divine will, God is hardening the 
nation of Israel. One translation reads, "Why does he yet find fault? for who resists his purpose?" 
(DARBY). So verse 19 asks, why does He still hold us accountable, if our hard hearts accomplish His plan?  
 
Compare this with chapter 3 verses 1 through 8. Paul had said earlier in the book, "...if our 
unrighteousness demonstrates the righteousness of God, what shall we say? Is God unjust who inflicts 
wrath? (I speak as a man.) Certainly not! For then how will God judge the world?" He then asks us to 
take that human-perspective thinking to its extreme, "why not say, “Let us do evil that good may 
come"?" Which is absurd. God's righteous act in using an evil deed for good, does not absolve the 
perpetrator of responsibility - the deed is still evil, and justice must still be served. "Their condemnation 
is just." (Romans 3:8) 
 
9:20 But indeed, O man, who are you to reply against God? Will the thing formed say to him who formed 
it, “Why have you made me like this?” 
9:21 Does not the potter have power over the clay, from the same lump to make one vessel for honor 
and another for dishonor? 
9:22 What if God, wanting to show His wrath and to make His power known, endured with much 
longsuffering the vessels of wrath prepared for destruction, 
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9:23 and that He might make known the riches of His glory on the vessels of mercy, which He had 
prepared beforehand for glory, 
9:24 even us whom He called, not of the Jews only, but also of the Gentiles? 
 
Paul has spent the first part of the chapter defending God's right to do what He's doing with Israel, and 
he continues to do that here, but now he starts to answer why. God is just in setting Israel aside, but 
why is He doing so? This is developed fully in chapter 11.  
 
As the vindication of God continues, Paul uses an illustration that would be very familiar to a Jew. The 
picture of the potter and vessels is used many times in Scripture6, but Jeremiah 18:1-19:11 is the 
passage most similar to Romans 9:20-24. Paul was almost certainly thinking of Jeremiah 18 while writing 
this passag. Contrary to what is often taught, the analogy is not contrasting one individual with another 
individual. The potter's vessels in the context of Romans 9 refers to the unbelieving majority of Israel, 
the remnant of believing Israel, and the larger group of believing Gentiles. So the thought is that God the 
potter holds two marred vessels of clay, fitted only for destruction. He takes from the first lump and 
refashions a piece of it into a vessel for glory (the remnant of Israel). Because He has this right, He also 
fashions a vessel for glory from the second lump (those He called from the Gentiles, also). In the 
process, he uses the vessels of destruction (unbelieving Israel, and unbelieving Gentiles) to show His 
glory to the vessels of mercy. 
 
Notice the verb form in verses 22 and 23. Some people use this part of chapter 9 to justify the doctrine 
that God predestines men to judgment. But notice a very peculiar choice of words. In verse 22, the 
vessels of wrath are prepared for destruction, and in the next verse, God prepares the vessels of mercy. 
The verb is passive initially: they “are prepared”, and then becomes active, “He prepared [them] 
beforehand for glory.” 
 
There is no idle word to be found in God’s word. In Matthew 22:23-33 Jesus Himself staked, of all things, 
the doctrine of the resurrection on the tense of a verb.7 Therefore, it is in no way insignificant that the 
Holy Spirit through Paul changed the verb from passive to active. The point is that the vessels of wrath 
were prepared -not by God- but by their own wickedness, for destruction. We all have prepared 
ourselves for destruction (Romans 3:23, Isaiah 53:6). On the other hand, God must prepare vessels for 
glory; He does the work. 
 

                                                           

6 Psalm 2:9, likens the nations to a potter’s vessel. In Isaiah 29:16, “the wise men” of “this people” are they who 
“have things turned around” and are compared to clay. In Isaiah 30:14, the prophet says, “this is a rebellious 
people” who are a “potter’s vessel." In Isaiah 41:25, clay is equated with princes. In Isaiah 64:8, the prophet says, 
“we are like clay”; we being, "your holy people." Jeremiah 18:1-19:11 starts with, "Can I not do with you [Israel] as 
this potter?" Finally, in Lamentations 4:2, Jeremiah compares clay pots with the sons of Zion. 

7 MacArthur, John. “Inerrancy Under Attack.” Grace to You. Web. 1 Jan. 2016 
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9:25 As He says also in Hosea: 
“I will call them My people, who were not My people, 
And her beloved, who was not beloved.” 
9:26 “And it shall come to pass in the place where it was said to them, 
‘You are not My people,’ 
There they shall be called sons of the living God.” 
 
This quote from Hosea, and the following quotes from Isaiah serve to confirm what Paul has been saying 
in chapter 9. The verses from Hosea, specifically, show that God is in the business of calling out a people 
from those who have no right to be God's people. These verses which in Hosea refer to Israel, Paul uses 
to say, this is what God does to Israel, and He has every right to do so among Gentiles. God has a 
sovereign right to show mercy on both Israel and Gentiles, and to call a people from both.  
 
