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Romans 11
Three weeks ago we began looking at the 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, and addresses a very important objection to everything he’s been saying thus far in the book:  What about God’s promises to Israel?  

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.  The “theme” verse for this section would probably be 9:15-16, “‘I will have mercy on whom I have mercy, and I will have compassion on whom I have compassion.’  16It does not, therefore, depend on man's desire or effort, but on God's mercy.”
The second part of this section covers Chapter 9 verse 30 through the end of Chapter 10.  In this section, Paul addresses Israel’s responsibility for responding to the call of God.  The theme verses for this chapter would probably be Chapter 10 verses 3 and 4:

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.   

The righteousness that comes from God is found in Christ, who perfectly fulfilled the law and has thus abolished obedience to the law as a condition for achieving righteousness.  Instead of attaining righteousness through law (which is impossible) we can now obtain it through faith in Christ.  And is it difficult to obtain?  No, according to Paul, all that is required is that  
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.
And what is the effect of belief and confession?
11As the Scripture says, "Anyone who trusts in him will never be put to shame." 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."
In verse 16 Paul refocuses his thinking on the Jews.  He says, “But not all the Israelites accepted the good news,” then goes on to quote a series of OT passages to show that the Jews are without excuse:  They have heard the good news and they have understood it, but have stubbornly refused to accept it.  Paul concludes in verse 21:

21But concerning Israel he says, 

   "All day long I have held out my hands 
      to a disobedient and obstinate people."

That’s where we finished up last week. If you recall, I left you with a challenge.  In Chapter 9, we spoke a great deal about God’s sovereignty.  We said that God is sovereign and that he can choose whoever he wants to the object of his mercy.  We even said that, because God is sovereign, his will is irresistible.  Yet hear we see the Jews refusing to accept the message that God has mercifully presented to them. The image of verse 21 is that of a loving God reaching out to his chosen people, who obstinately and stubbornly refuse him.  Well which is it?  Is God’s will sovereign or man’s?  How could the Israelites resist God’s entreaties?  Discuss.  Both men and God have will.  Salvation evidently involves an interaction of both.  Ultimately, though, God’s will shall prevail.  It he wants someone to be saved, he will be. In the case of Israel, God permits them to resist him for time.  Ultimately, they will submit to him.  Actually, Paul’s going to answer the question in Chapter 11.
Let’s move on to Chapter 11, which is the third subsection of this part of Romans.  In this section, Paul is going to explain God’s merciful purpose toward his disobedient people Israel.  Paul begins:
 1I ask then: Did God reject his people? By no means! I am an Israelite myself, a descendant of Abraham, from the tribe of Benjamin. 2God did not reject his people, whom he foreknew. Don't you know what the Scripture says in the passage about Elijah—how he appealed to God against Israel: 3"Lord, they have killed your prophets and torn down your altars; I am the only one left, and they are trying to kill me"[a]? 4And what was God's answer to him? "I have reserved for myself seven thousand who have not bowed the knee to Baal."[b] 5So too, at the present time there is a remnant chosen by grace. 6And if by grace, then it is no longer by works; if it were, grace would no longer be grace.[c]

Paul begins by asking directly the question he’s been leading up to:  Has God rejected his people the Jews?  Notice that even in asking the question Paul does not refer to the Jews as “the Jews” or “Israel but as... What?  His people.  Even the question begs the correct answer, which is?  No way.  You may recall from our first encounter with this expression back in Chapter 3 that the words translated “By no means!” is the strongest possible negative Greek expression.  It could be translated “Not at all!” or “God forbid!” or “Never let it be!” or “No way!”  
God takes his promises to Israel seriously, and says so repeatedly in his word.  For example, he promises in Jeremiah 31:
This is what the LORD says, 
       he who appoints the sun 
       to shine by day, 
       who decrees the moon and stars 
       to shine by night, 
       who stirs up the sea 
       so that its waves roar— 
       the LORD Almighty is his name: 

 36 "Only if these decrees vanish from my sight," 
       declares the LORD, 
       "will the descendants of Israel ever cease 
       to be a nation before me." 

