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How God Relates to Israel

Someone has said: “Things are not always what they seem.”  This is a truism for almost any subject matter.  Unfortunately, this is also true in matters of the Bible.  Instead of the church having a unified understanding of the Scriptures, two people might have two opposing interpretations of a particular text.  We can observe this same problem in Romans 9-11.  For almost 150 years there has existed the controversy over the status of Israel in God’s plan for the universe.  One camp says that Christians are the true Israel; another camp says that Israel and the church are two separate entities.  Romans 9-11 are one of the major texts that are used to prove that the church and Israel are separate.  In order to understand this controversy one must examine several key verses and what they mean in context of the whole scheme of Romans 9-11 and look at how they fit in with the whole book, and then the whole Bible.  Before this is done, let us look at a brief overview of the major covenants of Scripture.


Throughout the Bible one may observe that God’s way of dealing with people was through covenant.   God dealt with the first man, Adam through covenant.  The covenant was simple, obey God by naming animals, keeping the garden, avoiding the tree of knowledge of good and evil, and he would live.  Fruitful multiplication was added when Adam received his wife from the Lord (Genesis 2).  However, we know from a further reading of Scripture that Adam and Eve both sinned by breaking this covenant with God when Satan deceived them (Genesis 3).  After this, God made a “new covenant” with Adam and Eve.  The Lord God stated the covenant in the presence of Adam, Eve and Satan himself.  The covenant is as follows:

14The Lord God said to the serpent, “Because you have done this, Cursed are you more than all cattle, And more than every beast of the field; On your belly you will go, And dust you will eat all the days of your life: 15 And I will put enmity between you and the woman and between your seed and her seed; He shall bruise you on the head, And you shall bruise him on the heel.”







Genesis 3:14-15


Although God was promising judgment to Satan, He was also promising covenant mercy to Adam and Eve in the midst of His righteous judgment.  Although God promised pain to Eve, God also promised that there would be war (enmity) between the seed of Eve and the seed of Satan, and that the Seed of Eve would crush Satan.  Although judgment was being handed down to Satan, this judgment is also a promise that God would keep and it was for Adam and Eve to claim, it was by necessary implication for Adam and Eve, though their heads were not crushed, Adam and Eve were the beneficiaries of this promise because of the promise of a Redeemer.   In verse 21, God showed them a picture of what would happen through this one who would crush Satan.  He would cover their shame through sacrifice.  What a wonderful picture of redemption!  


Each successive covenant after Adam was simply an expansion of the promise of redemption.   With Abraham, it was a promise expanded to his family and his heirs (both biological and adopted heirs.)  With Moses it was a promise expanded to the people of Abraham’s lineage with stipulations of obedience added.  Each of these covenants required faith on the part of the receiver or else God was faithful to punish.   In the Davidic Covenant the redemptive plan was expanded to show a picture of what the situation would look like with the Messiah ruling over them.  Israel would be a nation of nations.  However, though a few in these covenants did have faith, none of the covenants in themselves had the power to save because they were just pictures of the one to come.


After the Davidic Covenant we have the New Covenant. This promise was given before the exile, but would not start to be fulfilled after Christ’s ascension.


“Behold, days are coming,” declares the Lord, “when I will make a new covenant with the house of Israel and with the house of Judah, not like the covenant which I made with their fathers in the day I took them by the hand to bring them out of the land of Egypt, My covenant which they broke, although I was a husband to them,” declares the Lord.  But this is the covenant which I will make with the house of Israel after those days,” declares the Lord, “ I will put My law within them and on their heart I will write it; and I will be their God, and they shall be my people.”  


Each time God was doing a “new” thing it was not new but rather it was a renewal of the same covenant that God made with Adam and Eve, and it has always been redemptive to His glory.  In other words, God did not change how He works.  The last covenant stated was a promise to regenerate hearts, unlike all of the other covenants.  God did save people throughout the Old Testament, but the New Covenant would be something all together glorious.  However, the New Covenant was made to Israel, but the church benefits from it.  How is it that the church benefits from a covenant that was made to Israel, unless either the church is the new Israel, or God has failed in keeping His promises to keep his covenant that he made with Israel?  This was the argument that Paul dealt with in Romans 9 and explains this theological crisis through chapter 11.  As stated earlier we will examine this theological crises through analysis of the key verses concerning this issue and look at how they fit in with the whole book of Romans, and even the Bible.  In doing this we will see that:  Romans 9-11 supports a view of God’s saving activity among Jews and Gentiles by showing how God has brought together both Jews and Gentiles in Christ as one people for himself and not two separated entities with two separate purposes.  
Discussion of Romans 9

We begin by examining Romans 9:1-5.  It can be seen here that Paul is grieved over the lost state over the people of Israel, and even goes so far as to wish himself accursed for their sake.  This shows Paul’s intense love for his kinsman and that he had not betrayed them.  John Calvin states “He (Paul) could not have expressed a greater ardor of love than by what he testifies here; for that is surely perfect love which refuses not to die for the salvation of a friend” (Calvin 335).  Paul is not at all anti-Semitic and is very pro-Semitic and wants his fellow Jews saved.  Paul goes on to list the blessings that belonged to Israel.  These blessings are 1) the adoption as sons, 2) the glory, 3) the covenants, and 3) the giving of the Law and 4) the temple service, 5) the promises, 6) the fathers (Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob) 7) the human ancestry of Christ is traced from the Jews. It is not worthy to say that Jews had seven blessings upon them.  However rich these blessings are, the Jews as a whole had rejected Christ, the final and greatest blessing, which they cursed.  There is obviously some importance in being a Jew, because Paul states this earlier in Romans 3:1-3, and this topic is expanded upon here.  The possible failure of God is in verse 6.  The results of this crisis are clear.  One, if God failed, He could not be trusted, or two, if Christ was not Messiah, then the Christian faith is in vain.  Paul goes on to explain this problem in the next seven verses of the chapter.

 “6But it is not as though the word of God has failed.  For they are not all Israel who are descended from Israel; 7nor are they all children because they are Abraham’s descendants, but: through Isaac your descendants will be named. 8 That is, it is not the children of the flesh who are children of God, but the children of the promise are regarded as descendants.  For this is the word of promise, ‘At this time I will come and Sarah will have a son.’”


