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Romans 9
For the last several weeks, we’ve been studying Romans Chapter 8.  In that Chapter, Paul laid out the doctrines of justification, sanctification, and glorification.  He explained the security of the believers in powerful and moving language:

38For I am convinced that neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons, neither the present nor the future, nor any powers, 39neither height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord.

After that stirring end to Chapter 8, we might expect Paul to move into the application section of the letter.  Instead, in a very abrupt change of both mood and subject, Paul interrupts the flow of his argument to deal with a few very important issues.  He’ll come back to application in Chapter 12, which begins,

1Therefore, I urge you, brothers, in view of God's mercy, to offer your bodies as living sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God—this is your spiritual act of worship. 2Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then you will be able to test and approve what God's will is—his good, pleasing and perfect will.
Keep that in mind—we’ll come back to it in a few weeks.

In Chapters 9 through 11, Paul is going to explain God’s plan and provision concerning the Jews, His original chosen people.  He’s also going to address a very important objection to everything he’s been saying thus far.  Can you think of what it is?  Take various answers.  Here it is in a nutshell:  What about God’s promises to Israel?  It is all very well and good to say that nothing can separate us from the love of God in Christ, but can we really believe that when it appears that God has cast off the nation of 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?  If God predestined Israel to be his chosen people, how can it be that they have rejected his Messiah?   Paul understands that these are very serious objections to his argument, and therefore decides to address them before moving on to application.  

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 second, which covers Chapter 9 verse 30 through the end of Chapter 10, addresses mankind’s and, more specifically, Israel’s responsibility for responding to the call of God.  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.  
OK, let’s dive in:
1I speak the truth in Christ—I am not lying, my conscience confirms it in the Holy Spirit— 2I have great sorrow and unceasing anguish in my heart. 3For I could wish that I myself were cursed and cut off from Christ for the sake of my brothers, those of my own race, 4the people of Israel. Theirs is the adoption as sons; theirs the divine glory, the covenants, the receiving of the law, the temple worship and the promises. 5Theirs are the patriarchs, and from them is traced the human ancestry of Christ, who is God over all, forever praised! Amen.
In these verses, Paul expresses 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.  The word translated “cursed” is the Greek word anathema, which means cursed, and has come directly into English to mean “one that is cursed or damned” or “One that is greatly reviled, loathed, or shunned.”  The words “cut off” do not appear in the original Greek, but are appropriately added in English in both in the NIV (“cut off”) and the NASB (“separated”) to make Paul’s meaning clear. 
Why do you think Paul feels so strongly about this?  Take various answers.  These are his brothers, his “own race,” his relatives, his countrymen.  Some are literally his family members.  Paul’s offer here—his life for those of his brethren—is reminiscent of the offer Moses made in Exodus 32, after the Jews had made and worshipped the golden calf:

30 The next day Moses said to the people, "You have committed a great sin. But now I will go up to the LORD; perhaps I can make atonement for your sin." 
 31 So Moses went back to the LORD and said, "Oh, what a great sin these people have committed! They have made themselves gods of gold. 32 But now, please forgive their sin—but if not, then blot me out of the book you have written."

Moses offers to atone for the sins of Israel by having God “blot (him) out of the book you have written.”  Like Moses, Paul had a deep, sacrificial love for his people.

What makes Paul’s offer so remarkable, though, is how much love Paul expresses for the Jews despite their violent opposition to his ministry.  To see just how much persecution Paul faced from his Jewish brothers, consider 2 Corinthians 11:24-26
24Five times I received from the Jews the forty lashes minus one. 25Three times I was beaten with rods, once I was stoned, three times I was shipwrecked, I spent a night and a day in the open sea, 26I have been constantly on the move. I have been in danger from rivers, in danger from bandits, in danger from my own countrymen, in danger from Gentiles

And Acts 20:18-19, where Paul is speaking to the elders of Ephesus:

"You know how I lived the whole time I was with you, from the first day I came into the province of Asia. 19I served the Lord with great humility and with tears, although I was severely tested by the plots of the Jews.

