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Romans 11
For the last several weeks we’ve been 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.”  God is utterly sovereign over his creation and is free to do with anything he has made—including each of us—whatever He chooses.
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.  
In Chapter 10 verse 16 Paul 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.  
Last week we began looking at the third subsection of this part of Romans in Chapter 11.  In this section, Paul explains God’s merciful purpose toward his disobedient people Israel.  Paul begins by asking directly the question he’s been leading up to—Has God rejected his people the Jews?—and by answering his question:  By no means!  Then, to prove his point, Paul first offers his personal testimony.  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, 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.  
To prove that point, Paul refers to the story of Elijah in the OT: “Don't you know what the Scripture says in the passage about Elijah—how he appealed to God against Israel?”  When Elijah complains that he is the only one left in Israel who has not turned away from God, Paul says, “4And what was God's answer to him? ‘I have reserved for myself seven thousand who have not bowed the knee to Baal.’”  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.”  
In verse 7, Paul says, “7What then? What Israel sought so earnestly it did not obtain, but the elect did. The others were hardened…”  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.
To support 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.’”  Then, he quotes Psalm 69:2-3:  “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.”  Both of these quotes make the case that, because of Israel’s continual and persistent refusal to submit themselves to God and to honor him through obedience, God had closed the eyes and ears of the Jews so that they would not respond to his gospel.  This idea—that the Jews are blind and deaf to the truth of God as a result of their disobedience against him—is a common image in the OT.  IT also shows up in the NT.  For example, 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.

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.  
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.  

OK, let’s move on.  In verses 11 and 12, Paul begins to explain God’s purpose in all of this.  He says,
 11Again I ask: Did they stumble so as to fall beyond recovery? Not at all! Rather, because of their transgression, salvation has come to the Gentiles to make Israel envious. 12But if their transgression means riches for the world, and their loss means riches for the Gentiles, how much greater riches will their fullness bring!
Paul begins by asking, has Israel stumbled “so as to fall beyond recovery?”  The word translated as “fall beyond recovery” is the Greek word parapipto which means to descend from a higher place to a lower, to fall, or to be thrust down.  Metaphorically it means to fall under judgment or came under condemnation.  The NIV adds the words “beyond recovery,” but I think they are appropriate:  Paul’s asking whether the Jews have a chance of becoming reconnected to God or if their sin against him has permanently alienated them from Him.  What’s his answer?  No way!  Remarkably, despite this clear assertion, there are quite a few Christians who assert that the Jews have lost their special relationship with God and have been replaced by the church as His “chosen people.”  But Paul could not be more clear that the Jews have not permanently lost their place.  As we’ll see (probably next week), in verses 25 and 26 Paul will promise “Israel has experienced a hardening in part until the full number of the Gentiles has come in. 26And so all Israel will be saved…” 
However, the Jews are in a position of being temporarily alienated from God “as a result of their transgression…”  The word translated transgression can mean false step or a trespass and connotes departure from the right way of living. Here it is singular, which may mean that Paul has a specific transgression in mind instead of their many general transgressions.  Any thoughts about what that might be?  Take various answers.  Probably refers to the specific sin of the rejection and crucifixion of Messiah Jesus.

As a result of their transgression, Paul says, “salvation has come to the Gentiles…”  Israel’s rejection of the Messiah did not thwart God’s plan. On the contrary, God used that terrible transgression of His people to accomplish His own divine objective, which was to bring the Gentiles into His kingdom.  Because of the transgression of the Jews, God has withdrawn his grace from the Jews (except for the remnant) for a time and has poured it out on the Gentiles.  Why exactly it was necessary for the Jews to reject the gospel if the Gentiles were to receive it is a mystery, but we can speculate.  Any guesses why God chose to do things this way?  Take various answers.  I think God wanted the gospel to be made available to the entire world.  If it was seen as the property of one nation—one ethnic group—it would never have been accepted around the world.  Instead, by taking it away from the Jews, God transformed it from their exclusive property into something that was available to the whole world.  