Romans 9:6-9


Paul demonstrates for us very clearly that God did not fail.  By his statements Paul makes it clear that just because someone has Jacob or Abraham’s blood flowing through their veins, or being a child of the flesh, does not mean that they are promised salvation.  To amplify the statement, just because they are descended from the people who received the covenant does not mean that all the Jews are partakers of the covenant.  “But when he says, that all who are of Israel are not Israelites and that all who are of the seed of Abraham are not children, it is a kind of change in the meaning of the words, (paronomasia); for in the first clause he includes the whole, race, the second he refers only to true sons, who were not become degenerated” (Calvin 345).  Keith Mathison tells us that in the Old Testament all who were Israel were descended from Israel and tells us that the true Israel of the Old Testament were people like Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, Sarah, Deborah and Hannah, David and Joash, Isaiah and Daniel (Mathison 39).  In other words, of those of Abraham’s line, only the believers were true Israel being a child of the promise.  The author of Hebrews tells us the reason why Israel did not go in because of unbelief (Hebrews 3:19).  If Israel did not believe God, they did not receive the covenant blessings.  In other words, they were cut off and that is exactly what happened.  In the Old Testament the phrase “cut off from his people” always carried the implication of not being part of Israel after subsequent cutting off.  This is the way in which Paul means not all who are of Israel are Israel.  They are covenant breakers.  Paul makes the point by showing us that it was through Isaac the offspring would be named.  Ishmael did not receive all of God’s promises to Abraham but God promised that it would be the son of Sarah who would be the heir, not the son of Hagar.  It was only the ones that God promised could inherit God’s promises.  However, just because the Jews are descendants of the promised one according to the flesh does not mean that they will be saved.  Ishmael was Abram’s offspring, but that did not make him a child of the promise, because God did not promise him as a child or make covenant promises to him.  Many after Isaac and Jacob were descended from them, but physical lineage does not save them.  (Macarthur 22-23).  In verse 8 Paul applies this title of “children of the promise” to certain people who are in Israel.  Isaac was a child of the promise Ishmael was not.  So we must understand from this that in ethnic Israel some are like, Isaac, and some are like Ishmael.  Now the question to be asked is how and why is this so?

“10 And not only this, but there was Rebekah also, when she had conceived twins by one man, our father Isaac; 11 for though the twins were not yet born and had not yet done anything good or bad, so that God’s purpose according to His choice would stand, not because of works but because of Him who calls, 12 it was said to her, “The older will serve the younger” 13 Just as it is written, “Jacob I loved, but Esau I hated.” 

Romans 9:10-13


Paul here answers the question of why and how.  Isaac was chosen because God promised that the promised child would come through Sarah and no other person.  Jacob was chosen because God decreed that the older would serve the younger according to HIS choice.  Now, God did not leave things up to mere “possibility” or “chance.”  Since God has done this thing according to his providence, we can see that His will overcomes, and His will does not leave things to happenstance.   The text even tells us that God loved Jacob over Esau by saying, “Jacob I loved, but Esau I hated.”  “Unconditionally and completely apart from any consideration of human merit, God elects those who will become His heirs of promise” (Macarthur 26).  These words succinctly state the way God has done things.  And since God is right in all that He does, He would have this choice be no other way.    Calvin also concludes “It is hence clear, that the fulfillment of the promise does not take place in all the children of the flesh indiscriminately” (Calvin 347).  Scripture completely supports this because again we see from a simple reading of the text that God did all of these things because of Himself.  No good works on the part of any of the individuals, just the sheer pleasure of God to do as He wishes.

14 What shall we say then? There is no injustice in God is there?  May it never be!  15 For He says to Moses, “I will have mercy on whom I have mercy and I will have compassion on whom I have compassion.”  16 So then it does not depend on the man who wills or the man who runs, but on God who has mercy.  17 For the Scripture says to Pharaoh, “For this very purpose I raised you up, to demonstrate My power in you, and that My name might be proclaimed through out the whole earth.”  18 So then He has mercy on whom He desires, and He hardens whom He desires.

Romans 9:14-18


In this paragraph we begin to see the universal implications of election and how they are not limited to Israel.  First we begin to see the universal implications in the question that Paul brings up of injustice in God.  The reaction would have come from both Jew and Gentile.  The reason this happens is human wisdom gets in the way especially in democratic societies where all are equal before the law (Macarthur 30).  Imperial Rome was not a democratic society, but Greco-Roman thought had an emphasis on man’s goodness and potential, so if a person was good, they could work to better themselves.  The Jew on the other hand (at least with the Pharisees) believed that their righteousness was good enough to save them though it was not.  In both cases, this would have offended the Jew and the Greco-Roman thinker because both of their systems of thought are inherently man-centered.  In fact, this is another proof that God was not merely talking about nations, but individuals.  If Paul were talking about nations and only nations, then why would Paul have thought of this human reaction to the doctrine?  It stands to reason that our fleshly minds are instantly disturbed with numberless questions when confronted with God’s wisdom on the matter (Calvin 353).  


The second proof of universal implication is in Paul’s use of the God’s words to Moses and his words to Pharaoh and the words he concludes with. First, Paul states that God told Moses that he would have mercy on whom he would have mercy and have compassion on whom he would have compassion.  God uttered these words shortly after the Israelites committed idolatry at Mount Sinai.  The Lord commanded about 3000 Israelites be put to death because of the sin.  God would have been totally right in condemning all the people who participated in the sin.  God sovereignly chose to kill only 3,000 Israelites as a warning to others and to preserve the nation (Macarthur 32).  Macarthur also tells us that God’s sparing of the people was “purely reflective of His mercy and grace.  He had the absolute right to condemn or to save as He divinely saw fight.  “God’s sovereignty and His grace not only are compatible but inseparable” (Macarthur 32).   From this we understand that it is God who initiates mercy to the sinner, and not man’s choice or effort.  