And numerous other similar verses.  Paul’s love for the Jews as his countrymen is understandable, but his love for them as his enemies is really remarkable.  Do you see the exact parallel between what Paul (and Moses) offer and what actually happened to Jesus?  Jesus loved his enemies—that would be you and me—so much that he was willing to be cursed—cut off—in order that they might be brought into a relationship with the Father.  Galatians 3:13 says, “Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law by becoming a curse for us, for it is written: ‘Cursed is everyone who is hung on a tree.’”

Isn’t this what we are all called to do—“Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you?”  Paul got the idea that, if God was willing to demonstrate his love for us by sending his son to be a sacrifice for our sins while we were still His enemies, then he also should show love toward those who had become his enemies through their rejection of the Gospel.

I don’t know about you, but I fear that I rarely show this kind of love toward those who are lost and in opposition to the gospel—especially those who are openly scornful of God and the gospel, like William Dawkins and Christopher Hitchens.  I fear that I secretly delight that they are headed for destruction—that they will be getting what they deserve—rather than feeling sadness and anguish that they have rejected the gospel of God.  How about you?  Why do you think we do that?  Discuss.  God, please give us a heart toward the lost like the heart Paul had for his enemies the Jews!

In verse 4, Paul recounts the advantages God has provided to the Jewish people:
Theirs is the adoption as sons; theirs the divine glory, the covenants, the receiving of the law, the temple worship and the promises. 5Theirs are the patriarchs, and from them is traced the human ancestry of Christ, who is God over all, forever praised! Amen.
This is the second time in Romans that Paul has described the advantages of the nation of Israel.  The first was back in Romans 3, where he said, “1What advantage, then, is there in being a Jew, or what value is there in circumcision? 2Much in every way! First of all, they have been entrusted with the very words of God.”  In Chapter 3, he never got further than the first item in the list.  Here, he lists a number of advantages.
What’s the first thing Paul includes in his list?  “Theirs is the adoption as sons.”  Do you see the connection Paul is making between Chapter 8, where he explained that believers have received the “Spirit of adoption” and that we wait eagerly for our adoptions as sons?  Here, though, Paul applies adoption not to the church but to the nation of Israel.  What do you think Paul has in mind when he speaks of God adopting Israel?  Take various answers.  Here, Paul uses the concept of adoption to describe God’s selection of Abraham and his descendants as his chosen people—the elect nation through which he would bring salvation to the world.    Adoption captures the unique relationship that Israel has with God among all the nations on the earth, and it frames everything that follows in the list:  Israel possess all these things because they have been “adopted” by God as his sons.  
The next thing Paul mentions is “the divine glory.”  What do you think that might be?  Take various answers.  It’s a bit of a guess, but it could mean any of several things.  In the original Greek, it might be an adjective modifying “adoption,” as in “the glorious adoption.”  It might be referring to the special glory Israel has as God’s chosen people.  Most likely, though, it is a reference to the Shekinah glory of God—the visible symbol of God’s presence with the nation of Israel.  It appeared for the first time as a cloud separating the nation from the armies of Pharaoh.  The cloud then guided the nation during their years in the desert.  At night, it appeared as a pillar of fire, giving light and warmth to their camp.  At Mount Sinai, the Sekinah enveloped the mountaintop as a dark cloud accompanied by thunder and lightening.  Later it filled the tabernacle and appeared as an intense light between the wings of the cherubim above the cover of the Ark of the Covenant.  Ultimately, in the time of Ezekiel, it departed and returned to heaven in response to the increasing sins of the people.  The Skekinah—which Paul refers to hear as the “glory”—was a visible sign of God’s presence with and favor toward the Israelites.  
Next, Paul mentions the covenants.  There is really nothing that is more fundamental about God’s special relationship with his chosen people than the covenants he made with them over the years.  In fact, the word covenant appears 253 times in the OT.  The first was his covenant with Abram recorded in Genesis 12:
1 The LORD had said to Abram, "Leave your country, your people and your father's household and go to the land I will show you. 
2 "I will make you into a great nation 
       and I will bless you; 
       I will make your name great, 
       and you will be a blessing. 