Although the widespread salvation of Gentiles came about because Israel as a nation refused the Savior, that extension of grace was not an afterthought with God. From His first calling of Abraham, it was God’s intent that His chosen people should be the instruments of bringing salvation to the Gentiles. The Lord told Abraham that “all peoples on earth will be blessed through you.”  (Gen 12:3) In the covenant at Sinai God granted Israel the special callings as His spiritual ambassadors to the world:  “Although the whole earth is mine, you will be for me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation.”  (Ex 19:6).  In Isaiah, we read that the tribes of Jacob were to be “a light for the Gentiles, that you may bring my salvation to the ends of the earth." (Isaiah 49:6) So the salvation of the Gentiles was not an afterthought or a contingency plan.  God had always planned to save the Gentiles, and in his wisdom he understood that the only way to accomplish that was to harden the Jews for a time.

So what was God’s purpose in hardening Israel?  To bring the Gentiles in to his kingdom.  And what effect does God intend for that to have on Israel?   To “make Israel envious.”  The idea is that then the Jews would be jealous of the Gentiles and would want what the Gentiles have for themselves. God’s purpose for the hardening of the Jews is to use it as a means of converting many Gentiles, which in turn will be a means of converting many of the hardened Jews themselves. Thus paradoxically the ultimate goal and result of the hardening is the salvation of those who are hardened! The sequence of events is as follows: the bulk of the Jews reject the gospel; they are hardened; as a consequence Gentiles are saved; as a consequence of this, many of the hardened Jews are made jealous and are saved; and as a consequence of this, even more Gentiles are saved!

Although we tend to think of jealousy and envy as negative emotions, God’s intention was for Israel’s envy of Gentiles to be a positive stimulus to draw His people back to Himself. The Jews had long disdained Gentiles, whom they considered to be outside the reach of God’s grace. To realize they had lost their special relationship with God would have been distressing enough, but then to recognize that God had offered that forfeited relationship to Gentiles would have been a bitter pill indeed.

God’s ultimate purpose in setting Israel aside was not to drive His people further away but to bring them back to Himself. He wanted to make them face their own sin and its consequences, to sense their alienation from Him and to recognize their need for the salvation that He now offered the Gentiles. As Jews see the Lord pour out the kind of blessings on the Gentile church that once were reserved for Israel, some of them desire that blessing for themselves and come to Jesus Christ, their spurned Messiah, in repentance and faith. That happens with individual Jews throughout this age, and at the end of the Great Tribulation will happen to the whole nation that remains.  

Here’s a question:  Would someone who observed your life be envious of what you have in Christ?  What would you hope that they might see in you that they might envy?  Your peace.  Your joy.  Your love.  Your confidence.  Your courage.  Your patience.  Your forgiveness.  Your generosity.  When we exhibit these traits of mature, committed believers, those around us should notice a difference between us and others and should be drawn by a desire to have what we have.  

In verse 12 Paul says, “But if their transgression means riches for the world, and their loss means riches for the Gentiles, how much greater riches will their fullness bring!”  Here’s how the New Living Translation handles this verse: “Now if the Gentiles were enriched because the people of Israel turned down God’s offer of salvation, think how much greater a blessing the world will share when they finally accept it.”  In other words...?  Take various answers.  If Israel’s disobedience resulted in good things, just think what wonderful things will result from Israel’s obedience!
Paul continues:

13I am talking to you Gentiles. Inasmuch as I am the apostle to the Gentiles, I make much of my ministry 14in the hope that I may somehow arouse my own people to envy and save some of them. 15For if their rejection is the reconciliation of the world, what will their acceptance be but life from the dead? 16If the part of the dough offered as firstfruits is holy, then the whole batch is holy; if the root is holy, so are the branches. 