Second, Paul’s first conclusion tells us that his choosing is not dependent upon man’s desire, or effort, but that it depends upon God alone to become a child of the promise.  Then, Paul draws a second conclusion from this first conclusion based on Pharaoh stating God’s purpose for raising him to power.  That purpose was unequivocally to have God’s power and name proclaimed through out the earth.  The language is very precise in the use of the word very.  It has at its root ver-, which is used in the word veracity, or verify, which implies God’s true purpose for Pharaoh, and that was to be brought down by God’s plagues and drowned in the Red Sea to show God’s power.  Macarthur’s explanation of what “raised you up” means in the Greek is very helpful at this juncture:

“Exegeiro carries the idea of bringing forward or lifting up and was used of the rise of historical figures to positions of prominence”(Macarthur 34).  Vines Expository Dictionary (918) concurs with Macarthur on this word by simply telling us the second definition that it used as “the raising of a person to a public position.”  What we may rightly conclude then is that God raised Pharaoh to kingship in order to demonstrate God’s far superior divine power and authority, resulting in glory to His name throughout the whole earth.  This would also tell us that Pharaoh would not be saved by God’s hardening Him.  From all of what we have seen so far we can see how God operates in terms of people being children of promise.  We see from Paul’s explanation how this works not just in Israel, but outside of Israel in a negative way concerning Pharaoh.  “So then He has mercy on whom He desires and He hardens whom He desires” is the apostle’s statement in verse 18 to sum up what he has said.  We can tell thus far that God was not hardening nations, but individuals.  We can tell thus far concerning ethnic Israel how He saves people, by HIS choice.  We can tell how God operates with His enemies; He hardens them to glorify His name. We must ask the text does God operate like this with all people or just Israel?   The following verses answer this question.

19 You will say to me then, “Why does He still find fault?  For who resists His will?”  20 On the contrary, who are you, O man, who answers back to God?  The thing molded will not say to the molder, “Why did you make me like this, will it?  21 Or does not the potter have a right over the clay, to make from one vessel for honorable use and another for common use?  22 What if God although willing to demonstrate His wrath and to make His power known, endured with much patience vessels of wrath prepared for destruction?  23 And He did so to make known the riches of His glory, 24 even us, whom He also called, not from among Jews only, but also from among Gentiles.  25 As He says also in Hosea, “I will call those who were not my people, ‘My people,’ and her who was not beloved, ‘beloved’” 26 And it shall be that in the place here it was said to them, ‘You are not My people,’ there they shall be called sons of the living God.”

Paul anticipates another philosophic objection to election. The question is stated in the quoted verses.  When this happens it is a challenge to God’s holy and righteous nature and His name is blasphemed by charging Him with sin.   Macarthur identifies this problem as trying to shirk human responsibility.  He goes further and says “it is blasphemous even to question, not to mention deny, God’s right to hold men accountable when they are captives to His sovereign will” (Macarthur 37).  People who ask such questions are not truth seekers but they obviously are seeking a way to justify themselves by excusing unbelief, sin, rebellion and ignorance (Macarthur 38).  Paul properly counters it with responding to the disputers “right” to dispute God.  Think of it this way: Our attempt to dispute with God is like attempting to attack a Panzer tank with a toothpick.   The Panzer is more complicated and more powerful than the toothpick, it is heavier and has more strength and the man behind the wheel is obviously intelligent enough to be in the tank and will surely win the fight.  This is simply to say that God is infinitely more intelligent than we are and if He decrees certain people to destruction in His sovereign plan, so be it!  He is God.  It is like the clay telling the potter for what purpose he is to make the pot.  It is foolish to think that we can tell God what to make us.  Lets move on to verses 21-22 and analyze the questions that Paul presents concerning the potter and God.

Just as the potter has the right to make the clay into whatever he wants, so God has the right to make from the lump of the human race people for destruction and people for glory.  Paul shows this by asking two questions.  The lump in verse twenty-one refers to the lump of humanity, which came from Adam.  Now God is obviously the Creator of the lump and can form it as he wishes as does the potter.  The reason why the potter does as he does is because he has the right that justly belongs to him (Calvin 366).  How much more does GOD have rights than the potter?  Calvin goes on to explain that Paul “...intends not to claim for God any arbitrary power but what ought to be justly ascribed to Him (Calvin 366).  God is the highest ranking, most wise and wonderful being in the universe, why should we not want God deciding these things?  He is truly wiser than us. Paul gives us this interesting note; man is not “debilitated” any more than would naturally happen.  “As the potter takes nothing away from the clay, whatever form he may give it; so God takes nothing from man, in whatever condition he may create him (Calvin 366).  This would further support that man would not have chosen God because naturally man is sinful and wants nothing to do with God.  A few words on the elect to destruction, God does not simply gift most sinners with destruction, and a few with eternal life.  The way God works with the unsaved is simply a matter of a worker getting his wages.  Romans 6:23 tells us:  “For the wages of sin is death...” Look at the word wage.  What does it imply?  It implies a relationship of straight justice (Wilson 66).  A worker works for 8 hours a day at 7 dollars an hour.  The man gets what he works for.  So it is with the whole race, we deserve damnation and God would have been totally right to let us live on earth and then go to hell after death.  Just as it is the natural order of men to work for money, so it is for man to work the work of sin and earn death.  “...But the gift of God is eternal life through Jesus Christ our Lord.” (Romans 6:23 b) This is unearned, unmerited and is given to certain workers of sin as a gift because of the death of Jesus.  So, the same way the potter can make something for one purpose and something for another purpose, so God has the right to make from the same lump, people who are going to destruction, and from that same group save some people for glory.  

Paul continues in verse 22-24 to press the issue by asking a second question.  “What if God, although willing to demonstrate his wrath and make his power known, endured with much patience vessels of wrath prepared for destruction?”  The text tells us that God was willing to pour out his wrath and make His power known, but restrained it for a particular purpose.  The question is supposed to make us think that what if God did this (we know from the text that he did) then: “Who can charge him with unrighteousness, or arraign him?”  For here appears nothing but the most perfect of justice” (Calvin 367).  God is totally just for doing this and we cannot arraign him for it because he is God and he determines what is good. 