9:27 Isaiah also cries out concerning Israel: 
“Though the number of the children of Israel be as the sand of the sea, 
The remnant will be saved. 
9:28 For He will finish the work and cut it short in righteousness, 
Because the Lord will make a short work upon the earth.” 
9:29 And as Isaiah said before: 
“Unless the Lord of Sabaoth had left us a seed, 
We would have become like Sodom, 
And we would have been made like Gomorrah.” 
 
"Isaiah also" - Hosea confirms the message Paul has given concerning Israel, and so does Isaiah. Verse 27 
reiterates what Paul said in verse 6. Both verse 27 and 28 come from the same passage in Isaiah 10, and 
together they show that the Lord will righteously destroy all but a remnant of Israel. The implication of 
verse 29 is that they are just as guilty as Sodom and Gomorrah, and the only reason they even have a 
posterity, a people, and a heritage is because of the grace of God. 
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The Stumbling Stone 

 
9:30 What shall we say then? That Gentiles, who did not pursue righteousness, have attained to 
righteousness, even the righteousness of faith;  
9:31 but Israel, pursuing the law of righteousness, has not attained to the law of righteousness. 
9:32 Why? Because they did not seek it by faith, but as it were, by the works of the law. For they 
stumbled at that stumbling stone. 
9:33 As it is written: 
“Behold, I lay in Zion a stumbling stone and rock of offense, 
And whoever believes on Him will not be put to shame.” 
 
What shall we conclude from all this? The Gentiles have found mercy from God, but Israel, pursuing the 
law of righteousness with all fervor, has not found mercy. The very law they tried to follow was an 
undeserved gift from God. Yet, despite their efforts, they did not attain the righteousness that law 
pointed towards (it was a tutor - see Galatians 3:24). Then verse 32 asks, "So why has this happened?" 
 
Paul has shown that God is justified in His choice to reject the mass of Israel. Now he answers why. God 
has chosen to show mercy on the principle of faith. The Gentiles have attained righteousness because 
they sought it by faith, unlike Israel. Israel sought their own righteousness through works of the law, so 
when God placed Himself directly in their path as Jesus the Messiah, they stumbled over Him. They 
stumbled because they were not actually looking for Him (the fulfillment of the promise), but they had 
their eyes on themselves (see 10:3).  
 
This isn't the complete answer to the question of why. This is the reason why Israel has been set aside 
from the human perspective. In chapter 11, we will see why from the divine perspective. Or in other 
words, 9:30-33 gives the moral, judicial reason why they have been set aside, and chapter 11 explains 
the sovereign reason. To each individual in unbelieving Israel, this is the reason he or she was numbered 
among the rejected. But why has God allowed the whole nation to stumble? We saw a glimpse in verse 
23, and we will see the full reason in chapter 11. 
 
Chapter 10 
At this point Paul feels compelled to reiterate what he said to open chapter 9.  It's as if someone chimes 
in, “Ok Paul, I see that God is just in rejecting Israel and using them for dishonor… but do you really care 
about them? And did God give them a chance?” 
 
10:1 Brethren, my heart’s desire and prayer to God for Israel is that they may be saved. 
10:2 For I bear them witness that they have a zeal for God, but not according to knowledge. 
10:3 For they being ignorant of God’s righteousness, and seeking to establish their own righteousness, 
have not submitted to the righteousness of God. 
 
"I do care about them! My heart’s desire is that they be saved. I will even testify that they have a 
commendable zeal for God, but it’s an ignorant zeal!" says Paul. They were ignorant of the true way to 
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righteousness. Instead, they were self-righteous and sought to establish their own way – they did not 
submit to the true way. Submission is intrinsic to faith. Faith is what they really needed, as he continues: 
 
10:4 For Christ is the end of the law for righteousness to everyone who believes. 
10:5 Moses writes this about the righteousness that is by the law: “The person who does these things will 
live by them.”  
 
Christ is the end of the law, or its very purpose. Christ is the "final cause" of the law, to use a 
philosophical term, the end toward which the law was directed. This once again mirrors what Paul says 
in the book of Galatians; the law was a tutor to point Israel to Christ, who fulfills it. 
 

Compare verse 5 with the key verse of Romans. Chapter 1 verse 17 is a quote from Habakkuk, “The just 
shall live by faith.” In Romans the emphasis is on the justification of those who live by faith. How and 
why does God justify? Whom does God choose to justify? Not those who seek life by works of the law, 
but those who seek life by faith. 

