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Romans 9
Two weeks ago we began looking at a new section of Romans that covers chapters 9, 10, and 11.  In these chapters, Paul explains God’s plan and provision concerning the Jews, His chosen people.  He also addresses a very important objection to everything he’s been saying thus far in the book:  What about God’s promises to Israel?  Didn’t God promise Israel that they were His chosen people?  Was Israel chosen and then rejected?  Are you saying, Paul, that God has changed his mind?  Or only that he has broken his promise?  Paul understands that these are very serious objections to his argument, and therefore decides to address them before moving on to application section of the book.  

Chapters 9 through 11 can be divided into three sections.  In the first, which begins in Chapter 9 verse 1 and continues through verse 29, Paul explains the absolute sovereignty of God.  Paul begins this section by expressing his great agony for the spiritual condition of the Jewish people: “great sorrow and unceasing anguish in my heart.”  He goes so far as to say that he wishes—if such a thing were possible—that he would be “cursed and cut off from Christ” if by doing so his Jewish brothers could be brought into a relationship with Christ.  Then, in verse 4, Paul recounts the privileges God has given to the Jewish people.  Paul offers this list to make the case that the Jews really are different from the other nations and to show how God had worked through history—from the choosing of Abraham to the coming of the Messiah—through the Jews.  

In verse 6, Paul states categorically that God has not changed his mind or abandoned his promises:  “It is not as if God’s word has failed.”  Then he begins to make his arguments:  First, he points out that, while God has made promises to Israel, “not all who are descended from Israel are Israel.”  “It is not the natural children who are God’s children, but it is the children of promise who are regarded as Abraham’s offspring.”  The promises God made to Abraham are not inherited by Abraham’s physical descendents, symbolized by Ishmael, but by his spiritual descendents, symbolized by Isaac—those who, like Abraham, put their faith in God and his promises.  

Second, Paul argues that, just as God chose Jacob over Esau to inherit His promises, He can choose anyone he wishes to receive those promises:  not based on their ancestry  or their birth order or their good works, but because he chooses to do so—because he wants to. While that might not seem fair, the fact is that God is sovereign and that He “will have mercy on whom (he) will have mercy, and (he) will have compassion on whom (he) will have compassion.”  “It does not… depend on man's desire or effort, but on God's mercy.”  

To make this point, Paul points to Pharaoh, of whom verse 17 says, “I raised you up for this very purpose, that I might display my power in you and that my name might be proclaimed in all the earth.”  Just as God chose Isaac and Jacob by an act of his sovereign will to be the objects of his mercy, He likewise chose Pharaoh to be the object of his wrath.  Like a potter working with clay, God has “the right to make out of the same lump of clay some pottery for noble purposes and some for common use.”  

Paul finishes this first part of this section with three quotes from the OT prophets Hosea and Isaiah that support his claim that “It is not as if God’s word has failed.”  He argues first that the promises have always excluded most Jews—“only the remnant will be saved.”  Further, the promises have always included the Gentiles:  “I will call them 'my people' who are not my people; and I will call her 'my loved one' who is not my loved one.”  Last, he argues that were it not for God’s mercy, Israel would have been as deserving of judgment and destruction as Sodom and Gomorrah.  It is only through God’s grace to a remnant that any have been saved. 

The second part of this section of Romans, which covers Chapter 9 verse 30 through the end of Chapter 10, addresses Israel’s responsibility for responding to the call of God.  Despite all of the blessings and privileges God had poured out on Israel—despite his mercy toward them and patience with them—Israel as a nation had not received the Messiah.  Although some Jews—including Paul himself—had received the gospel, most of the Jews had not.  Why not?  Paul answers that question in verses 30 through 33:
30What then shall we say? That the Gentiles, who did not pursue righteousness, have obtained it, a righteousness that is by faith; 31but Israel, who pursued a law of righteousness, has not attained it. 32Why not? Because they pursued it not by faith but as if it were by works. They stumbled over the "stumbling stone." 33As it is written: 

