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Romans 9
Last week we began looking at a new section of Romans:  chapters 9, 10, and 11.  In these chapters, Paul explains God’s plan and provision concerning the Jews, His original chosen people.  He also addresses a very important objection to everything he’s been saying thus far:  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.  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.  
Last week we looked at the first X verses of Romans 9:
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.
Paul begins 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.  It is understandable that Paul would feel so strongly about the Jews:  they are his people, his family, his friends.  What makes Paul’s offer so remarkable, though, is how much love he expresses for the Jews despite their violent opposition to his ministry.  His love for the Jews is reminiscent of Christ’s love for his enemies:  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.  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.

In verse 4, Paul recounts the privileges God has given 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.
We looked at each of these— the adoption as sons, the divine glory, the covenants, the receiving of the law, the temple worship, the promises, the patriarchs, and the human ancestry of Christ—in some detail last time.  Why do you suppose Paul offers this list?  What the point?  To show how much favor God had shown to the Jews.  To make the case that the Jews really are different from the other nations.  To show how God had worked through history—from the choosing of Abraham to the coming of the Messiah—through the Jews.

Despite all of these advantages, 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.  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 privileges pointed, they put their trust in the privileges themselves.  Paul understood this problem personally:  he saw these advantages as actually being hindrances to his salvation, because in trusting in them he had failed to put his trust in Christ.  That’s why he said in Philippians 3, “7But whatever was to my profit I now consider loss for the sake of Christ.”  In the same way, the Jewish nation had put is faith in the privileges it had received from God, which hindered them from submitting to the gospel of Jesus Christ.

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." 
In this paragraph, Paul is answering an unstated question:  Who are the true descendants of Abraham and thus the true heirs to God’s covenant promises?  He’s granting that God has made covenant promises to Israel, but he wants to know to whom those promises apply?  To the physical descendants of Abraham, or to someone else?  What’s his answer?  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 Sarah’s scheme and Abraham’s effort, Isaac was born to him through his 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.”   What do you think that means?  In simpler language?  God chose Jacob because he wanted to.
Are you troubled at all by the last little bit of that passage:  “Jacob I loved, but Esau I hated?”  Does it seem harsh that God would “hate” Esau?  Does it seem out of character with what you know about God?  Discuss.  The word that is translated “hate” here can mean either to dislike strongly or to “love less.”  Here, it is used in a relative sense, to convey that God favored Jacob over Israel, or that God chose Jacob but passed over Esau.   

Jesus used the same word in a similar way when He cautioned that a man must hate his father and mother if he would come to Christ (Luke 14:26). Obviously Jesus, who was perfectly obedient to the law, was not encouraging hatred of one’s father and mother, since that would be prohibited by the commandment to honor one’s father and mother.  Instead, he was using hyperbolic antithesis—an exaggerated contrast between two things—to make the point that the love a man has for Christ ought to dwarf his love for his parents to the extent that the latter would seem to be "hate" by comparison. Hatred in this sense is not absolute but relative to a higher choice.  
So God did not "hate" Esau in the conventional sense of the word. In fact, He greatly prospered and favored him (Genesis 27:38-40). Esau did receive earthly blessings, as he himself testified (Genesis 33:9.) However, God's favor and blessing upon Jacob was so extensive that by comparison Esau would seem to be hated. 
Looking at it another way, which part of this is really harder to comprehend?  That God hated Esau, or that he loved Jacob?  It is easy to see why God rejected Esau. First, like all of us, Esau was by nature an enemy of God, a rebel.  Personally, he was godless, arrogant, foolish, impetuous, willing to trade his inheritance for a bowl of stew.  He personally rejected God.  There was plenty about Esau to dislike.  But what about Jacob?  His name means deceiver.  He was a coward, a cheat, and a thief.  What was it about Jacob that could cause God to love him?  Why would God choose a man like him?  Indeed—why would God choose any of us?  It is an amazing mystery that he chooses anyone at all—that he doesn’t “hate” us all.
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.  When Paul says, “It does not, therefore, depend on man's desire or effort, but on God's mercy,” what does the word “It” refer to?  Take various answers.  To God’s choices: why he selects Jacob over Esau or any of us over any other person.  To our salvation.  To our favor with God.  Paul is saying that we don’t earn God’s 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 notice a couple of interesting things.  First, when God sends Moses back to Egypt to confront Pharaoh, he tells him this:

The LORD said to Moses, "When you return to Egypt, see that you perform before Pharaoh all the wonders I have given you the power to do. But I will harden his heart so that he will not let the people go. (Exodus 4:21)
In other words, Pharaoh never really had any choice in the matter.  Even before Moses appeared before him—even before he was asked even once to let the Israelites go—God had determined that Pharaoh would refuse him:  the God would “harden his heart.”

Second, if you study the interactions between Moses and Pharaoh, you’ll see the following progression:  first, “Pharaoh's heart became hard;” then “Pharaoh's heart became hard;” then “he hardened his heart;” then “Pharaoh's heart was hard;” then “Pharaoh hardened his heart;” then “his heart was unyielding;” then “the LORD hardened Pharaoh's heart;” then “He and his officials hardened their hearts;” then “I (The Lord) have hardened his heart and the hearts of his officials;” then “the LORD hardened Pharaoh's heart;” then “the LORD hardened Pharaoh's heart;” then “the LORD hardened Pharaoh's heart.”  
Let’s pause a minute to think about what this means.  First, what do you think these passages mean when they speak of Pharaoh’s heart being hardened?  What does it mean to have a hard heart?  Take various answers.  To be stubborn.  To be resistant to God’s calling.  To have your will set in a certain way.   Pharaoh’s heart was hard, so he would not listen when God spoke to him through Moses and through the plagues.