The question implies that there are vessels of wrath prepared for destruction.  Prepared implies that there is some advance work done on something to make it a certain way before it becomes evident or is presented.  So we must conclude, that God made some men this way and it is for the purpose of making them examples of displeasure (Calvin 368).  From this preparation we must conclude that certain ones were made to be this way.  Also it is to be understood that God did not immediately destroy these people but endured them to make His power known (Calvin 368).

God prepared these said vessels of wrath to make known the riches of His glory to his vessels of mercy.  The argument is contained in verse 23.  “And He did so to make known the riches of His glory upon vessels of mercy, which He prepared beforehand for glory...” This is the purpose of God’s patience with unrepentant sinners to glorify His name among His people.  “It is the second reason which manifests the glory of God in the destruction of the reprobate, because the greatness of divine mercy towards the elect is hereby more clearly made known; for how do the differ from them except that they are delivered by the Lord from the same gulf of destruction? And this by no merit of their own but through His gratuitous kindness” (Calvin 369).  How could we really see the mercy of God if He did not display His justice?  The glories of the world to come will be seen in a far greater way because of the lake of fire. 

At this point the question must be raised: “Did God do all of this just for and to the Jews?”  We find this answer in verse 24 the extent and effect of the God’s election.  “...even us, whom He also called, not from among Jews only, but also from among Gentiles.”  In fact this is the last part of the sentence in verse 23, which proves the extent of election, and it cannot be separated from the rest of the verse.  The “even us” tells us that Paul saw a unity between Jews and Gentiles in Christ.  Also the phrase“...not from among Jews only, but also from among the Gentiles” shows us that the election of God is to people, and individuals, NOT nations.  And because of this we must understand that God did not favor His creatures because of anything good within themselves.  “God makes no distinctions based on race, ethnic background, nationality, intelligence, or even moral or religious merit.  He distinguishes only between those whom He has chosen and those whom He has not” (Macarthur 41).  The Bible even identifies faith as the gift of God (Ephesians 2:8-9). So we cannot say that we muster up our own belief or else that would require goodness on our part.  God requires faith of those who would be saved, so we must not try to shirk responsibility.  We must also understand that faith is a gift of God and that he distributes it has he sees fit.  These truths that have been presented in the first part of this paper are not intended to upset the reader, but rather to make us thankful that He has chosen us, who apart from grace would remain lost.

Gentiles are part of the blessed people of God.  In other words, since God calls them “My people” in verse 25, this necessarily makes them sons of Abraham by faith, which necessarily makes them Jews without all of the Jewish entangling (i.e. circumcision, ceremonial law etc).  Paul cites Hosea as a witness to this fact.  Hosea lived during the time when the kingdom of Israel was about to crumble because of God’s judgment.  Hosea’s words were spoken to Israel.  Calvin goes on to refer to OT prophecies that concerned God’s vengeance which included mentioning of the kingdom of Christ, including both Jews and Gentiles (Calvin 372).  (See Isaiah 49-50, Jeremiah 22-23 for examples of this.)  “As He says...” referring to God, connects the thought of verses 23-24 to verse 25 when he begins to quote Hosea.  “He (Paul) proves now that the calling of the Gentiles not to have been deemed a new thing, as it had long before been testified by the prediction of the prophet (Calvin 371).”  Because of this and verse twenty six, we must understand that God intended one people for Himself, not two.
In verse 27-29 Paul cites Isaiah to explain what will happen to Israel.  The majority of fleshly Israel is cut off and.  “...It is the remnant that will be saved...” This tells us that from though Israel will have many descendants, not all of it will be saved because God will execute judgment thoroughly and quickly.  In verse 29 Paul quotes Isaiah tells us that if God did not set aside some people as a remnant, Israel would cease to exist.  All of this happens because of God’s election of grace.

In verses 30-33 Paul “concludes” his discussion of Israel by comparing what happened to each of them.  God called the Gentiles because they were not pursuing righteousness, and were made righteous by God, while the Jews relentlessly pursued righteousness by keeping the law and did not receive righteousness.  Paul points out that the Gentiles relied upon Christ, while the Jews relied upon their own righteousness and merit to save them.  The faith upon which the Gentiles relied was a gift of God (Calvin 377).  The Jews attempted to work on what could not be earned.  Paul sums up the discussion by citing Isaiah.  Isaiah pointed out that Christ was a Rock of offense (implying that the Jews would be offended by Him) but that whoever trusted Him would not be ashamed.  It is true for all people, Jew and Gentile that if they trust in Christ, they will not be ashamed.

Discussion of Romans Chapter 10


Paul continues in his discussion of Israel by restating his love for Israel, telling about Israel’s zeal for God without knowledge, and the results thereof.  We begin in verses 1-4.

“1 Brethren, my heart’s desire and my prayer to God for them is for their salvation.  2 For I testify about them that have a zeal for God, but not in accordance with knowledge.  3 For not knowing about God’s righteousness and seeking to establish their own, they did not subject themselves to the righteousness of God.  4 For Christ is the end of the law for righteousness to everyone who believes.”  

Romans 10:1-4


Paul wants the Jews to be saved in a passionate heartfelt manner.  Paul’s belief in God’s sovereignty as he taught it did not destroy his passion for his lost Jewish brothers.  Paul tells us that their lack of knowledge is what has caused them to stumble.  The entire Jewish race is like the child raised in a religious environment all his life, but never meets Jesus as Lord and Savior and when presented with the truth act like they already have it.  In verse two Paul credits the Jews with having a zeal for God.  This came off as compassion for the Jew rather than hatred (Calvin 382).  This zeal that the Jews had was not governed by knowledge of the truth.  From this we may understand that no matter how sincere a person is it is not sincerity that saves, but it is Christ.  