   "See, I lay in Zion a stone that causes men to stumble 
      and a rock that makes them fall, 
   and the one who trusts in him will never be put to shame."
Why did the Jews miss what they had been seeking?  Because they looked for it in the wrong place.  They weren’t pursuing the wrong thing—righteousness is desirable and good and should be pursued by all who love God—but they pursued it in the wrong way.  Rather than pursuing righteousness by faith, they pursued it “as if it were by works.”  They thought that the path to righteousness lay through obedience to the law, not understanding that “no one will be declared righteous in his sight by observing the law; rather, through the law we become conscious of sin.”  How did the Gentiles, who did not seek righteousness, find it? God, in his grace, sought them.  The Gentiles have found righteousness for the same reason that Isaac found favor over Ishmael and Jacob found favor over Esau:  because God chose them.  The Jews tried to attain righteousness through their own effort, but were unable to do so; the Gentiles did not try to attain it, but yet, through the grace of God, have obtained it as a gift.  
Do people still pursue righteousness “as if it were by works?”  Does this still happen today?  Absolutely.  Where do you find this?  Take various answers.  In the churches.  Among the pagans.  All over.  I think most Americans subscribe to this theology, even if they don’t completely understand the position they are taking.  If you asked most people who goes to heaven, they would say…?  Good people.  If you asked most people what you have to do to go to heaven, they would say…?  Be good.  This attitude—that righteousness is achieved through obedience to the law— is so baked in to our hearts that we see it in utterly pagan movements, like environmentalism.  Who is righteous according to the environmentalists?  The one who obeys the law of environmentalism: Recycle, have a small carbon footprint, drive a Prius, and so on.    

What is the result of pursuing righteousness “as if it were by works?”  Take various answers.  Pride.  Critical spirit.  Harshness and judgment. Fear.   Pharisee.  Often, a hard heart toward God.  When we read that the Jews have pursued a “law of righteousness,” we need to recall what Paul said about them in chapter 2:

Now you, if you call yourself a Jew; if you rely on the law and brag about your relationship to God; if you know his will and approve of what is superior because you are instructed by the law; if you are convinced that you are a guide for the blind, a light for those who are in the dark, an instructor of the foolish, a teacher of infants, because you have in the law the embodiment of knowledge and truth— you, then, who teach others, do you not teach yourself? You who preach against stealing, do you steal? You who say that people should not commit adultery, do you commit adultery? You who abhor idols, do you rob temples? You who brag about the law, do you dishonor God by breaking the law? As it is written: "God's name is blasphemed among the Gentiles because of you."
Is Paul saying that we should not obey God’s law?  Of course not.  What is wrong?  What is Paul criticizing here?  Take various answers.  It is wrong to try to earn God’s favor through obedience to his law.  Those who pursue righteousness “as if it were by law” try to obligate God to bless them by obeying his law, not understanding how hopelessly far they fall from actually achieving what they are trying to do.  In doing so, they completely miss the blessings God offers freely to those who accept his gift of righteousness by faith.  Those who have received God’s gift of righteousness seek to obey his law, but out of love and gratitude, not out of fear or pride.

Paul says of the Jews that 

They stumbled over the "stumbling stone." 33As it is written: 

   "See, I lay in Zion a stone that causes men to stumble 
      and a rock that makes them fall, 
   and the one who trusts in him will never be put to shame."
(The OT quote here combines Isaiah 8:14 and Isaiah 28:16.)   Who or what is the stumbling stone?  Christ.  How did the Jews stumble over Christ?  Take various answers.  Christ requires us to admit our need, to confess our sinfulness and hopelessness.  Those who are pursuing righteousness “as if it were by works” can never do this, because doing so requires them to admit that they their life is a failure; that they have not measured up in the one area that really counts; that they have failed to achieve what they have pursued.  To do so destroys the foundation on which they have built their self-image and security.   It brings them shame:  What do you mean I’m not righteous?  What do you mean I need a savior?  And so, for those who are pursuing righteousness “as if it were by works,” the simple message of the Gospel—righteousness is a gift obtained through faith—is a stumbling stone.  On the other hand, to those who pursue righteousness by faith, God promises, “the one who trusts in him will never be put to shame.”