 

 

The Word is Near You 
 
10:6 But the righteousness of faith speaks in this way, “Do not say in your heart, ‘Who will ascend into 
heaven?’” (that is, to bring Christ down from above) 
10:7 or, “‘Who will descend into the abyss?’” (that is, to bring Christ up from the dead). 
10:8 But what does it say? “The word is near you, in your mouth and in your heart” (that is, the word of 
faith which we preach):   
 
From verse 2 through 8 Paul is making the point that while they should have known better, they were 
ignorant of God's way to righteousness. The principle of justification by faith was always there. It was 
even in the law itself - which he proves by quoting from the law. Deuteronomy 30 describes what will 
happen if the people are driven into exile because of disobedience: in the midst of the nations where 
they dwell, if they return to the Lord in obedience, He will restore them. If a Jew reading Deuteronomy 
30 had meditated on such a scenario, he should have noticed that in exile they cannot keep the law. As a 
captive in a foreign land, it would have been impossible to obtain God's mercy, if His requirement had 
been to keep the law. Since it is clear they could not even attempt to merit His favor in such a situation, 
on what basis does God choose to show mercy?  
 

"… if you turn to the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul. For this 
commandment which I command you today is not too mysterious for you, nor is it far off. It is 
not in heaven, that you should say, ‘Who will ascend into heaven for us and bring it to us, that 
we may hear it and do it?’ Nor is it beyond the sea, that you should say, ‘Who will go over the 
sea for us and bring it to us, that we may hear it and do it?’ But the word is very near you, in 
your mouth and in your heart, that you may do it." (Deuteronomy 30:10-14) 
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10:9 that if you confess with your mouth the Lord Jesus and believe in your heart that God has raised Him 
from the dead, you will be saved.   
10:10 For with the heart one believes unto righteousness, and with the mouth confession is made unto 
salvation. 
10:11 For the Scripture says, “Whoever believes on Him will not be put to shame.” 

10:12 For there is no distinction between Jew and Greek, for the same Lord over all is rich to all who call 
upon Him. 
10:13 For “whoever calls on the name of the Lord shall be saved.” 

10:14 How then shall they call on Him in whom they have not believed? And how shall they believe in 
Him of whom they have not heard? And how shall they hear without a preacher? 
10:15 And how shall they preach unless they are sent? As it is written: 

“How beautiful are the feet of those who preach the gospel of peace, 
Who bring glad tidings of good things!” 
 

Most of chapter 10 is dedicated to expounding the point made in chapter 9 verse 33, the stumbling 
stone, and why the Jews stumbled over Him. After showing that even the Law is a witness for Paul's 
gospel, he sets up his next point with a call back to the same Isaiah quote: "whoever believes on Him will 
not be put to shame," (10:11, 9:33). 
 
From verses 12 through 15, Paul exhorts his readers to not give up on the Jews. The focus may be on the 
Gentiles now, but the Lord is still rich to all who call upon Him. And how shall they call on Him in whom 
they have not believed? And how shall they believe in whom they have not heard? So preach to them! 
They may be set aside as a nation, but they still need the gospel. 
 
10:16 But they have not all obeyed the gospel. For Isaiah says, “Lord, who has believed our report?” 

10:17 So then faith comes by hearing, and hearing by the word of God. 
10:18 But I say, have they not heard? Yes indeed: 

“Their sound has gone out to all the earth,  
And their words to the ends of the world.” 

10:19 But I say, did Israel not know? First Moses says: 
“I will provoke you to jealousy by those who are not a nation, 
I will move you to anger by a foolish nation.” 

10:20 But Isaiah is very bold and says: 
“I was found by those who did not seek Me; 
I was made manifest to those who did not ask for Me.” 

10:21 But to Israel he says: 
“All day long I have stretched out My hands 
To a disobedient and contrary people.” 

 
Now, in verse 16 he returns to his primary subject: "But they have not all obeyed the gospel.” The 
implication is that this is why, from the individual perspective, God is rejecting Israel. Behind all of this 
God is using everything for His purposes, as we'll see more clearly in chapter 11. He quotes another 
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passage from Isaiah as further proof, and in verse 17 he concludes his expounding on the stumbling 
stone that he started in chapter 9 verse 30. 
 
But I say, have they not heard? Have they had the opportunity to obey the gospel? Yes, indeed, the 
whole earth has8. To demonstrate this from scripture, Paul uses a stanza from Psalm 19 referring to the 
witness of Creation.  
 
He asks, in verse 19, did Israel not know all these things? From the very start of the law, Moses 
predicted the Lord would provoke them to jealousy by those who are not a nation (the Gentiles). Isaiah 
goes even further ("is very bold"), and says, "I was found by those who did not seek Me." They didn’t 
have the law, but God was merciful and reached out to them with the gospel. They responded with 
faith; in humility, not the pride of self-righteousness. Paul continues to quote Isaiah as the prophet turns 
to Israel in contrast - showing them to be prideful, disobedient and contrary, all while the Lord is 
stretching out His hands in longsuffering mercy. This verse should directly recall to mind the vessels of 
wrath, which "He bore with much longsuffering."  
 