The results of the Jewish misguided intentions put them in a very bad spot.  They were seeking a righteousness of their own.  God had warned them about this in Isaiah thousands of years earlier.  “For all of us have become like one who is unclean, and all of our righteous deeds are like a filthy garment; and all of us wither like a leaf, and our iniquities, like the wind, take us away.”  The context of this verse is in the midst of a confession prayed by Isaiah concerning Judah.  Judah had become a vile society, full of crime, oppression, idol worship and false, hypocritical worship of God.  In fact, God warned them about honoring him with words but the hearts being far away.  Jesus warned them about the same thing.  The Jews in ignorance reduced the Jewish religion to a system of works righteousness, which belittled God’s high standards, and swept their hearts far from God and far up concerning themselves and their own righteousness.  What can be told is that the Jews should have subjected themselves to the righteousness God provided for them.  The reason why they Jews should have is found in verse 4.  Christ is the reason.  He is the “end of the law.”  Now this does not mean that Christ ended the law in the sense of abolishment because He tells us in Matthew 5:17-20 these truths:

17 “ Do not think that I have come to abolish the Law or the Prophets; I did not come to abolish but to fulfill. 18 For truly I say to you, until heaven and earth pass away, not the smallest letter or stroke shall pass from the Law until all is accomplished.  19 Whoever then annuls one of the least of these commandments, and teachers others to do the same, shall be called least in the kingdom of heaven; but whoever practices and teaches them, he shall be called great in the kingdom of heaven.

20 For I say to you unless you righteousness surpasses that of the scribes and Pharisees, you will not enter the kingdom of heaven.”


Clearly the Law is still the standard of God.  We can tell two important things from empirical observation.  1) Whatever a person believes about the end times, heaven and earth are not passed away, 2) all things are not accomplished.  Heaven and earth are not passed away, because Christ has not come and set up the new order of things on earth. The empirical observations are as follows.  People still die, God does not dwell with His people on earth, animals still fight and kill each other and humans, weeping mourning and other effects of sin are rampant on earth.  The list goes on and on.   The exegetical observations are these 1) Jesus specifically states that He DID NOT come to abolish the Law (v.17) 2) Jesus says that those who practices and teaches people to follow the Law will be called great in God’s kingdom (implying reward).  3) The one who neglected to teach one of the commands was called least in the kingdom and 4) Our righteousness must surpass the Pharisees meaning that we must hold the Law high and not tradition, because exalting tradition to Law belittles Law, and this is what the Pharisees did.   Also whatever a person believes about Christ accomplishing his work whether you are premillenial, amillenial, or postmillenial it is not finished yet.  For the premillenial, the rapture has not occurred yet, and Christ has not yet set up the kingdom.  For the postmillenial Christ has set up his kingdom, but not all things are yet subject to him because the Gospel has not been preached through the whole world.  For the amillenial, it is simply not the fullness of times yet.  What all of this has to do with Law is in verse 18, heaven and earth have not passed away so we can immediately tell from Scripture that the Law is not abolished.  Someone may ask, what about Paul’s statements about the law in his letters?  Paul was talking about a person’s relationship to the law.  If one was going to use it as way to a relationship with God then it was wrong.  But even Paul uses the Law as God’s standard through his letters.  Some examples are Romans 13:9-21, I Corinthians 5:1-5, Galatians 5:19-21, Ephesians 6:1-2.  These references either make direct or indirect reference to the Law as a standard of righteousness.  With careful observation, Paul was showing us that the Law, could not save, only Christ could.  But He still held believers to that standard of Law as the way of living for God.  Paul demonstrated many times that if people would seek the Law as a way of salvation, then, they were under the Law in the sense of being condemned by it.  If someone sought after Christ alone, by faith alone, then they were freed from the Law’s condemnation, because Christ took it.


The righteousness refers to a heart attitude toward God and the Law.  Immediately after that, Jesus was not ridding us of the Law, but was doing careful exegesis of it.  In Matthew 5:21-48 each case He took was a matter of the heart.  One’s obedience to the Law of God had to flow from inside of them (which would have extended from a love for God which is by regeneration and faith) in order to be acceptable and pleasing to God.  The Pharisees on the other hand, had ulterior motives for their righteousness and was thereby inferior to the Law because it reduced it to a system of rules and works that “earned” God’s favor.  It was both internal and external obedience that pleased God, not one or the other.  Jesus’ discourse Matthew 5:21-48 tells us that it was internal obedience and external obedience that mattered.  The meaning of Romans 9:4, therefore, is that Christ is the end to which the Law served.  The Law is our tutor in Galatians, but not our Savior.  A tutor’s “end” is to prepare the child for life through education.  The Law’s end is to lead us to Christ, but the Law is not set-aside after that, it is still used to help us see what does and does not please God as Christians.  If we love Him we will keep His commandments.


However, these commands are not an end unto themselves, and in the next 8 verses Paul demonstrates from the Old Testament the futility of pursuing righteousness by works.  For this purpose he quotes Deuteronomy 30:12 and tells the Romans using this verse by basically saying that in order to achieve righteousness by law one would have to do the works of Christ all over again.  “Do not say in your heart ‘who will ascend into heaven?”...” We are told by Paul would be the equivalent of causing the Incarnation to happen all over again.   It is told to us in the following phrase “that is to bring Christ down...” It works this way.  God brought the Law down to the Israelites, so they knew what He required of them, and so they would not have to go up to heaven and get it.  This is the same way with Christ; He came down to show us what God required.  So in essence, the legalist would have to do the same thing if he were to be consistent.  The legalist would also have to complete the task, and perform the Resurrection as well, demonstrated by Paul’s question… or ‘Who will descend into the abyss?’ (That is to bring Christ up from the dead).”  So to reduce it to its basic level, we would have to do everything that Christ did, perfect ourselves in order to obtain righteousness by Law, because we are a depraved people and need Christ’s life changing work.  Calvin demonstrates this in the following quote:  
“Moses shows, that the way to life was made plain: for the will of God was placed before there eyes.  If he had spoken of the law only, his reasoning would have been frivolous, since the law of God being set before their eyes only, it was not easier to do it, that if it was afar off.  He then means not the law only, but generally the whole of God’s truth, which includes in it the gospel:  for the word of the law by itself is never in our heart, no, not the least syllable of it, until it is implanted in us by the faith of the gospel (Calvin 388).