OK, let’s move on.  Paul continues in Chapter 10:
1Brothers, my heart's desire and prayer to God for the Israelites is that they may be saved. 2For I can testify about them that they are zealous for God, but their zeal is not based on knowledge. 3Since they did not know the righteousness that comes from God and sought to establish their own, they did not submit to God's righteousness. 4Christ is the end of the law so that there may be righteousness for everyone who believes. 
In verse 1, Paul repeats his desire to see the Israelites saved.   Notice that he not only desires that they be saved, but that he prays for it as well.  Then he says, “I can testify about them that they are zealous for God, but their zeal is not based on knowledge.”  The Greek word translated as “zealous” and “zeal” is from the Greek zeo, which means to be hot or to boil.  Figuratively it means to be passionate or to show great enthusiasm and is used to describe fervor in advancing a cause or in rendering service.  Paul compliments the Jews for their passion in the pursuit of God and the righteous that God commands, understanding that even their opposition to the gospel is rooted in their zeal for God and their reverence for God’s law.  
Paul could readily identify with the Jewish zeal for God and the Law.  In Philippians 3 he says of himself, 

If anyone else thinks he has reasons to put confidence in the flesh, I have more: circumcised on the eighth day, of the people of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew of Hebrews; in regard to the law, a Pharisee; as for zeal, persecuting the church; as for legalistic righteousness, faultless.

And in Galatians 1 he says,

13For you have heard of my previous way of life in Judaism, how intensely I persecuted the church of God and tried to destroy it. 14I was advancing in Judaism beyond many Jews of my own age and was extremely zealous for the traditions of my fathers. 

As these verses point out, not all zeal is good.  Being zealous for the truth is a good thing, but zeal in the pursuit of error or falsehood can be dangerous and destructive.  That was the case with the Jews: In their zeal for God and his law, they pursued Paul all over the world, harassing him, preaching against him, stirring up the crowds against him, having him arrested and beaten.  They were zealous, but “their zeal (was) not based on knowledge.”  The word Paul uses for knowledge here is not gnosis, the normal word for knowledge, but epignosis. Epignosis is exact, complete, thorough, accurate, knowledge.  Clearly, the Jews had some knowledge:    They could quote what their prophets had said about God’s righteousness and the coming Messiah.  They had learned and studied and knew the Old Testament Law. They understood and observed the Temple rituals and sacrifices.  But they did not have a comprehension of what all of this really meant in regard to their relationship with God.  So their zeal was not based on truth but on ignorance.  
When you think about misguided or misplaced zeal today, what comes to mind?  Take various answers.  Radical environmentalism.  Islam.  Both of these examples are alike in that those who pursue them believe they are doing the right thing—the problem is that what they believe to be true is not.  In the passionate pursuit of falsehood, their zeal causes them to do great damage.  Many times I’ve heard Daniel Atiyaye say, when speaking of Muslims—both the authorities who would like to see him put to death and the ignorant common people who do what the authorities command—that they are “sincerely wrong.”  They are pursuing truth in the best way they understand it, but the truth they are pursuing is really falsehood.  In the zealous pursuit of falsehood, they attack the very people who would bring them the truth.
Paul goes on to say, “3Since they did not know the righteousness that comes from God and sought to establish their own, they did not submit to God's righteousness.”  This is effectively the same claim Paul made back in 9:31-32:  “Israel, who pursued a law of righteousness, has not attained it. Why not? Because they pursued it not by faith but as if it were by works.”  Notice a couple of things here.  
First, Paul says that he Jews “did not know” the righteousness that comes from God.  It would probably be better to translate that as “did not understand” or “did not comprehend,” because the Jews had enough information from the OT to figure this out:  they have the facts, but they did not understand what they meant.  It should have been obvious to the Jews from what they knew that salvation was not possible through human effort:  that there was no way for a human being to attain the righteousness of God.  But they missed the forest for the trees.  
Further, notice that Paul says that they “did not submit” to God’s righteousness.  Submitting here can mean at least two things.  Can you see what they are?  First, it can mean accepting, or receiving.  Because the Jews were pursuing their own righteousness, they could not receive righteousness as a gift from God.  But before we can receive God’s righteousness we first have to submit to the fact that he is righteous and we are not.  We submit to the truth about him and about ourselves.  The Jews knew enough about God and about themselves to see this truth, but they were not willing to submit to it.  Their failure was not based on ignorance but pride. 