 

Israel Is Not Totally Rejected 

Chapter 11 
11:1 I say then, has God cast away His people? Certainly not! For I also am an Israelite, of the seed of 
Abraham, of the tribe of Benjamin.  
11:2 God has not cast away His people whom He foreknew. Or do you not know what the Scripture says 
of Elijah, how he pleads with God against Israel, saying,  
11:3 “Lord, they have killed Your prophets and torn down Your altars, and I alone am left, and they seek 
my life”? 
11:4 But what does the divine response say to him? “I have reserved for Myself seven thousand men who 
have not bowed the knee to Baal.” 
11:5 Even so then, at this present time there is a remnant according to the election of grace. 

  
Can verse 1 state the matter more clearly? God has emphatically not cast away His people. The answer 
makes it clear that while the nation as a whole has been set aside, it is not cast away completely. In 
verse 11 through 26 it is also evident that He has not cast away the whole of Israel forever. So, here we 
see that Israel's rejection is not total, and later we will see that Israel's rejection is not final9. Paul 
himself is proof that not all of Israel is rejected. 

                                                           

8 It's outside the scope of this article to discuss exactly in what sense this is true. For Paul's purposes here, it's at 
least true of all Jews. For further research, compare Romans 1:18, as well as Acts 17:27. 

9 Subject headings for Romans chapter 11. New King James Version. Thomas Nelson, 1982.  
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As another proof, Paul says in verse 2, He foreknew them. (It's not as if God can be surprised.) After all, 
they are an elect people. He has always reserved -for Himself, for His glory- a remnant. Paul gives an 
example from 1 Kings 19, when Elijah found himself in a similar environment. Then, just like now, there 
seemed to be very few Israelites following the Lord. In Romans 11:1, the question is, "has God cast away 
His people?" Elijah, on the other hand, "pleads against Israel.” Seeing the ubiquitous unbelief, he in 
effect declares that God would be just in utterly casting away Israel. But God says that He has preserved 
seven thousand faithful. 
 
He reserves His remnant, through all time, according to the election of grace, not by any merit in them. 
Notice how emphatically active the verb is in verse 4. God is the source of Salvation, and it is God who 
initiates, for it is God who shows mercy (9:16). 

11:6 And if by grace, then it is no longer of works; otherwise grace is no longer grace. But if it is of works, 
it is no longer grace; otherwise work is no longer work. 

Remember the subject is still about God’s dealings with the nation Israel. The remnant Paul speaks of is 
not the totality of saved humanity, but the saved among God’s special people Israel. The “true Israel” we 
discussed in chapter 9 verse 6. The elect remnant are natural Israelites who have faith: saved by God’s 
grace. The reason Paul is highlighting that God has preserved a remnant of Israel is to show how God’s 
promises to the nation have not failed. The remnant receives, and benefits from the promises, including 
THE promise.  
 
As Paul made plain in the early chapters of Romans, and emphasized again in 9:30-33 and 10:12-15, 
salvation is the same for Jews as well as Gentiles: it is by grace through faith in Jesus. So while the 
passage is about the remnant of Israel, and not Gentiles, the truth of verse 6 is universal.  Grace stands 
wholly opposed to works. A gift of grace is not a gift if it is earned in any way. It is incoherent to think 
otherwise. Notice, just like in chapter 9 verse 11, election, grace, and faith are not opposed to one 
another, but all three stand in opposition to works.  
 
11:7 What then? Israel has not obtained what it seeks; but the elect have obtained it, and the rest were 
blinded.  
11:8 Just as it is written: 

“God has given them a spirit of stupor, 
Eyes that they should not see 
And ears that they should not hear, 
To this very day.” 

11:9 And David says: 
“Let their table become a snare and a trap, 
A stumbling block and a recompense to them. 

11:10    Let their eyes be darkened, so that they do not see,  
And bow down their back always." 
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Israel as a whole may not have obtained what it seeks, but the elect remnant has. The rest were blinded; 
recall why this happened in chapter 9 verse 32. They were unbelieving and self-righteous, seeking 
righteousness by works, and not by faith. They stumbled over the Stone - God made it so they would not 
feign worship of Jesus while still being self-righteous. He made that impossible, and blinded them so 
that if they remained zealous for their own righteousness, they would utterly reject Jesus (see also 1 
Peter 2:8).  
 
 

Israel Is Not Permanently Rejected 
 
11:11 I say then, have they stumbled that they should fall? Certainly not! But through their fall, to 
provoke them to jealousy, salvation has come to the Gentiles. 
 