Second, the word speaks alternatively of Pharaoh hardening his heart and of God hardening Pharaoh’s heart.  Sometimes it is Pharaoh who is acting, other times it is God.   What do you make of that?  Why talk about it both ways?  Take various answers.  It shows the interaction of God’s will and Pharaoh’s will.  Pharaoh was a king:  proud, stubborn, not easily influenced, not likely to be persuaded by a man like Moses.  His heart was hard—he was naturally inclined to oppose God.  But God was at work in him as well, further hardening his heart, guiding his will, strengthening his desire to reject Moses’ plea.  Why did God do this? Why did God harden Pharaoh’s heart?  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? Does it trouble you that God used Pharaoh in this way?  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?  How can God find fault with me when he is the one who guides my actions?  If he does not approve of my conduct or my character, then why did he make me this way?  How am I to blame?  Paul addresses that objection in verses 19 through 29.  Let’s look at the first bit of that:
 19One of you will say to me: "Then why does God still blame us? For who resists his will?" 20But who are you, O man, to talk back to God? "Shall what is formed say to him who formed it, 'Why did you make me like this?' "  21Does not the potter have the right to make out of the same lump of clay some pottery for noble purposes and some for common use? 
In verse 19, Paul states the objection:  Since no one can resist God’s will, how can anyone be help accountable for what he does?  Given that God’s will is irresistible, how can we be accountable when we do what he requires us to do?  What is Paul’s answer?  “But who are you, O man, to talk back to God? Paraphrase that for me.  Who do you think you are to criticize, argue with, or talk back to God?  Who is the creature to argue with the creator?  To make the point, Paul quotes from Isaiah 29:16, which says,
 16 You turn things upside down, 
       as if the potter were thought to be like the clay! 
       Shall what is formed say to him who formed it, 
       "He did not make me"? 
       Can the pot say of the potter, 
       "He knows nothing"? 

Who is the potter?  God.  Who is the clay?  We are.  In Isaiah 64, this relationship is made explicit:

Yet, O LORD, you are our Father. 
       We are the clay, you are the potter; 
       we are all the work of your hand.

Like a potter, God has a purpose in mind for each pot he makes.  Some, he will use for “noble purposes”—fine china for use in the White House.  Others, for common use—everyday dishes, or maybe even a chamber pot!  Does the potter have the right to use anything he has made in any way he chooses?  Of course—they are his creations.  Can he even decide to destroy a pot he has made and begin again?  Of course.  Does the clay have any voice in what it is to be made into? Of course not.  
The answer Paul provides here—who are we to question God?—is essentially the same answer God gave Job.  Job asked God to explain to Job why he had been required to suffer so greatly.  God’s response? 
1 Then the LORD answered Job out of the storm. He said: 

 2 "Who is this that darkens my counsel 
       with words without knowledge? 

 3 Brace yourself like a man; 
       I will question you, 
       and you shall answer me. 

 4 "Where were you when I laid the earth's foundation? 
       Tell me, if you understand. 

In other words?  Who are you, Job, to question me?  I am God, I made everything, including you.  Who are you?  
Next, Paul will move to apply these truths to the questions we asked at the beginning:  What about the Jews?  What about God’s promises to Israel?  We’ll take that up next week.

Paul continues:
22What if God, choosing to show his wrath and make his power known, bore with great patience the objects of his wrath—prepared for destruction? 23What if he did this to make the riches of his glory known to the objects of his mercy, whom he prepared in advance for glory— 24even us, whom he also called, not only from the Jews but also from the Gentiles? 
Unfortunately, the NIV really makes a mess of verse 22, rendering it very difficult to understand.  The word translated “choosing” would be better translated as “willing” or “desiring.”  Here’s how the NASB handles it:
22What if God, although willing to demonstrate His wrath and to make His power known, endured with much patience vessels of wrath prepared for destruction?
Here’s how the new Living Bible does it:

In the same way, even though God has the right to show his anger and his power, he is very patient with those on whom his anger falls, who are destined for destruction.

Who are “the objects of his wrath?”  God’s enemies.  Sinners.  Those destined for destruction.  Who are “the objects of his mercy?  Those chosen for salvation.  The elect.  Paul’s point is to show that God’s patience toward those who will ultimately receive his wrath is a way of showing those whom he has called just how great he is.   
New Living Bible

To further prove his point, Paul uses three examples from the OT.  First, he calls on Hosea:

25As he says in Hosea: 

   "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,"[i] 26and, 
   "It will happen that in the very place where it was said to them, 
      'You are not my people,' 
   they will be called 'sons of the living God.' "[j] 
Then on Isaiah:

 27Isaiah cries out concerning Israel: 

   "Though the number of the Israelites be like the sand by the sea, 
      only the remnant will be saved. 
 28For the Lord will carry out 
      his sentence on earth with speed and finality."[k] 
And then on Isaiah again:

 29It is just as Isaiah said previously: 
   "Unless the Lord Almighty 
      had left us descendants, 
   we would have become like Sodom, 
      we would have been like Gomorrah."[l]

Are you satisfied with this answer?  Why not?  We are not pots, does the analogy hold?  But God is also not just any potter.  It is not said that we are as clay in the potter’s hands, but that God has the right over us that the potter has over his clay. One lump the potter can use for a splendid vase; another for a vessel for base uses.

What about our will?  Are we just computers, programmed to bahve iin certain ways?  Do we have will?  Yes, clearly we do.  The Bible speaks about it constantly.  But can our will overcome God’s?  Are we free of not?  Yes, we have will, but we are not free.  We are slaves to our desires, which lead us to act in certain ways.  
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.  