Third, Paul says that the Jews “sought to establish their own” righteousness.  The word translated “sought” is the Greek zeteo, which is very similar to the word zeo, zeal. It is a strong word, meaning to strive with everything in your body. When you are running a race, you are striving. When you’re lifting a heavy weight, you are striving.  So “sought” may be a little too soft:  it might be better to say that they “strove” to establish a righteousness of their own.  Striving better captures the ceaseless labor—the endless effort—required to obey the law.   
Fourth, notice that in describing the righteousness that the Jews did not attain, he calls it “the righteousness that comes from God” and “God’s righteousness.”  This is consistent with the way he’s been describing righteousness by faith throughout Romans.  For instance, in Romans 1:17 he said

For in the gospel a righteousness from God is revealed, a righteousness that is by faith from first to last, just as it is written: "The righteous will live by faith."  

And in 3:21 and 3:22 he said

But now a righteousness from God, apart from law, has been made known, to which the Law and the Prophets testify.  This righteousness from God comes through faith in Jesus Christ to all who believe. 

Although we use the same word to describe our efforts to be good (“our righteousness”) and God’s righteousness, they are really completely different things.  The Bible testifies that God is perfectly and totally righteous and holy.  For example, Psalm 71:19 says, “Your righteousness reaches to the skies, O God, you who have done great things. Who, O God, is like you?”  Human righteousness, on the other hand, is just the effort to avoid sin and to accumulate “good deeds.”  In fact, human righteousness is defined only in relation to the perfect righteousness of God.  Because the righteousness of God and human righteousness are two different things, the accumulation of human righteousness through avoiding evil and doing good can never add up to the true, divine righteousness God requires of us if we are to have fellowship with him.  

Last, notice that Paul presents these two approaches to righteousness as mutually exclusive:  since the Jews “sought to establish” their own righteousness through obedience to the law, they “did not submit” to “God’s righteousness.”  Why is that?  Why is it not possible to submit to God’s righteousness when you are pursuing is your own righteousness?  Take various answers:

· As we have said, they are different things.  No amount of striving for human righteousness will lead to the achievement of God’s righteousness.

· The pursuit of human righteousness leads to pride, while submitting to God’s righteousness requires humility.

· The pursuit of human righteousness is based on an assumption of ability, while submitting to God’s righteousness requires the acceptance of inability

· Pursuing human righteousness requires effort, while submitting to God’s righteousness requires only rest. 

· The pursuit of human righteousness is based on an “attainment” mentality, while submitting to God’s righteousness requires an “obtainment” mentality.