Somebody paraphrase verses 13 and 14 for me?  Take various answers.  Paul is saying, “Hey Gentiles: although my mission is to bring the Gospel to you, my real hope is that through my ministry to you some of my countrymen might be saved.  I work hard for you in the hope that your salvation will arouse their envy and lead them to desire the life that I am sharing with you.”
Verse 15 is very similar to verse 12.  Here Paul says, “15For if their rejection is the reconciliation of the world, what will their acceptance be but life from the dead?”  As we saw above, God’s rejection of Israel has resulted in the whole world being reconciled to Him through the gospel.  If that is true, Paul says, “What will their acceptance be but life from the dead?”  What do you think Paul means by “their acceptance?”  Take various answers.  It could be either the acceptance of the Jews by God or the acceptance of Messiah Jesus by the Jews. I think it makes better sense to understand this as the Jews’ acceptance of the Messiah.  
Paul says that this acceptance will be “life from the dead.”  What do you suppose he means by that?  Take various answers.  I think he’s referring to the rebirth of the nation spiritually.  He may well have had in mind the story from Ezekiel 37:1-14, which, like Romans 11, speaks of the spiritual alienation and restoration of the nation of Israel:
1 The hand of the LORD was upon me, and he brought me out by the Spirit of the LORD and set me in the middle of a valley; it was full of bones. 2 He led me back and forth among them, and I saw a great many bones on the floor of the valley, bones that were very dry. 3 He asked me, "Son of man, can these bones live?" 
      I said, "O Sovereign LORD, you alone know."
 4 Then he said to me, "Prophesy to these bones and say to them, 'Dry bones, hear the word of the LORD! 5 This is what the Sovereign LORD says to these bones: I will make breath enter you, and you will come to life. 6 I will attach tendons to you and make flesh come upon you and cover you with skin; I will put breath in you, and you will come to life. Then you will know that I am the LORD.' " 

 
7 So I prophesied as I was commanded. And as I was prophesying, there was a noise, a rattling sound, and the bones came together, bone to bone. 8 I looked, and tendons and flesh appeared on them and skin covered them, but there was no breath in them. 
 9 Then he said to me, "Prophesy to the breath; prophesy, son of man, and say to it, 'This is what the Sovereign LORD says: Come from the four winds, O breath, and breathe into these slain, that they may live.' " 10 So I prophesied as he commanded me, and breath entered them; they came to life and stood up on their feet—a vast army. 
 11 Then he said to me: "Son of man, these bones are the whole house of Israel. They say, 'Our bones are dried up and our hope is gone; we are cut off.' 12 Therefore prophesy and say to them: 'This is what the Sovereign LORD says: O my people, I am going to open your graves and bring you up from them; I will bring you back to the land of Israel. 13 Then you, my people, will know that I am the LORD, when I open your graves and bring you up from them. 14 I will put my Spirit in you and you will live, and I will settle you in your own land. Then you will know that I the LORD have spoken, and I have done it, declares the LORD.' "

Verse 16 is kind of hard to understand:  “If the part of the dough offered as firstfruits is holy, then the whole batch is holy; if the root is holy, so are the branches.” Firstfruits is a reference to the Old Testament practice of setting aside the “first fruits” of a person’s income as a gift to God.  By setting aside the firstfruits to God, the entire portion was considered dedicated or set apart. The specific command Paul is referring to here is found in Numbers 15:17-20:  

The LORD said to Moses, 18 "Speak to the Israelites and say to them: 'When you enter the land to which I am taking you 19 and you eat the food of the land, present a portion as an offering to the LORD. 20 Present a cake from the first of your ground meal and present it as an offering from the threshing floor.

In both illustrations the principle is the same: what comes first contributes its character to what follows it. With a tree, the root obviously comes first and determines the nature of the branches. Similarly, the firstfruits cake is set apart to the Lord first, and it sanctifies the whole harvest.  

But what does that have to do with our current discussion?  Keep in mind here that Paul is speaking about Israel.  With that in mind, what do you suppose Paul means by “the firstfruits of the dough” and “the root?”  Take various answers.  The firstfruits and the root represent the patriarchs of Israel or Abraham personally, and the lump and the branches represent the people of Israel. As a result Israel is set apart (holy) to God, and her “stumbling” (rejection of Christ) must therefore be temporary.