3 I will bless those who bless you, 
       and whoever curses you I will curse; 
       and all peoples on earth 
       will be blessed through you."

This first covenant is repeated in various forms in Genesis 15, 17, and 22.  But there were others as well:  covenants with Jacob (Genesis 28), Moses (Exodus 6 and 24), and David (2 Samuel 7).  It was renewed with the entire nation before they crossed over into the Promised Land (Deuteronomy 29).  God promised the Israelites that he would be their God, that he would never abandon them, and that he would bless the entire world through them.  
Next, Paul mentions “the receiving of the law.”   When Paul speaks here of the law, he’s thinking not only of the literal law—the Ten Commandments—but of the entire word of God:  the law and the prophets.  When God decided to open communication with the fallen human race, He chose to do so through one nation:  Israel.  Psalm 147:19-20 says,

 19 He has revealed his word to Jacob, 
       his laws and decrees to Israel. 

 20 He has done this for no other nation; 
       they do not know his laws. 
       Praise the LORD.

Having God’s word was an extraordinary privilege for the nation of Israel: until the Christian era, when missionaries began to carry the gospel to the world, no other nation had access to the word of God.  

Next, Paul mentions “the temple worship.”  This refers to the laws governing the rituals of sacrifice and atonement that were first practiced in the tabernacle and then later in the temples in Jerusalem.  These laws included the instructions not only about the sacrifices but also about the design and construction of the tabernacle (five chapters in Exodus!), the ordination and consecration of priests, and the times and purposes of the various holy days.  All of these intricate instructions illustrate the huge gulf that separates sinful man from a holy God.  The instructions about blood sacrifice demonstrate the gravity of sin and point to the atoning death of Christ on the cross.  
Next, Paul mentions the promises.  Any thoughts about what this might refer to?  Take various answers.  Most likely, this is a reference to the promise of the coming Messiah found throughout the prophetic writings of the OT, such as the beautiful promises in Isaiah 53:
 4 Surely he took up our infirmities 
       and carried our sorrows, 
       yet we considered him stricken by God, 
       smitten by him, and afflicted. 

 5 But he was pierced for our transgressions, 
       he was crushed for our iniquities; 
       the punishment that brought us peace was upon him, 
       and by his wounds we are healed. 

 6 We all, like sheep, have gone astray, 
       each of us has turned to his own way; 
       and the LORD has laid on him 
       the iniquity of us all. 

 7 He was oppressed and afflicted, 
       yet he did not open his mouth; 
       he was led like a lamb to the slaughter, 
       and as a sheep before her shearers is silent, 
       so he did not open his mouth. 

Next, Paul mentions the patriarchs.  Who are the patriarchs?  Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, and the 12 sons of Jacob—the founders of the 12 tribes.  Why do you think Paul would mention these men?  Take various answers.  They were devout men to whom God revealed himself in special ways and through whom he began to deliver his revelation.  Paul regarded having such wise, illustrious, and influential men as the fathers of his people as a significant national distinction of which Jews everywhere could be proud.  

Finally, Paul says, “from them is traced the human ancestry of Christ…”  “From them” refers both to the patriarchs and to the nation in general.  What he’s saying is that the last and highest advantage of the Jews is that of being the nation through which God provided the Messiah.  If you’re interested in tracing the line of Christ, take a look this week at Matthew Chapter 1.  
Notice the progression of Paul’s list.  Where does it begin?  Adoption.  God selecting Israel as his chosen people.  Where does it end?  With Christ.  God, in his grace, selected Israel, through the patriarchs, as the nation through whom he would reveal himself to the world.  That revelation included his law and his covenants and promises, and culminated in the messiah, Jesus Christ.  
Despite all of these advantages, though, 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.  In fact, most pious Jews were violently opposed to Christ and the gospel.  Instead of putting their faith in Christ, they continued to trust in their heritage; instead of trusting in the one to whom all of these advantages pointed, they put their trust in the advantages themselves.  Paul had experienced this personally.  He wrote in Philippians 3:

If anyone else thinks he has reasons to put confidence in the flesh, I have more: 5circumcised 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; 6as for zeal, persecuting the church; as for legalistic righteousness, faultless. 
Paul was a Jew’s Jew:  a Pharisee, a zealot, a keeper of the law.  But how did Paul value all of these advantages he possessed as a Jew?  He says in Philippians 3:

7But whatever was to my profit I now consider loss for the sake of Christ. 8What is more, I consider everything a loss compared to the surpassing greatness of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord, for whose sake I have lost all things. I consider them rubbish, that I may gain Christ 9and be found in him, not having a righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but that which is through faith in Christ—the righteousness that comes from God and is by faith.

Paul saw these advantages as actually being hindrances to his salvation, because in trusting in them he had failed to put his trust in Christ.  In the same way, the advantages of the nation as a whole had hindered them from submitting to the gospel of Jesus Christ.

Notice how Paul ends his list:  “and from them is traced the human ancestry of Christ, who is God over all, forever praised! Amen.”  Do you see how Paul captures in one verse both the humanity (“the human ancestry”) and the deity (“Who is God”) of Christ?  Notice also that Paul makes a stark and unambiguous claim to the deity of Christ.  I’m always amazed when I read skeptics who claim that the early church did not consider Christ to be God—that the idea of the deity of Christ was invented sometime in the second or third centuries.  Hogwash!  Here and in many other places in the NT it is evident that the apostles considered Christ to be God.  

Let’s move on.  In verse 6, Paul begins to address the unspoken questions of his listeners.  He begins by asserting that God has not broken faith with his promises:  “It is not as if God’s word has failed.”  God has made certain promises, and those promises are being and will be kept.  Specifically, God has made promises to Israel, and he will be faithful to keep those promises perfectly?  But, Paul asks, who is Israel?  Who are the rightful beneficiaries of God’s promises?  He says,

For not all who are descended from Israel are Israel. 7Nor because they are his descendants are they all Abraham's children. On the contrary, "It is through Isaac that your offspring will be reckoned." 8In other words, it is not the natural children who are God's children, but it is the children of the promise who are regarded as Abraham's offspring. 9For this was how the promise was stated: "At the appointed time I will return, and Sarah will have a son." 
Who are the true descendants of Abraham and thus the true heirs to God’s covenant promises?  Not those who are his physical descendants—his “natural children”—but those who are “the children of the promise.”  How many sons did Abraham have?  Two:  Isaac and Ishmael.  Were they both his physical children?  Yes.  But did both of them inherit the promises God made to Abraham?  No—only Isaac did.  Why did Isaac inherit the promises?  Because he was the “child of the promise.”  He was the child promised to Abraham in Genesis 15:
4 Then the word of the LORD came to him: "This man will not be your heir, but a son coming from your own body will be your heir." 5 He took him outside and said, "Look up at the heavens and count the stars—if indeed you can count them." Then he said to him, "So shall your offspring be." 6 Abram believed the LORD, and he credited it to him as righteousness. 

and again in Genesis 17 and 18, which Paul quotes in verse 9.  Where Ishmael was born to Abraham through Abrahams effort, Isaac was born to him through is faith in God’s promise.  What is Paul’s point?  That the beneficiaries of God’s promises are not necessarily those who are physically descended from the patriarchs, but those who are their spiritual descendents:  their “children of promise.”
To emphasize the point, Paul carries the story forward another generation:

10Not only that, but Rebekah's children had one and the same father, our father Isaac. 11Yet, 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." 13Just as it is written: "Jacob I loved, but Esau I hated."