It is therefore futile to think that since Christ was Incarnated died and raised up from the grave that we should seek anything further than that all sufficient foundation for people to be saved.  Paul’s words are words of application when he makes his statement of confess, believe and be saved.  It is at this point that we must understand Romans 10:9-10 not to mean some mere thing to be quoted at the evangelistic meeting to foster people to come forward, or that merely confessing Jesus as Lord will save a person.  The text tells us, that the whole process of believing takes place in the heart.  It is at this point that we understand that salvation is no mere decision.  If a person is presented with the gospel, and rejects it one cannot say you “will not” believe.  Why?  For the simple fact that if something seems nonsensical to someone it will not be believed.  In other words, if the mind rejects something, the heart cannot believe it.  Now if someone is presented with the gospel and it makes sense to him or her and his or her mind accepts it, then the heart will follow.  Belief is involuntary! It does not depend upon a working upon the heart but a working upon the mind. The heart follows after the mind.  It follows as a result of hearing facts.  However, this is only possible after the Holy Spirit has freed the person’s heart to do this, which is no less than a John 3 Spirit-wrought, new birth, which happens before faith.  This invalidates the autonomous free-will idea of the human heart that the heart must excite the will to believe, and only comes by the Holy Spirit.


Not many more words will be spent on vv.  14-17.  Most of it deals with the need for the Jews to hear the Gospel, which has application for all of the nations.  All must hear the gospel.  These verses affirm evangelism in light of election.  It tells us the God operates through the means of a preacher when He gives His gospel to people.  The final verses of 18-21 deal with Israel’s reaction to the gospel how God has decided to make the nation jealous with the Gentiles, (those who did not seek me found me) and how God offered himself to Israel all day long.  These verses all tie back in with Romans 9:25-33.  And show us how God gave himself to those who did not pursue righteousness like the Jews did.  Let us move on to see Paul’s amplification of God’s relationship to Israel.

Discussion of Romans 11


Romans chapter 11 is one of the more controversial passages of Romans.  It has been used as a proof text for Israel’s future national ethnic restoration.  However, as we examine the chapter we will see that the evidence for future restoration is not quite so clear.  

“1I say then, God has not rejected his people, has He?  May it never be!  For I too am an Israelite, a descendant of Abraham, of the tribe of Benjamin.  2 God has not rejected His people whom He foreknew.  Or do you not know what the Scripture says in the passage about Elijah, how he pleads with God against Israel?  3 “Lord, they have killed your prophets, they have torn down Your altars, and I alone am left, and they are seeking my life.”  4 But what is the divine response to him?  “I have kept for myself seven thousand men who have not bowed the knee to Baal.”  5 In the same way then, there has also come to be at the present time a remnant according to God’s gracious choice.  6 But if it is by grace, it is no longer on the basis of works, otherwise grace is no longer grace.”

Romans 11:1-6  

This begins the discussion of the Israelite situation with a question and an answer.  If we could boil down Paul’s first two sentences into propositions they would look like this:

God has not stopped His saving work in Israel because I am an example of this.

God has not rejected the people He foreknew.

If we are to understand anything from these propositions, we should realize this: 1) Paul does not call upon some “future restoration” as his hope for Israel, rather he points to himself as an example of God’s saving work among the Jews, and implies that Jesus Christ is the hope of Israel.  2) The people God foreknew refer back to those people who were foreknown, predestined, called, justified, glorified people in Romans 8:29-30.  In other words, what Paul is saying is that God has not rejected the Israelites whom He elected for salvation.  Macarthur supports this rendering of “foreknew” showing us from the Greek word proginosko that it does not simply mean to be aware of something before hand but to determine that it will come to pass (MacArthur 99).  He goes on to explain that “In Scripture, “to know” often carries the idea of intimacy, such as that of a husband and wife, an intimacy characterized by devotion and love...is frequently used of His intimate, loving relationship with all those He called to Himself “before the foundation of the world” (Eph. 1:4).  (Macarthur 99).  We can understand this from to angles 1) God has not rejected the people that He loved intimately.  2) God has not rejected the people He elected for salvation.  However, these two are really one, because it is only the people He has intimately loved that are elected for salvation.  This applies to both people in ethnic Israel who are saved, and the Gentiles who come into the people of God.  Now that we have cleared up verses 1-2a let us move on to the next set of verses.

In verse 2b-4 Paul how the election of grace worked in Israel by asking a illustrating it from passage in 1st Kings 19:10.  The gist of it is that the Israel’s leaders the Queen Jezebel and King Ahab had rooted out the Orthodox Judaism of the day and installed Baal as the god of the nation.  The ‘new’ government was killing all who were associated with the LORD.  Elijah having faced the prophets of Baal and won a great victory was now a man with a death warrant.  Being that he was then only one representing God at Mount Caramel, and that the pagan government had killed many prophets and destroyed God’s altars probably made him think he was the only one left.  God makes it clear in verses 3-4 that Elijah was not the only believer left, and in fact there were 7000 like-minded fellows that God had set aside for Himself.  It sounds like God had an active role in these men’s salvation so that they would remain faithful.   Paul affirms this in verse v5 and Calvin rightly concurs with Paul when he says: “Nor does he simply speak of grace, but he also calls our attention to election, that we may learn reverently to rely on the hidden purpose of God”(Calvin 414).  We see that election is according to God’s gracious choice and in verse 6 we see that grace over throws works the way to God.  Since God has established the “system” of grace, it cannot be overthrown even when people reject in there own lives and set up works as their salvation.  If then, it is God’s predetermined choice who is saved, and who will go to perdition and it is proven by these texts, then what is all of the fuss about with this Calvinism verses Arminianism debate.  Calvin, who has been oft quoted even, has a few words about the future Arminians.  “...What answer can be given to Paul by those infatuated persons, (phrenetici---insane,) who make the cause of election to that worthiness in us which God has foreseen?  For whether you introduce works future or past, this declaration of Paul opposes you; for he says, that grace leaves nothing for works”(Calvin 414).  The reason why I apply this to Arminians is the theory of election that Arminians hold contradicts Paul’s words here.  To say that divine election is based upon God’s foreknowledge of our future faith is to say that God bases His election on something good that we did.  It reduces faith and salvation to a work in the final analysis and thus destroys the gospel.  Let us throw away this foolish philosophy for divine meat from God’s holy Word!  To put it simply...if one earns it, it is not grace.  It is justice and according to the Bible the only thing we obtain or merit is Hell.  It is only Christ’s works that save a man and the mercy that He gives to the ones He has chosen.