Having introduced the idea of the root and the branches, Paul now goes on to expand on that metaphor:
 17If some of the branches have been broken off, and you, though a wild olive shoot, have been grafted in among the others and now share in the nourishing sap from the olive root, 18do not boast over those branches. If you do, consider this: You do not support the root, but the root supports you. 19You will say then, "Branches were broken off so that I could be grafted in." 20Granted. But they were broken off because of unbelief, and you stand by faith. Do not be arrogant, but be afraid. 21For if God did not spare the natural branches, he will not spare you either. 
You won’t be surprised to learn that Paul borrows this image of the olive tree from the OT.  Listen to Jeremiah 11:16-17:

16 The LORD called you a thriving olive tree 
       with fruit beautiful in form. 
       But with the roar of a mighty storm 
       he will set it on fire, 
       and its branches will be broken. 
17 The LORD Almighty, who planted you, has decreed disaster for you, because the house of Israel and the house of Judah have done evil and provoked me to anger by burning incense to Baal.

So let’s break down Paul’s metaphor.  When Paul says, “If some of the branches have been broken off…,” of whom is he speaking?  The unbelieving Jews.  Being “broken off” is a symbolic reference to their alienation from God.  Paul says that some of the branches have been broken off; who are the others, the branches that have not been broken off?  The remnant.  Believing Jews.   When Paul refers to “you, though a wild olive shoot,” to whom is he referring?  Gentiles.  Why “wild?”  It’s symbolic of the fact the Gentiles were not God’s people—they are outsiders.   
When Paul says, you “now share in the nourishing sap from the olive root,” what does he mean by “the nourishing sap from the olive root?”  Take various answers.  The root is the base of the cultivated olive tree which supports all the branches in the tree, both grafted and natural. The sap is the nourishment that flows from the root to the branches.  So, the root and the sap are symbolic of the promises and covenants given through the patriarchs to their descendents.   
In verse 18, Paul issues a warning:  “not boast over those branches.”  Which branches?  The ones that were cut off so that the wild branches could be grafted in.  In other words, the unbelieving Jews.  The word translated as “boast” means “to look down on” or “to despise,” indicating a feeling of comparative superiority.  Why might a believing Gentile be tempted to boast over the unbelieving Jews?  Take various answers.  Paul really answers the question in the next verse:  “19You will say then, "Branches were broken off so that I could be grafted in."  In other words, God has rejected them and he has included me, so I must be better than them.  
Anti-Semitism was a big issue in the early church, and it has continued to be an issue right down to today.  It did not take long for early Gentile Christians to be tempted to scorn the Jews because they had scorned Christ. That notion poured fuel on the fire of anti-Semitism that had existed in many Gentile nations and cultures for countless centuries. And because many Gentile believers in the early church had been raised in the midst of pagan anti-Semitism, it was not difficult for Satan to tempt them to continued prejudice against Jews because of Israel’s rejection and crucifixion of her own Messiah and Savior.

Paul sternly warns against this kind of thinking.  First, in verse 18 he says, “Consider this: You do not support the root, but the root supports you.”  What does that mean?  Take various answers.  You may have been grafted in, but you are just a branch.  The root has been around for much longer than you.  It is more important than you.  Without it you cannot survive, but without you it can survive just fine.  This isn’t really about you.  The covenants of promise were given to the Jews through Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. Believing Gentiles only participate on account of their identity with Jesus Christ, Himself the ultimate representative of Israel.
Second, Paul warns in verses 20 and 21:
They were broken off because of unbelief, and you stand by faith. Do not be arrogant, but be afraid. 21For if God did not spare the natural branches, he will not spare you either. 
Paul says, Don’t be arrogant about faith or judgmental of others who lack it.  God did not judge Israel and offer the gospel to Gentiles because Jews are inherently more unrighteous and unworthy or because Gentiles are inherently more righteous and worthy.
Your salvation by grace through faith is a gift of God given without regard for your merit.  Do not think highly of yourself—you didn’t earn the right to be grafted in.  Do not look down on them—you are no better than them.  God has shown favor to you and has hardened them, but not because of anything you have done. To circle back to Chapter 9, Paul might say, would Isaac have reason to boast over Ishmael?  Would Jacob have cause to boast over Esau?  Chapter 9 verses 11-13 say:

Before the twins were born or had done anything good or bad—in order that God's purpose in election might stand: 12not by works but by him who calls—she was told, "The older will serve the younger."[d] 13Just as it is written: "Jacob I loved, but Esau I hated.”
Paul warns that there is never any ground for a Gentile believer to regard Jews with any measure of contempt or inferiority. Gentile believers are obligated to Israel and therefore we dare not boast of our spiritual position.  We have entered into God’s plan because of faith, and not because of anything good we have done. 

Paul says in verses 20 and 21, “Be afraid. 21For if God did not spare the natural branches, he will not spare you either.”  What do you suppose that means?  Take various answers.  The Jews—the “natural branches”—occupied a favored position according to God's election of the nation Israel.  Even though the natural branches had been cultivated by God and given tremendous promises, faith was still required in order to remain in the olive tree. Paul emphasizes that if it was possible for God to break off natural branches which have an affinity for the cultivated tree, how much easier it would be to break off the wild branches only recently grafted in! 

Is verse 21 a warning that an individual might lose his or her salvation?  What do you think?  Take various answers.  I don’t think so.  The “you” in verse 21 is plural.  It refers to the Gentiles as a people, as a race.  Paul is explaining God’s work among the nations, not his work with individuals.  He is saying, just as God has hardened Israel because of their unbelief, and has withdrawn His favor from them, he could also decide to harden the Gentiles and withdraw his favor from them because of their arrogance.  
Paul continues this line of reasoning in verse 22:

 22Consider therefore the kindness and sternness of God: sternness to those who fell, but kindness to you, provided that you continue in his kindness. Otherwise, you also will be cut off. 23And if they do not persist in unbelief, they will be grafted in, for God is able to graft them in again. 24After all, if you were cut out of an olive tree that is wild by nature, and contrary to nature were grafted into a cultivated olive tree, how much more readily will these, the natural branches, be grafted into their own olive tree!

In verse 22, Paul sets up a contrast between the kindness and sternness of God.  God has shown “sternness to those who fell…” Who is that?  Jewish unbelievers.   The word translated “sternness” in the NIV means, literally, to cut off.  It describes the process by which a  gardener cuts off, with a pruning knife, dead useless boughs from a fruit tree. The NASB translates this word as “severity,” which I think it better.  “Harshness” would also work.  God has been severe, harsh, in “cutting off” the unbelieving Jews from the tree of his covenant.  

On the other hand, Pauls says, God has shown “kindness” to you.  Who is “you”?  Gentile believers.  The word translated as “kindness” in the NIV means useful or profitable.  It describes the quality of being helpful and beneficial. It reflects benevolence in action. It is not just a sweet disposition but is a serving trait.   God’s kindness is His beneficial provision that meets the need of sinful man. It includes not only the gift of his son as a sacrifice for sin but also the work of His Spirit to convict them of sin and lead them to repentance.  Beyond a shadow of doubt, God has been enormously kind to all of us, who have come to faith in Christ as a result of his kindness toward us.  
Paul says, “but kindness to you, provided that you continue in his kindness. Otherwise, you also will be cut off.”  Some commentators see this warning as an allusion to the doctrine of the persistence of the saints, which says that one way we can know we have been genuinely converted—that we are truly are saved—is that we persist in the faith:  we “continue in his kindness.”  They would see this verse as a warning to those in the present who have identified with the saving gospel that they must continue in His kindness or they will be judged severely, like those in the past who were near the blessing and fell.   Others, though, would caution that Paul is not speaking here of individual believers or of the church but specifically about the Gentiles as such. They would argue that nothing—including failure to “continue in his kindness”—can ever separate a believer from the love of God.  Instead, they would see this warning as a reminder that the Gentile peoples can be removed from their present position of special privilege.  There is no promise or covenant on the part of God that guarantees that the Gentiles will enjoy these privileges through all generations, any more than there was any such promise to protect the Jews from the consequences of their unbelief. God’s continuing His goodness to the Gentiles depends on their continuing in His kindness. If Gentiles do not continue in God’s kindness, they also will be cut off just as were the Jews. This does not suggest that a Christian can lose his salvation; it refers to Gentiles as a whole turning from the gospel much as Israel as a nation had done.