 37 This is what the LORD says: 
       "Only if the heavens above can be measured 
       and the foundations of the earth below be searched out 
       will I reject all the descendants of Israel 
       because of all they have done," 
       declares the LORD.
The scripture is clear:  God Keeps his promises.  And, Paul says, He will surely keep his promises to the Jews.

Next, Paul uses his personal testimony to prove his point.  If God had rejected the Jews, how could Paul, a Jew—as he says, “a descendant of Abraham, from the tribe of Benjamin”—be saved?  No, Paul can say confidently based on his own story, “God did not reject his people, whom he foreknew.”   The word translated “foreknew” is           progi NŌS kō, which means "to know in advance." In scripture, something foreknown is not simply that of which God was aware prior to a certain point. Rather, it is that to which God gave prior consent, that which received His favorable or special recognition. Hence, this term is reserved for those matters which God favorably, deliberately and freely chose and ordained.

No, Paul is going to argue, God has not rejected the Jews.  Instead, He has preserved a remnant from the Jews, chosen by grace, through which he continues to honor his promises to the nation.  He’s hinted at this idea before, in Chapter 9 verse 27:

 27Isaiah cries out concerning Israel: 
   "Though the number of the Israelites be like the sand by the sea, 
      only the remnant will be saved.  

To make the point this time, Paul turns to the OT.  He says (verse 2b), “Don't you know what the Scripture says in the passage about Elijah—how he appealed to God against Israel?”  This story is recorded in 1 Kings 19.  At the beginning of that Chapter, we read

1Now Ahab told Jezebel everything Elijah had done and how he had killed all the prophets with the sword. 2 So Jezebel sent a messenger to Elijah to say, "May the gods deal with me, be it ever so severely, if by this time tomorrow I do not make your life like that of one of them." 3 Elijah was afraid [a] and ran for his life. 

Elijah headed out into the desert, sat down under a broom tree, and said to God, “I have had enough, LORD.  Take my life; I am no better than my ancestors."  Later, when God asks Elijah, “What are you doing here?” he responds with the complaint Paul quotes in verse 3
10 "I have been very zealous for the LORD God Almighty. The Israelites have rejected your covenant, broken down your altars, and put your prophets to death with the sword. I am the only one left, and now they are trying to kill me too."

In response, God offers the encouragement quoted by Paul in verse 4:
4And what was God's answer to him? "I have reserved for myself seven thousand who have not bowed the knee to Baal."
Who has reserved the remnant?  God has.  God is sovereign, he is in charge, and He acted in the day of Elijah to preserve a faithful remnant.  For whom has he reserved them?  For himself.  God is sovereign, and he does what he wishes to do to in order to bring glory to himself. As Paul said back in Chapter 9, “It does not, therefore, depend on man's desire or effort, but on God's mercy.”
And, Paul says, just as God preserved a remnant of the Jews during that dark and dismal time in the history of the nation, “5So too, at the present time there is a remnant chosen by grace.”  Because of God's promises to and purposes for the nation Israel, there are always Jews who believe everything God has revealed. Consider what God said in Amos 9: 

"Surely the eyes of the Sovereign LORD are on the sinful kingdom. I will destroy it from the face of the earth— yet I will not totally destroy the house of Jacob," declares the LORD. 

At the coming of Christ, Jews such as Simeon and Anna were part of the believing remnant. Today, Jews who believe in Christ are known as Messianic Jews and are members of the church, the body of Christ, like all other believers. However, they are physically, nationally, Jews—and represent the stream through which God's promises to the Jewish nation will be eventually fulfilled.
Notice that Paul says that the remnant is “chosen by grace.”  To make it clear that the remnant is saved not as a result of their ancestry but through their faith in God’s promises, Paul say in verse 6, “And if by grace, then it is no longer by works; if it were, grace would no longer be grace.”  What’s he saying?  Take various answers.  God did not choose this remnant because of its natural or racial descent or their “good works,” but solely because of His grace, His unmerited favor.  If these people had earned God’s favor through their works, then God’s favor toward them would not be based on grace but obligation.  It’s like Paul said back in Romans 4:

Now when a man works, his wages are not credited to him as a gift, but as an obligation. 5However, to the man who does not work but trusts God who justifies the wicked, his faith is credited as righteousness.  
Moving on, Paul says,
7What then? What Israel sought so earnestly it did not obtain, but the elect did. The others were hardened, 8as it is written: 
   "God gave them a spirit of stupor, 
      eyes so that they could not see 
      and ears so that they could not hear, 
   to this very day."[d] 
9And David says: 
   "May their table become a snare and a trap, 
      a stumbling block and a retribution for them. 
 10May their eyes be darkened so they cannot see, 
      and their backs be bent forever."[e]

Paul says, “What Israel sought so earnestly it did not obtain…”  What did Israel seek?  Paul told us back in Chapter 9 verse 30: “What 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.”  The Jews pursued righteousness “as if were by works” and so did not attain the righteousness that comes only from God.

When Paul speaks of the elect in verse 7, of whom is he speaking?  The Gentiles?  No, I think he’s referring to the saved Jews—the remnant.  My hint is in the next sentence, where he says, “The others were hardened…”   Paul has already declared, back in Chapter 9 verse 18, “Therefore God has mercy on whom he wants to have mercy, and he hardens whom he wants to harden.”  Here, he applies that principle to the Jews:  God has had mercy on a few, the remnant, and has hardened the others.  That’s why they have not received the gospel:  It was not that they didn’t hear the message, or that they didn’t understand it, but that God had hardened them.
The word translated “hardened” here, poroo, is derived from the word poros, a small piece of stone broken off from a larger one.  Poroo literally means to make hard like a stone—to petrify—and figuratively means to make callous or insensitive to touch. Some versions translate poroo in this verse as "blinded". It’s a different word from the one used back in Chapter 9, skleruno, which is derived from skéllo, dry up, and means to make hard or stiff. As used by Paul in Romans, the two words have effectively the same meaning. 

To prove his point, in verses 8 and 9 Paul offers two quotes from the OT.  First, he offers a rather lose translation/paraphrase of Deuteronomy 29:3-4 and Isaiah 29:10-13: “8as it is written: ‘God gave them a spirit of stupor, eyes so that they could not see and ears so that they could not hear, to this very day.’”  Here’s the original passage from Deuteronomy:

2 Moses summoned all the Israelites and said to them: 
      Your eyes have seen all that the LORD did in Egypt to Pharaoh, to all his officials and to all his land. 3 With your own eyes you saw those great trials, those miraculous signs and great wonders. 4 But to this day the LORD has not given you a mind that understands or eyes that see or ears that hear.  

What was Moses point?  After forty years of wilderness wandering the Israelites still had not come to understand and appreciate what God had done for them in delivering them from Egypt and giving them their own land, even on the very eve of their possession of that land. Although the Jews had seen amazing things, they had not submitted themselves fully to God. Paul uses the quote to make the point that the Jews of his day were still laboring under the same spiritual blindness—blindness that had ultimately led them to crucify their Messiah.

Moses says that “to this day the LORD has not given you a mind that understands or eyes that see or ears that hear.”  In other words?  He had blinded them.  He had hardened them.  Why did he do that?  The reason for that becomes clear in the quote from Isaiah 29:
10 The LORD has brought over you a deep sleep: 
       He has sealed your eyes (the prophets); 
       he has covered your heads (the seers). 
The passage continues:
 13 The Lord says: 
       "These people come near to me with their mouth 
       and honor me with their lips, 
       but their hearts are far from me. 
       Their worship of me 
       is made up only of rules taught by men. 