As chapter 9 details, they have indeed stumbled and fallen, but God has not caused them to stumble for 
the purpose of making them fall, as if that was His whole intent. God caused them to stumble for a 
purpose: to save Gentiles. God also purposed that this, in turn, would provoke Israel to jealousy. So their 
stumble and fall was not for their ultimate doom, but for God’s plan of mercy.  
 
11:12 Now if their fall is riches for the world, and their failure riches for the Gentiles, how much more 
their fullness! 
11:13 For I speak to you Gentiles; inasmuch as I am an apostle to the Gentiles, I magnify my ministry,  
11:14 if by any means I may provoke to jealousy those who are my flesh and save some of them. 
11:15 For if their being cast away is the reconciling of the world, what will their acceptance be but life 
from the dead? 
 
In verses 12 through 15 Paul explains a part of his motivation in preaching to Gentiles. If the rejection of 
Israel as a nation means that blessing comes upon the rest of the world, surely their acceptance will 
mean even greater good for all the world. He says his calling is to preach to the Gentiles, and he fulfills 
that calling all the more because through it he can provoke his fellow Jews to jealousy and save some of 
them. 
 
11:16 For if the firstfruit is holy, the lump is also holy; and if the root is holy, so are the branches. 
 
This verse introduces the key metaphor for chapter 11. Paul explains a spiritual principle using two 
pictures, and placing them side by side, the first gives insight into the second. "If the firstfruit is holy, the 
lump is also holy." Firstfruit is a general term meaning the first batch of a harvest, and it’s used as a 
picture in many places. Here it refers to a ceremony used to make a lump of dough holy. By taking a 
small piece from the lump of dough, and setting that piece apart as holy, the whole lump is made holy. 
See Numbers 15:17-21.10 
                                                           

10 Johnson, S. L. "A Future for Ethnic Israel IV." SLJ Institute. Web. 1 Jan. 2016. 
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Just as the setting apart (or calling out, or choosing) of the firstfruits of the dough to be holy makes the 
whole lump of dough holy, so the root being made holy causes the whole tree, branches and all, to be 
holy.  
 
What does the root represent? This is the most important question to ask in interpreting chapter 11. By 
Paul’s parallel, the root is the same as the firstfruits. By context, and the following verses, the branches 
(the natural ones anyway) are Israel. Then the lump would be the same. So, what or who would be the 
firstfruits to Israel’s lump, and the root to her branches? The most plausible fit to the context, especially 
considering the start of the subject in chapter 9, is that the firstfruits and root of Israel are the 
patriarchs: Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. This seems to be confirmed by the verse that wraps up this 
passage, verse 28, “Concerning the gospel [Israel are] enemies for your sake, but concerning the election 
they are beloved for the sake of the fathers."11 
 
11:17 And if some of the branches were broken off, and you, being a wild olive tree, were grafted in 
among them, and with them became a partaker of the root and fatness of the olive tree, 
11:18 do not boast against the branches. But if you do boast, remember that you do not support the 
root, but the root supports you. 
 
If the root is Abraham, and the branches, Israel, the olive tree is the promise made to the patriarchs. 
This is true for a number of reasons. For one, this promise is central to these chapters (see 9:5-8). Paul’s 
subject is Israel’s election and future, and this promise is the means by which they were elected in the 
first place. The promise is the source of Israel, as the tree is the source of its natural branches. Also, just 
as God designed the promise to benefit the Gentiles (“all the families of the earth”), God intended the 
olive tree to nourish the wild branches He has now grafted in. 
 
Paul addresses the Gentiles in his audience directly and explains that they were grafted into the olive 
tree so that they might benefit from its nourishment, but it is "Israel's own olive tree." The Gentiles have 
unprecedented access to the promise, the blessing of which is the gospel, but Israel is the natural 
beneficiary of the promise. Recall Romans 1:16, “the gospel is… to the Jew first, and also to the Greek.” 
The Gentiles do not support the root and tree, but the root supports them - the calling out of Abraham 
by the promise made to him, is that which supports the blessing to the Gentiles. So, it would be entirely 
wrong-headed of Gentiles to boast in their current place of privilege at the expense of those who were 
removed from it. 
 

"Boast not against the branches - Do not they do this who despise the Jews? or deny their future 
conversion?"12 

                                                           

11 Johnson, S. L. "A Future for Ethnic Israel IV." SLJ Institute. Web. 1 Jan. 2016. 

12 Wesley, John. Explanatory Notes on the Whole Bible. Notes on Romans 11:18. Bible Hub. web. 1 Jan. 2016. 
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11:19 You will say then, “Branches were broken off that I might be grafted in.” 
11:20 Well said. Because of unbelief they were broken off, and you stand by faith. Do not be haughty, 
but fear. 
11:21 For if God did not spare the natural branches, He may not spare you either.  
11:22 Therefore consider the goodness and severity of God: on those who fell, severity; but toward you, 
goodness, if you continue in His goodness. Otherwise you also will be cut off. 
11:23 And they also, if they do not continue in unbelief, will be grafted in, for God is able to graft them in 
again.  
11:24 For if you were cut out of the olive tree which is wild by nature, and were grafted contrary to 
nature into a cultivated olive tree, how much more will these, who are natural branches, be grafted into 
their own olive tree?  
 