I prefer the second meaning.  One reason is that we see this very thing happening today in the world.  Europe, which was once as Christian as the United States, has become post-Christian.  USA Today says,
In 1900, almost everyone in Europe was Christian. Now, three out of four people identify themselves as adherents to Christianity. At the same time, the percentage of Europeans who say they are non-religious has soared from less than 1% of the population to 15%. Another 3% say they don't believe in God at all, according to the Center for the Study of Global Christianity.
In 12 major European countries, 38% of people say they never or practically never attend church, according to the World Values Survey in 2000. France's 60% non-attendance rate is the highest in that group. In the USA, only 16% say they rarely go to church. [USA Today, Religion takes a back seat in Western Europe, http://www.usatoday.com/news/world/2005-08-10-europe-religion-cover_x.htm]
Rev. David Cornick, the general secretary of the United Reformed Church in Britain, said, "In Western Europe, we are hanging on by our fingernails. The fact is that Europe is no longer Christian." [Christian Post, Scholars Find Decline of Christianity in the West, http://www.christianpost.com/Society/Polls_reports/ 2004/03/scholars-find-decline-of-christianity-in-the-west-06/index.html]
I would argue that we are seeing a hardening of Gentile hearts in Europe right before our very eyes.  And where is God turning his favor?  Toward Africa and Asia.  
According to researcher David Barrett, author of World Christian Encyclopedia, Africa is gaining 8.4 million new Christians a year and according to Jenkins, South Korea grew in number of believers from 300,000 in 1920 to 10 to 12 millions now, which is about 25% of the population. [Christian Post, Scholars Find Decline of Christianity in the West, http://www.christianpost.com/Society /Polls_reports/2004/03/scholars-find-decline-of-christianity-in-the-west-06/index.html]
And listen to this from Philip Yancey:

Author and journalist Philip Yancey, said he has noticed how God doesn’t stay at one place but moves geographically where He is wanted. He said, "As I travel I have observed a pattern, a strange historical phenomenon of God 'moving' geographically from the Middle East, to Europe to North America to the developing world. My theory is this: God goes where He's wanted." [Christian Post, Scholars Find Decline of Christianity in the West, http://www.christianpost.com/Society/ Polls_reports/2004/03/scholars-find-decline-of-christianity-in-the-west-06/index.html]
The second reason I believe that Paul is speaking about groups here and not individuals is that the next verse talks about a group.  He says, 
23And if they do not persist in unbelief, they will be grafted in, for God is able to graft them in again. 24After all, if you were cut out of an olive tree that is wild by nature, and contrary to nature were grafted into a cultivated olive tree, how much more readily will these, the natural branches, be grafted into their own olive tree!

In the same way that God may cut off the Gentiles if they do not “continue in his kindness,” so He will also graft in those who he has previously cut off, the Jews, if they will only believe.  In fact, Paul argues, it will be easier to graft the unbelieving Jews back into the tree from which they originally came than it was to graft in the Gentiles, the wild olive shoots.  And notice that Paul says, “How much more readily will these… be grafted ito their own olive tree.”  The use of “will” implies that this will happen—hinting at the promise we’ll cover next week that “All Israel will be saved.” 
See you then!
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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). 
(i.e., to the one third who are refined and purified and turn to their Messiah for salvation by faith)