In verse 4, Paul says, “Christ is the end of the law so that there may be righteousness for everyone who believes.”  This verse follows immediately after Paul has mentioned “God’s righteousness” and thus should be thought of as defining what Paul means when he speaks of “God’s righteousness.”   It comes through Christ, who is “the end of the law.”  What do you suppose Paul means by “the end of the law?  Take various answers.  
· Christ lived sinlessly and thus completely and perfectly fulfilled the law.  Matthew 5:17 says, “Do not think that I have come to abolish the Law or the Prophets; I have not come to abolish them but to fulfill them.”
· Christ is the culmination of God’s redemptive story—he fulfills everything in scripture that came before.  
· Christ puts an end of the Mosaic legal covenant and replaces it with a new covenant based on the Blood of Christ.

· Faith in Christ puts an end to the striving that the law required of us:  faith is literally the “end of the law.”
Paul says, “Christ is the end of the law so that there may be righteousness for everyone who believes. Paul’s saying that, by putting an end to the law, Christ has made it possible for every believer to obtain righteousness, which is unattainable by the law. The law is abolished by Christ as a condition for achieving righteousness—instead of attaining righteousness through law (which is impossible) we can now obtain it through faith in Christ’s sacrifice for us.  What is required to receive righteousness through Christ?  Belief.  Faith.  To whom is that righteousness available?  Everyone who believes.
Next, as has become his habit, Paul is going to use the OT to support his argument.  Here’s what he says:
5Moses describes in this way the righteousness that is by the law: "The man who does these things will live by them."[a] 6But the righteousness that is by faith says: "Do not say in your heart, 'Who will ascend into heaven?'[b]" (that is, to bring Christ down) 7"or 'Who will descend into the deep?'[c]" (that is, to bring Christ up from the dead). 8But what does it say? "The word is near you; it is in your mouth and in your heart,"[d] that is, the word of faith we are proclaiming: 9That if you confess with your mouth, "Jesus is Lord," and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved. 10For it is with your heart that you believe and are justified, and it is with your mouth that you confess and are saved. 11As the Scripture says, "Anyone who trusts in him will never be put to shame."[e] 12For there is no difference between Jew and Gentile—the same Lord is Lord of all and richly blesses all who call on him, 13for, "Everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved."[f] 
That may seem a little confusing to you, but I think we can make it clear.  The first quote is from Leviticus 18:5.  To get the context, let’s look at the first 5 verses of Chapter 18:
The LORD said to Moses, 2 "Speak to the Israelites and say to them: 'I am the LORD your God. 3 You must not do as they do in Egypt, where you used to live, and you must not do as they do in the land of Canaan, where I am bringing you. Do not follow their practices. 4 You must obey my laws and be careful to follow my decrees. I am the LORD your God. 5 Keep my decrees and laws, for the man who obeys them will live by them. I am the LORD.

What do you think “the man who obeys them will live by them” means?  Take various answers.  The original meaning of this instruction was, “obey and live.”  If you do these things that I’ve commanded, then you will live.  But Paul has something else in mind:  that attaining righteousness through the law requires living by it strictly.  This meaning is clear in the NLT, which handles verse 5 like this:  “For Moses writes that the law’s way of making a person right with God requires obedience to all of its commands.”  In other words, whoever relies on his own obedience to the Law is held accountable for everything that the Law requires. The righteousness which is based on law demands absolute perfection in every detail of the law. And, since it is impossible to keep all the law, the inevitable result of pursuing righteousness “as if it were by law” is failure.
Next, Paul contrasts the righteousness that is by law with the righteousness that is by faith:  “But the righteousness that is by faith says: "Do not say in your heart, 'Who will ascend into heaven?'[b]" (that is, to bring Christ down) 7"or 'Who will descend into the deep?'[c]" (that is, to bring Christ up from the dead). 8But what does it say? "The word is near you; it is in your mouth and in your heart.” Again, it’s helpful to look at this verse in context in Deuteronomy 30:

11Now what I am commanding you today is not too difficult for you or beyond your reach. 12 It is not up in heaven, so that you have to ask, "Who will ascend into heaven to get it and proclaim it to us so we may obey it?" 13 Nor is it beyond the sea, so that you have to ask, "Who will cross the sea to get it and proclaim it to us so we may obey it?" 14 No, the word is very near you; it is in your mouth and in your heart so you may obey it.
So what is Paul’s point?  Take various answers.  He’s contrasting the impossible difficult requirements of the law with the easier requirements of faith.  The law demands perfect obedience, but what faith requires no such impossibilities:  it “is not too difficult for you or beyond your reach.”   It doesn’t require us to ascend to heaven or descend into the deep.  No, according to Moses and Paul, “the word is very near you.”  What is “the word?”  Take various answers.  Paul calls it “the word of faith” in verse 8.  The word of faith—the Gospel—is easily accessible.  We do not need to perform difficult (or impossible) works in order to be saved. All we have to do is trust Christ. 
And what is the “word of faith we are proclaiming?”

9That if you confess with your mouth, "Jesus is Lord," and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved. 10For it is with your heart that you believe and are justified, and it is with your mouth that you confess and are saved.
This is the gospel message:  that if we believe and confess we will be saved.  The word translated “confess” means literally, to say the same; in other words, to have one’s words agree with or match one’s beliefs.  The word conveys the idea of expressing openly one's allegiance to a proposition or a person.  It is a statement of identification, faith, confidence, and trust.   What does it mean to confess that “Jesus is Lord?”  Take various answers.  Lord over me.  Pledging my loyalty and obedience.  Lord is the appellation given to God over 8600 times in the OT.  Confessing that Jesus is God.   

Paul says here that he must “believe in our heart that God raised him from the dead.”  When you think of what you believe about Jesus, that may not be the first thing that comes to your mind.  What else do you believe?  Take various answers.  That he is the son of God.  That he is Lord.  That he died for my sins.  Why do you think Paul focuses on the resurrection?  Take various answers.  
We believe in our hearts, and we confess with our mouths.   And what is the effect of belief and confession?
11As the Scripture says, "Anyone who trusts in him will never be put to shame."[e] 12For there is no difference between Jew and Gentile—the same Lord is Lord of all and richly blesses all who call on him, 13for, "Everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved."[f] 
And that’s a pretty awesome thing, isn’t it?

OK, next week we wrap up Chapter 10. 

14How, then, can they call on the one they have not believed in? And how can they believe in the one of whom they have not heard? And how can they hear without someone preaching to them? 15And how can they preach unless they are sent? As it is written, "How beautiful are the feet of those who bring good news!"[g] 

16But not all the Israelites accepted the good news. For Isaiah says, "Lord, who has believed our message?"[h] 17Consequently, faith comes from hearing the message, and the message is heard through the word of Christ. 18But I ask: Did they not hear? Of course they did: 

   "Their voice has gone out into all the earth, 
      their words to the ends of the world."[i] 
19Again I ask: Did Israel not understand? First, Moses says, 

   "I will make you envious by those who are not a nation; 
      I will make you angry by a nation that has no understanding."[j] 
20And Isaiah boldly says,


   "I was found by those who did not seek me; 
      I revealed myself to those who did not ask for me."[k] 
21But concerning Israel he says, 

   "All day long I have held out my hands 
      to a disobedient and obstinate people."[l]
The third, in Chapter 11, explains God’s merciful purpose toward his disobedient people Israel.  In developing these themes, Paul introduces some of the most profound, most mind-expanding, and most humbling material in all scripture.  

What is the purpose of God’s holy law?  To convict us of sin.  How does it do that?  Take various answers.  As we strive to obey it, and fail over and over, we become aware of our utter sinfulness and hopelessness.  As we become aware that its requirements—“do not covet”—cannot be achieved through acts of will and discipline—they are completely beyond us.  It’s like Paul says in Chapter 7

Indeed I would not have known what sin was except through the law. For I would not have known what coveting really was if the law had not said, “Do not covet.” 8But sin, seizing the opportunity afforded by the commandment, produced in me every kind of covetous desire…