Why has the Lord closed the eyes of the Jews?  Why has he hardened their hearts?  Take various answers.  Because of their continual and persistent refusal to submit themselves to him and to honor him through obedience.  Paul’s point is that Israel as a nation has been blinded and deafened by God because of their stubborn refusal to see or hear the true revelation and will of God. 
Paul’s second quote, in verse 9, is from Psalm 69:2-3.  He says, 

9And David says: “May their table become a snare and a trap, a stumbling block and a retribution for them. 10May their eyes be darkened so they cannot see, and their backs be bent forever.”
You may wonder what that means.  It would probably help to know, if you don’t already, that Psalm 69 is a Messianic Psalm.  Listen as it describes some of what Jesus was to suffer at the hands of the Jews:
 16 Answer me, O LORD, out of the goodness of your love; 
       in your great mercy turn to me. 

 17 Do not hide your face from your servant; 
       answer me quickly, for I am in trouble. 

 18 Come near and rescue me; 
       redeem me because of my foes. 

 19 You know how I am scorned, disgraced and shamed; 
       all my enemies are before you. 

 20 Scorn has broken my heart 
       and has left me helpless; 
       I looked for sympathy, but there was none, 
       for comforters, but I found none. 

 21 They put gall in my food 
       and gave me vinegar for my thirst. 

Again, what is Paul’s point?  Take various answers.  Because of the Jews rejection of the truth—and ultimately their brutal rejection of the Messiah—God blinded the eyes of the Jews to the truth.  Why has God blinded their eyes?  Because of their unbelief.
It is important to understand that Paul is not saying that divine hardening is the cause of Israel's rejection of the gospel, but is instead a punishment for it. Just as in Chapter 1 we read about God “giving over” the Gentiles to their sinful desires as a result of their willful disregard for Him, so here we see God “hardening” the Jews as a result of their willful disobedience to Him.  Their hardening was the result of their resisting the truth, just as Pharaoh’s heart was hardened because he first resisted the truth and thus first hardened his own heart. Indeed, Israel was hardened because they deserved it.  Their hardening was a just punishment for their continual disobedience toward him.  
This idea—that the Jews are blind and deaf to the truth of God as a result of their disobedience against God—is a common metaphor in the OT.  In addition to the passages Paul quotes, there is there is Jeremiah 5:21:

 21 Hear this, you foolish and senseless people, 
       who have eyes but do not see, 

       who have ears but do not hear: 

And Ezekiel 12:2

"Son of man, you are living among a rebellious people. They have eyes to see but do not see and ears to hear but do not hear, for they are a rebellious people.

And consider this passage from Isaiah 6:
9 He said, "Go and tell this people: 
       " 'Be ever hearing, but never understanding; 
       be ever seeing, but never perceiving.' 

 10 Make the heart of this people calloused; 
       make their ears dull 
       and close their eyes. [a] 
       Otherwise they might see with their eyes, 
       hear with their ears, 
       understand with their hearts, 
       and turn and be healed." 

 11 Then I said, "For how long, O Lord?" 
      And he answered: 
       "Until the cities lie ruined 
       and without inhabitant, 
       until the houses are left deserted 
       and the fields ruined and ravaged, 

 12 until the LORD has sent everyone far away 
       and the land is utterly forsaken. 

 13 And though a tenth remains in the land, 
       it will again be laid waste. 
       But as the terebinth and oak 
       leave stumps when they are cut down, 
       so the holy seed will be the stump in the land."
This passage comes just after Isaiah has said, “here I am, send me.” Note that Isaiah asks, "How long?" and God explains that Israel's spiritual hardening will not be forever.  Note also God’s promise that although the cities will lie ruined and uninhabited, “a tenth”—a remnant—will be left in the land.  
We find this same idea—God obscuring the truth from the Jews, hardening their hearts—in the NT as well.  For example, Jesus quoted the passage we’ve looked at from Isaiah in explaining to his disciples why he taught in parables:

10When he was alone, the Twelve and the others around him asked him about the parables. 11He told them, "The secret of the kingdom of God has been given to you. But to those on the outside everything is said in parables 12so that, 
   " 'they may be ever seeing but never perceiving, 
      and ever hearing but never understanding; 
   otherwise they might turn and be forgiven!'[a]" 