Because of unbelief they were broken off (see the end of chapter 9), and you Gentiles stand by faith. In 
other words, as long as they continue to respond in faith when the gospel is preached to them, they will 
maintain this national access to the promise. Gentiles have no reason at all to boast. As we saw in 
chapter 9, God gives mercy to whom He wills. He is obligated to no one. If even the Jews do not have 
anything to boast in before God, the Gentiles certainly do not.  
 
Remember the “you” in “you also will be cut off,” is referring collectively to the Gentiles. It is impossible 
for an individual to come to genuine faith and be "cut off.” Chapter 8 makes that quite clear. The 
Gentiles as a people, however, if they do not continue to respond in faith will be set aside just as Israel 
has been. (The text implies that this will happen, not just that it could happen.) This is one reason not to 
succumb to nationalistic pride at the expense of the Jews. 
 
11:25 For I do not desire, brethren, that you should be ignorant of this mystery, lest you should be wise in 
your own opinion, that blindness in part has happened to Israel until the fullness of the Gentiles has 
come in. 
11:26 And so all Israel will be saved, as it is written: 
“The Deliverer will come out of Zion, 
And He will turn away ungodliness from Jacob; 
11:27 For this is My covenant with them, 
When I take away their sins.” 
 
The "until" of verse 25, shows clearly that the partial blindness is also a temporary blindness, to be lifted 
at the time when "the fullness of the Gentiles has come in.” Verse 26, then, is the payoff for verses 12, 
15, 23, and 31. The force of all these verses is a change of state. Verse 12 says, "if their failure is riches 
for the Gentiles, how much more their fullness?" It's an argument from lesser to greater, implying that if 
Israel's rejection brings blessing to others, how much greater a blessing will their acceptance bring? The 
implication is that they will be restored. In the same way, verse 15 offers a possibility that is certain to 
be realized. It's as if Paul has been hinting to his audience the possibility of Israel being restored in 
verses, 12, 15, and 23, when he finally comes right out and says it with verse 25: "I don't want you to be 
ignorant, brethren!" He wants his (mostly Gentile) audience to know that the blindness of Israel is only 
there until the full number of Gentiles have come in! He wants them to know this so they won't be 
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prideful, or "wise in their own opinion."  Finally, Paul makes it plain. It isn't some mere possibility he has 
alluded to, but a sovereign certainty! 
 
So, not only is Israel’s rejection not total, but it is also not permanent. There will be a nation-wide 
acceptance of Christ by ethnic Israel. As a nation they will return to the object of the promise, their 
Messiah; and in this, God will restore Israel to its own olive tree. Paul once again turns to Isaiah to 
support his point. Notice how active the verb is (it’s actually more passive in Isaiah): The Deliverer will 
turn away ungodliness from Jacob. Not only has the word of God not failed because of the unbelief of 
the nation, but God Himself will one day restore them to fulfill that word. 
 

"Hardness in part is happened to Israel, till - Israel therefore is neither totally nor finally 
rejected."13 

 
11:28 Concerning the gospel they are enemies for your sake, but concerning the election they are 
beloved for the sake of the fathers.  
11:29 For the gifts and the calling of God are irrevocable.  
11:30 For as you were once disobedient to God, yet have now obtained mercy through their 
disobedience,  
11:31 even so these also have now been disobedient, that through the mercy shown you they also may 
obtain mercy. 
 
In 9:30-33 we saw the moral reason why God set aside the nation of Israel as a whole. Now we have 
seen the “divine plan” reason why. So why has God caused or allowed them to be blind to their 
Messiah? Concerning the gospel, Israel are enemies –they are temporarily outside of God’s program in 
regards to the gospel. For your sake – they have been set aside as a nation so that the gospel can go out 
to the Gentiles, and for the first time since Moses, Gentiles can be saved as Gentiles. But concerning 
election, they are beloved for the sake of the fathers – they are loved (and will yet be restored) because 
they are the elect nation by God’s promise to the patriarchs. The gifts, the election of God, His promises, 
are irrevocable (recall 9:4-5). 
 
This is the ultimate lesson of these three chapters: the gifts and the calling of God are irrevocable. God 
keeps His promises. He will keep His promises to every believer laid out in Romans chapter 8. The proof 
of this, despite Israel’s present condition (chapter 9), is that there is still a remnant (chapter 10), and 
they will be restored (chapter 11).  

                                                           

13 Wesley, John. Explanatory Notes on the Whole Bible. Notes on Romans 11:25. Bible Hub. web. 1 Jan. 2016. 
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11:32 For God has committed them all to disobedience, that He might have mercy on all. 
 