7 What then?  What Israel is seeking, it has not obtained, but those who were chosen obtained it, and the rest were hardened; 8 just as it is written, “God gave them a spirit of stupor, eyes to see not and ears to hear not, down to this very day.”  9 And David says,  “Let their table become a snare and a trap, and a stumbling block and a retribution to them.  10 Let their eyes be darkened to see not, and bend their backs forever.”

Romans 11:7-10


Paul here demonstrates the effect God’s election had upon Israel.  In the first phrase he has two kinds of Israel.  Paul states very specifically that Israel did not obtain what it was seeking (that is righteousness).  After he states this, he splits Israel into two groups, the chosen and the hardened.  The chosen obtained what they were looking for.  As a result of election, they sought God by faith.  “...But those whom God had chosen for Himself did seek His righteousness and graciously obtained it” (Macarthur 102).  Everyone else who refused to see truth was hardened.  David is citied in his cursing of the wicked praying that God would fulfill His justice upon His and David’s enemies.  God is obviously the one doing the hardening and it is because He wanted to fulfill His justice because of the people’s ongoing sinful rejection of God’s truth.  We must understand that there is great mystery in Scripture between the coexistence of God’s sovereign preordination and man’s personal accountability and must therefore not forget that God’s hardening is never separate from man’s hardening his own heart (Macarthur 103).  To quote Calvin from another place:  “How could God foresee that which could not come to be?”  In other words how could God foresee faith, goodness in a creature other than that God should intervene.  And man left to him will fail horribly and right into the jaws of hell.  

11 I say then, they did not stumble so as to fall, did they?  May it never be!  But by their transgression salvation has come to the Gentiles, to make them jealous.  12 Now if their transgression is riches for the world and their failure is riches for the Gentiles, how much more will their fulfillment be!  13 But I am speaking to you who are Gentiles.  Inasmuch then as I am an apostle of Gentiles, I magnify my ministry, 14 if somehow I might move to jealousy my fellow countrymen and save some of them.  15 For if their rejection is the reconciliation of the world, what will their acceptance be but life from the dead? 16 If the first piece of dough is holy, the lump is also; and if the root is holy, the branches are too.”

Romans 11:11-16


Paul explains the fall of the Jews from the kingdom privileges.  Most Jews had rejected Christ, so that perversity reigned among them and had given themselves to the insanity of sin so that few of them were sane in there thinking.  The question to be rightly asked is if the nation had so stumbled that they had not hope of salvation, and such a question is absurd in the mind of the Apostle.  Calvin affirms with Paul: They then, who perversely stumbled at Christ, fell and fell into destruction; yet the nation itself had not fallen, so that he who is a Jew must necessarily perish or be alienated from God” (Calvin 421).  The context of this discussion however, is not a future promise of Israel to be restored nationally.  The context of the discussion is Paul asking the question if Israel was thrown out with reference to salvation, and Paul answers no and tells them that he was an example of this truth (Robertson 172).  Verse 11 tells us that it is dealing with Israel’s condition in the present age and not the future.  Paul is telling his readers that God is not finished saving Israel.  It is no more and no less than this.  The future is not even spoken of in this paragraph, so again we shoot the dispensational view of the Jews with textual evidence and careful exegesis.  


Verses 12-15 speak of what happened after the rejection Israel’s Christ.  Christ was taken to the Gentiles, and the Jews are provoked to jealousy and return to her Christ in faith and the world is blessed in a greater way because of the Jews.  Robertson tells us that this cycle can be seen happening in the present age.  “In context...(Robertson informs us)...Paul compares the experience of Israel to the experience of the Gentiles.  According to verse 30, Gentiles were once disobedient, but now have received mercy.  In the same manner, Israel is now found disobedient, that they may also now receive mercy.  For both Gentiles and Jews, the full cycle of movement from a state of disobedience to a state of mercy occurs in the present age.”  Since the context of the whole chapter of Romans 11 warrants this, we have not other option than to accept this because it is most exegetical.   “The parallel experience of the Gentile world offers no support to the idea that Israel’s period of rejection coincides with the present gospel age while their acceptance is reserved for a subsequent era” (Robertson 174).  

In verse 16 Paul speaks of Israel’s sanctification in Abraham.  The holiness Paul speaks of here is not one that flows from an intimate relationship with Christ, rather, it is the covenant sanctification that is discussed in 1 Corinthians 7:14.  “For the unbelieving husband is sanctified through his wife, and the unbelieving wife is sanctified through her believing husband; for otherwise your children are unclean, but now they are holy.”  The instance Paul is speaking of is if someone was saved and married and only one of the marriage partners underwent conversion.  If the situation occurred then one believer made that home a Christian home, otherwise the children would be unclean or as the KJV renders it illegitimate.  It is the same thing here, Abraham, by virtue of his relationship to Christ, makes the Jewish race holy in the sense of being set apart.  However, we know that God requires faith from all people in order to experience salvation and anything lasting, so they are not sanctified in a saving sense.  We find here as a result of their relationship to Abraham no difficulty if one understands by holiness the spiritual nobility of the nation, and what indeed not belonging to nature, but what proceeded from the covenant (Calvin 427).  We can look at it in two ways.  1) A child born into a noble family does not rule as a noble until he partakes of the promise that was made to his family.  Though he might have “noble” blood running through him, he is not a lord of the land until he takes up that role.  2) A child born into a royal line is by right king, but if for some reason of a different desire other than that of the kingship, forsakes his right then he is not king, even though he is in the royal line of kings and by virtue of law and “covenant” right he is king.  It was the same way with the Jews.  The Jews were born into the covenant God made with Abraham; all but a few took hold of Christ and the pre-Christ promises of Messiah.  Although they had Abraham’s blood flowing through their veins, it was not that which made them holy, but it was what flowed from the covenant, not nature.   They might be “in the covenant” but if they do not partake, they break the covenant that sanctifies them.  Now that we have seen Paul’s illustration of branches and dough, let us move on to the next 7 verses and see how he develops this thought.