And in John 12 we read

 37Even after Jesus had done all these miraculous signs in their presence, they still would not believe in him. 38This was to fulfill the word of Isaiah the prophet: 
   "Lord, who has believed our message 
      and to whom has the arm of the Lord been revealed?"[g] 

 39For this reason they could not believe, because, as Isaiah says elsewhere: 
 40"He has blinded their eyes 
      and deadened their hearts, 
   so they can neither see with their eyes, 
      nor understand with their hearts, 
      nor turn—and I would heal them."[h] 41Isaiah said this because he saw Jesus' glory and spoke about him. 

 42Yet at the same time many even among the leaders believed in him. 

Paul explained Israel's spiritual blindness and deafness this way in 2 Corinthians 3:

But their minds were hardened; for until this very day at the reading of the old covenant the same veil remains unlifted, because it is removed in Christ. 15 But to this day whenever Moses is read, a veil lies over their heart 
And consider Stephen’s speech to the Jews in Acts 7:

 51"You stiff-necked people, with uncircumcised hearts and ears! You are just like your fathers: You always resist the Holy Spirit! 52Was there ever a prophet your fathers did not persecute? They even killed those who predicted the coming of the Righteous One. And now you have betrayed and murdered him— 53you who have received the law that was put into effect through angels but have not obeyed it."  54When they heard this, they were furious and gnashed their teeth at him.
So let’s review.  Why did the Jews refuse God’s gospel?  Because he had hardened them against it.  He had closed their eye and ears and had clouded their minds.  Why did he harden them?  Because of their continual revellion and disobedience against Him.  Like Pharaoh, first they hardened themselves, and then he hardened them.  What is the consequence of God’s hardening of the Jews?  As a result of God’s hardening of their hearts, most Jews are not saved.  But what has God been faithful to do?  He has always preserved a remnant, saved by grace, through him he honors his promises to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.  

Next time, we’ll look at what God is accomplishing through his hardening of the Jews, and what will ultimately become of the Jewish race.

2. That all but the election were hardened,—to let the fulness of the Gentiles come in: for the purpose of provoking Israel to “jealousy,”—that they might discover Jehovah’s mercy.

3. That although broken off from the stalk of blessing, they will be grafted back into “their own olive tree.”

4. That this will be at the coming to Zion in Jerusalem of the Lord Jesus Christ; and that then a New Covenant will be made with Israel.

5. That the Gentile will be cut off from the present privilege-place, for not continuing in God’s “goodness” (His grace to sinners); and the place of direct Divine blessing again be taken by Israel, who will return from their unbelief.

6. That this most solemn fact should warn Gentiles against individual self-confidence, and especially against the fearful delusion that Israel has been “cast away” forever, and that the Gentiles have taken their place! God has made no covenants with any nation but Israel; and that nation He will restore, the Gentiles becoming then dependent on blessing, through Israel, throughout the future.

7. That instead of being unfaithful to His promises to Israel, God has simply exercised His sovereignty (1) in cutting off Israel for the present; (2) in calling in the fulness of the Gentiles on the principle of mercy only; (3) in taking away from Israel, whom He exalted and to whom He gave His law, all claims upon Him either by national descent, personal righteousness, or any covenant commitments (for they rejected their promises and crucified their Messiah) : thus shutting them up to the one great principle of mercy. (Romans 11)

Scofield summarizes Romans 11 as follows... 

Israel has not been forever set aside is the theme of this chapter. 
(1) The salvation of Paul proves that there is still a remnant of Israel (v1). 
(2) The doctrine of the remnant proves it (v2- 6). 
(3) The present national unbelief was foreseen (v7-10). 
(4) Israel's unbelief is the Gentile opportunity (v11-25). 
(5) Israel is judicially broken off from the good olive tree, Christ (v17-22). 
(6) They are to be grafted in again (v23, 24). 
(7) the promised Deliverer will come out of Zion and the nation will be saved (v25-29). 