Ultimately, God wanted Israel to bless all the Gentiles, but they were disobedient in unbelief. So, 
knowing all things, God used their disobedience to show mercy on the disobedient Gentiles, so that 
Israel would be jealous, repent, and be restored; finally bringing even greater blessing to the whole 
world through their obedience. That’s why Paul could marvel, “God has committed them all to 
disobedience, that he might have mercy on all.” MacDonald explains this verse well: 
 

“Having found both Jews and Gentiles disobedient, God is pictured as imprisoning them both in 
that condition, so that there would be no way out for them except on His terms.”14 

 
11:33 Oh, the depth of the riches both of the wisdom and knowledge of God! How unsearchable are His 
judgments and His ways past finding out! 
11:34 “For who has known the mind of the Lord? 
Or who has become His counselor?” 
11:35 “Or who has first given to Him 
And it shall be repaid to him?” 
11:36 For of Him and through Him and to Him are all things, to whom be glory forever. Amen. 
 
The ultimate purpose of God in history is to glorify Himself. A part of that purpose of glorification is the 
redemption of all mankind, and He has so worked in history that even the disobedience of all nations, 
including Israel, will ultimately accomplish His purpose - that He might have mercy on all. Marvelously, 
the rebellious free will of all mankind will ultimately accomplish God's sovereign will. He has caused all 
these things, specifically the fall and redemption of Israel, in a way that ultimately, and magnificently 
brings Him glory. 
 
This amazing section of scripture is concluded by a doxology. Really, this is the conclusion to the whole 
book of Romans up to this point. Remember, the burden of Paul is to preach the gospel to both Jews 
and Gentiles (to promote unity), because the gospel reveals the righteousness of God (Romans 1:16-17). 
Paul showed in the climax of chapter 3 how God can remain righteous while granting mercy to sinners. 
Similarly, Paul vindicates God in these three chapters by answering the question, “how has God kept His 
promise to Israel?” Gloriously, Jesus is the answer throughout. How can God be just and the justifier of 
sinners? Because of Jesus and His sacrifice. How has God justly caused Israel to stumble? By placing 
Jesus, the stumbling stone, in their midst. How will God restore Israel? Jesus the deliverer will come out 
of Zion, and turn away ungodliness from Jacob. So then, the righteousness of God is revealed in the 
gospel of Christ – in Jesus and His work.  

                                                           

14 MacDonald, William. Believer's Bible Commentary. Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 1995. 1727 
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The Summary 
 
To answer the question, "How can we trust God's promise to us, when Israel seems to be rejecting the 
gospel? Has God kept His promise to them?" the Holy Spirit through Paul has shown: 
 

A.  (9:6-13) Not all of physical Israel is true Israel (not all are objects of the promise to Israel) 
a. (9:10-13) Israel's lineage won't save them because mercy is given by God and no one 

can lay claim to it 
i. (9:14-16) The mercy of their national election was by grace 

ii. (9:16-18) God, because He is God, has the right to judge 
b. (9:17-22) God can and does righteously use the unrighteousness of men 

i. (9:15) What God says to Moses (a loaded context from Ex 33) 
ii. (9:17-18) The illustration of Pharaoh 

iii. (9:19-24) Potter's vessels 
c. (9:25-29) Proof is in the prophecy 
d. (9:30-10:21) Israel has not attained righteousness because they sought their own 

i. (9:30-33) they stumbled at the stumbling stone (Jesus), whose righteousness 
they need 

ii. (9:30-10:4) that righteousness is attained by faith, not law 
iii. (10:5-13) This principle has always been in the word of God, 

1. (10:14-15) the word demands a preacher because it needs to be heard! 
2. (10:16-18) They have heard, but they have not all obeyed the gospel 

iv. (10:17-20) They were warned they would be provoked by God granting mercy to 
Gentiles 

v. (10:21) God had shown great patience with a disobedient and contrary people, 
but even now... 

B. (11:1-10) They are not totally rejected 
a. (11:1) Paul is proof 
b. (11:2-6) The nation’s present condition is like Elijah's time 

i. (10:3-5) God had a remnant then, and He has one now 
ii. (10:6) The remnant is His doing 

c. (10:7-8) To summarize, Israel has not attained what it seeks, but the elect remnant 
has, and the mass is blinded 

C. (11:11-33) They are not finally rejected 
a. (11:11-24) They were rejected for a (temporary) purpose 

i. (11:11-12) To save Gentiles as Gentiles 
ii. (11:13-15) That they may be provoked to jealousy by 

iii. (11:16-24) Illustration of the Olive Tree. 
b. (11:25) Their blindness will end when that purpose is complete 
c. (11:26-27) All Israel will be saved at a future time 
d. (11:28) Because the gifts and calling of God are irrevocable 
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Revisiting Our Starting Assumptions 
 
The very fact the question was asked, shows that the audience of Romans expects the preeminence of 
ethnic Israel in God’s purpose. So the burden was on Paul to change our understanding of prophecy. Did 
he? On the contrary, our consistently literal (grammatical-historical) hermeneutic — which we hold on 
independent grounds, not addressed here — led to the conclusion that Israel as a nation will be restored 
to prominence in God’s program. 
 