17 But if some of the branches were broken off, and you, being a wild olive, were grafted in among them and became a partaker with them in the rich root of the olive tree, 18 do not be arrogant toward the branches; but if you are arrogant, remember that it is not you who supports the root, but the root supports you.  19 You will say then, “Branches were broken off so that I might be grafted in.”  20 Quite right, they were broken off for their unbelief, but you stand by your faith.  Do not be conceited, but fear; 21 for if God did not spare the natural branches, He will not spare you, either.  22 Behold then the kindness and severity of God; to those who fell, severity, but to you, God’s kindness, if you continue in His kindness; otherwise you also will be cut off.  23 And they also, if they do not continue in their unbelief, will be grafted in, for God is able to graft them in again.  24 For if you were cut off from what is by nature a wild olive tree, and were grafted contrary to nature into a cultivated olive tree, how much more will these who are the natural branches be grafted into their own olive tree?

Romans 11:17-24


Paul explains to us the process of Gentile engrafting and what it involves.  The process necessarily involves the breaking off of some branches in order for the wild branches to be grafted in.  Paul’s argumentation specifically parallels the experience of Israelite believers with that of contemporary Gentile believers (Robertson 175).  So we see that Jews who do not exercise faith are broken off, and the Gentiles who exercise faith are grafted in.  Then if Jews are provoked to jealousy through Paul’s ministry, they believe and are grafted in just like the Gentiles are.  In fact: “Nothing in the imagery suggests a delay in the incorporation of the believing Israelite.  As each Jew believes he becomes a partaker in the olive tree” (Robertson 176).  In other words, the Jews are saved the same way that the Gentiles are.  Nothing at all tells us that Israel is going to be grafted in at a future date; it is all dealing with present time.  God is saving Jews now along with Gentiles!


Also nothing in this passage suggests that a person can lose their salvation.  Verses 20-22 contain with in them statements that have been the source of much controversy, and we should treat them briefly.  

20 Quite right, they were broken off for their unbelief, but you stand by your faith.  Do not be conceited, but fear; 21 for if God did not spare the natural branches, He will not spare you either.  22 Behold then the kindness and severity of God; to those who fell severity, but to you, God’s kindness, if you continue in his kindness; otherwise you also will be cut off.”


This often is one of the main Arminian proof texts for conditional security.  If isolated from the rest of the Bible it would seem fair to say that one could lose their salvation, however, we know that we must understand the Bible systematically and its context.  However, we do not need to comb the whole Bible to see that a believer cannot loose his or her salvation.  Rather, we need only look in the rear view mirror a couple of miles and see that all of this breaking off of branches and regrafting of branches is determined by God’s eternal decrees.  In other words, just go back and read the rest of the passage.  Guthrie and Motyer tell us that in verses 21-22 that God punished the Jews, the natural branches.  Therefore, the apostle warns the Gentiles, the grafted branches, to let this severity take the place of His goodness toward them.  All Christians hold their place in God’s family by His grace, the counterpart of that which is an obedience to Him, which shows itself in continuance to the grace (Guthrie1038).  In other words, our faithfulness does not cause us to keep our salvation; rather God’s saving grace works in us so that we show what is going on inside of is that we are truly saved.  We do not work to keep it.  Calvin concurs with the argument of context by saying “...for the perseverance of faith, which completes itself in the effect of God’s grace, flows from election itself” (Calvin 432).  Macarthur takes a different twist on things and tells us that Paul is speaking of an apostate church that fails to believe; God will not fail to cut off (Macarthur 117).  


The rest of Romans 11 hangs of off verse 25-27.  In fact these verses have been used to prove that all Israel in the future will be saved.  Lets examine the verses.

25 For I do not want you, brethren to be uniformed of this mystery—so that you will not be wise your own estimation—that a partial hardening has happened to Israel until fullness of Gentiles has come in; 26 and so all Israel will be saved; just as it is written, “The Deliverer will come from Zion, He will remove ungodliness from Jacob, 27 This is My covenant with them, when I take away their sins.”  


Here is the crux of the controversy.  Macarthur seems to take this passage along with Moyter and Guthrie to be a reference to the future restoration of Israel.  Let us examine several key words here that will clear up this mess.  

1) “...Partial hardening...” This phrase is often taken to have a temporal meaning.  Robertson tells us this is interpretation has little exegetical support because it is doubtful that the phrase has time meaning in the New Testament.  The phrase declares either that “partial hardening” has occurred to Israel or that “part of Israel” has been hardened.  Both of these fit into Paul’s earlier discussion of a remnant from Israel that would be saved.  
2) “Until” is also a word that hangs up people when they approach this passage.  It is often understood as Israel’s hardening ceasing after a certain time (Robertson 177).  This one word cannot tell us that ethnic Israel has a distinctive future.  God’s hardening ties in with God’s sovereign election of some in Israel and God hardened those who were not chosen.  The until in this passage does not mean that hardening will continue until a certain time, rather the phrase brings matter up to a certain point or until a certain goal is reached. It does not warrant or determine a state of affairs after hardening.  A good example of this would be Paul’s persecution of Christians.  Paul persecuted them until death, but that does not mean that he stopped persecuting, rather he persecuted Christians to the ultimate point, or finalization.  So it is with Israel.  She will be hardened until the final goal of the Gentiles coming in, but this does not mean she will stop being hardened. 
3) Verses 25-26 make the Gentiles part of Israel.  “...Hardening has happened to Israel until the fullness of Gentiles has come in; and so all Israel will be saved...” If we take this phrase for what it says in its context then it tells us that the Gentiles are coming in to Israel!  It is composed of the elect Jew’s and Gentiles who trust in the Lord Jesus Christ (Robertson 182-183).

Paul ties up the controversy in verses 28-32 by showing us that the just as the Gentiles were disobedient so now the Jews are disobedient so that they may be shown mercy in the same way the Gentiles are shown mercy.  In verse 32 Paul closes the can by saying that God has shut up all in disobedience that He may show mercy to all.  After this Paul praises God’s infinite wisdom, and ascribes to God how God centered the universe is.

What we may conclude from this passage is the one thing stated at the beginning is that God is saving one people chosen from two groups for himself and that this one people has one destiny, and that it is all based on God’s sovereign election.  
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