How many children did Isaac have?  Two:  Jacob and Esau.  Did both of them inherit the promises made to their grandfather Abraham?  No—only Jacob did.  By rights, who should have inherited the promises?  Esau, because he was the first born.  But, Paul says, “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.’”  Why did Jacob inherit the promises, and Esau not?  Because God chose Jacob.  Why did God chose Jacob?  Was it because of something he had done?  No—God made his choice before either of them was born—before either of them had done “anything good or bad.”  It didn’t depend on them at all:  it was God’s sovereign choice.  Why did God chose Jacob?  As Paul puts it, “In order that God’s purpose in election might stand.”   In other words, because he wanted to.
Paul continues:
14What then shall we say? Is God unjust? Not at all! 15For he says to Moses, 
   "I will have mercy on whom I have mercy, 
      and I will have compassion on whom I have compassion."[f] 16It does not, therefore, depend on man's desire or effort, but on God's mercy. 17For the Scripture says to Pharaoh: "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."[g] 18Therefore God has mercy on whom he wants to have mercy, and he hardens whom he wants to harden.

Paul anticipates an objection—one that you might hear today if you were to teach this passage to unbelievers:  that’s not fair!  It’s not right for God to favor one man over another in that way!  God is unjust to choose one man over another for no reason at all!  What is Paul’s response?  Sorry—God is God, he is sovereign, and he is free to do what he wants and to choose whom he wants:  he will have mercy and compassion on whom he desires.  It isn’t about us, but about God’s sovereign choices.  As Paul says, “16It does not, therefore, depend on man's desire or effort, but on God's mercy.”  We don’t earn his favor, and it really doesn’t matter how much we desire it:  He has mercy on whom he will have mercy.   Thankfully, God is absolutely holy, wide, just, loving, merciful, and gracious, so his sovereign choices are never arbitrary, capricious, or cruel, but always perfect and right.  
By the way, Paul doesn’t mention it explicitly, but it is implicit in this whole line of thinking:  on what basis did God choose Abraham?  Abraham was a pagan born in the ancient city of Ur. Abraham did not seek of earn God’s favor; instead it was God who sought Abraham and revealed himself to him.  Abraham responded to God in faith, but the story of God’s relationship with the Israelites begins with God’s gracious and sovereign election of Abraham.  

Paul continues to drive the lesson home in verse 17:

17For the Scripture says to Pharaoh: "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." 18Therefore God has mercy on whom he wants to have mercy, and he hardens whom he wants to harden.

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.  If you look back at the story of the plagues in Exodus, you’ll see that over and over again during the first five plagues Scripture records that “Pharaoh hardened his heart.”  But then, during the final five plagues, we read that “God hardened Pharaoh’s heart.  Why did God do this?  Paul says:  “That I might display my power in you and that my name might be proclaimed in all the earth”—in other words, because I needed someone to oppose me and be overcome by my power.  Is this unfair?  No.  God is sovereign and can chose to use men in any way he pleases.  As Paul says, “God has mercy on whom he wants to have mercy, and he hardens whom he wants to harden.”  
That leads to another objection:  If God is sovereign, and can do with any of us as he chooses, then aren’t we just puppets?  Can we be held accountable for the things God leads us to do?  Paul addresses that objection in verses 19 through 29, which we’ll look at next week.

The sovereignty of God:  “God has mercy on whom he wants to have mercy, and he hardens whom he wants to harden.”

Objection:  How can we be held accountable in the face of God’s sovereignty?  But, Paul says, the question is out of bounds.  

Who are “the objects of his wrath?”

As we move through this section, we’ll come to understand

· The historical advantages of the Jewish people

· The importance of biblical proof of election

· The justice of God in election

· The righteousness of God displayed in his judgments

· Why the Jews have rejected the Messiah

· The purpose of gospel preaching in God’s plan

· The importance of Christian missions and

God’s promise of eventual salvation for the Jews as a nation