We began this study with the understanding that God’s sovereign control of reality is not limited by, nor 
does it preclude human free will. We submitted without argument, that this is biblical, and 
recommended that if we cannot reconcile the paradox without harming either truth, we should leave it 
as a paradox, and accept it on faith. Did Paul force us to conclude that God’s sovereignty or human free 
will is an illusion? Not at all. We even saw affirmations of both, without a suggestion of contradiction. 
 
In fact, the subject of the passage isn’t even about God’s sovereignty over individuals, but His 
sovereignty over nations. (Romans 9 through 11 is eschatology, not soteriology.) God’s sovereignty on a 
national scale is trivially accepted by even the strongest orthodox Arminian. Since the supposed conflict 
only appears when looking at individuals, the truth is, a strong Calvinist, a strong Arminian, and any 
orthodox Christian in-between, could all accept (perhaps not all of the comments, but) the basic 
interpretation we have presented here. The disagreement over soteriology must be settled by 
philosophy and other scriptures. 

 
The Conclusion 
 
Romans 9 through 11 does not need to be mysterious to the Christian. With prayer and diligent study, 
even this part of God’s word can be understood. Like all interpretation, context is key. Romans 1 
through 8 lays out the Gospel over the theme of God’s righteousness, for Jew and Gentile alike; and in 
light of the condition of God’s special people, this naturally leads to the question about God’s 
trustworthiness. So Paul begins to answer that question in chapter 9, and finishes in chapter 11. The 
biggest error that students of this passage make is isolating chapter 9 from 10 and 11. 
 
When we don’t commit this error, we see that the doctrine of election (as far as individuals go) is not 
found in Romans 9. Election to salvation is alluded to in the vessels of mercy, and later in chapter 11, but 
even here the emphasis is on nations, specifically that “true” Israel. Individual election is Biblical, of 
course, and it’s found elsewhere, including Romans 8, Ephesians 1, 1 Peter, 1 Thessalonians, and John 6, 
to name just a few places. The truths expressed in Romans 9 certainly find application to individuals, but 
as we’ve seen, the chapter is about forests, not trees. 
 
Ironically, the lesson for individuals in Romans 9 is that election won’t save you. In other words, a person 
may be associated outwardly with an elect nation, but it won’t do any good without personal faith in the 
Messiah. Or put another way, national election doesn’t guarantee individual election. 
 



  David Baumgaertel 
A Study of Romans 9-11 

July 4, 2016  

 

  24 

 

In the past, you could point to Israel and say, “they are the people of God.” Of course, not all of them 
were true Israelites, because not all of them had Abraham’s faith (see Romans 4:12). This is what Paul 
says in 9:6-8. But now, consider how to identify the people of God in this age. It’s not by birth, or 
circumcision, or citizenship, but by a profession of faith. The outward sign of the people of God has 
changed from membership in the nation Israel, to a profession of faith in the Messiah. Of course, the 
inward, true identification never changed: faith in the promise of God. So, Paul’s audience is seeing an 
effect of the change from Old to New Testament. Since the vast majority of Israel did not have faith 
(9:32), when the outward sign changed, the visual effect was dramatic. When God placed Jesus in their 
midst, the stumbling stone caused the entire nation to stumble, save the remnant. 
 
To explain all this, Paul had to first express his love for Israel, lest he be branded a traitor. Then he could 
explain something hard to hear: they never deserved their privileged position, it was only because of 
sovereign grace. The election Paul describes is Israel’s national election to a place of privilege, and he 
describes this to prove lineage does not make up for unbelief. In keeping with the theme of Romans, the 
righteousness of God and His mercy on Gentiles, this is all to show that God is justified in (partially, and 
temporarily) rejecting Israel. Chapter 11 shows that God removed them from privileged nation status to 
bring the gospel to the Gentiles, but God has also elected a remnant of Israel and one day, God will 
restore the nation itself to that privileged place. To accomplish the first shift in His program, the setting 
aside of Israel, God changed the outward sign of His people. This dramatically revealed how small the 
remnant was. When the prophecy of Romans 11:26 is fulfilled15, God won't change the outward to 
accommodate Israel, He will change their hearts.  

                                                           

15 For further study, see Zechariah 12, and everywhere in scripture the phrase, "the Day of the Lord" is referred to, 
for how and when Israel's restoration will take place 
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