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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?  

Two weeks ago we began looking at the third subsection of the middle section of Romans, which is found in Chapter 11, in which Paul explains God’s merciful purpose toward his disobedient people Israel.  We had gotten down to verses 25 through 27, which say
25I do not want you to be ignorant of this mystery, brothers, so that you may not be conceited: Israel has experienced a hardening in part until the full number of the Gentiles has come in. 26And so all Israel will be saved, as it is written: 
   "The deliverer will come from Zion; 
      he will turn godlessness away from Jacob. 
27And this is[f] my covenant with them 
      when I take away their sins."[g] 
Paul says, I don’t want you to be ignorant of something he calls a “mystery.”  What is the mystery?  “Israel has experienced a hardening in part until the full number of the Gentiles has come in. And so all Israel will be saved…”  
Paul has already made the case that Israel is experiencing a hardening.  Here, he calls it a “hardening in part” to remind us about the existence of the faithful remnant—most, but not all, of Israel has experienced hardening.   How long will the hardening last?  “Until the full number of the Gentiles has come in…”  When will that be?  No one knows!  But it is clear that Paul is teaching that there will be a time when it has been accomplished.  Paul is pointing to a real time in the future. What does “come in” mean?  Come in to what?  God’s kingdom.  God’s family.  Salvation.  How many is “the full number of the Gentiles?”  No one knows!  It’s a very big number, but God alone knows how many exactly.  God is filling his kingdom with those he has chosen from all over the world.  When that process has been completed—when each one God has chosen has “come in”—then God will remove the hardening from the Jews and will save them all:  “all Israel will be saved.”   
Going back to verse 25, why does Paul not want his readers to be ignorant of this mystery?  He does not want them to be “conceited.”  Recall that in verses 18 and 20 Paul warned the Gentile believers not to boast or be arrogant over branches that had been broken off.  In that case, he warned against arrogance on the grounds that the Gentiles had done nothing to merit the grace God was showing to them.  Here, he makes a different point:  believers should not be conceited because God’s hardening of the Jews is only temporary.   The Jewish nation has not lost its status as God’s chosen people, and at the right time God will restore them to their position of favor among the nations.  
Let me ask you:  are you ever conceited about being a believer?  Do you ever look down on those who do not know Christ?  Do you ever stand in judgment of their behavior?  Take various answers.  I know I do.  Why do we do this?  We forget that our salvation is a gift of grace, and we think we have somehow earned it.  We forget that the lost are spiritually dad, unable to seek God, and so instead of having pity for them we feel contempt.  Paul warns against this kind of foolish, conceited thinking.  Instead of being proud and conceited, we ought to be grateful and humble.  Instead of looking down on others, we should fell love and pity for them, and we should feel a burning desire to see them come to know and have when we know and have. 

When Paul says in verse 26 that “all Israel will be saved,” what do you think he means?  What is the meaning of the phrase “All Israel?” Who is that?  Take various answers. There are various interpretations of this phrase.  Some say that it is simply a reference to the remnant of Jews who put their faith in Christ. As proof, they cite Romans 9:6:
For not all who are descended from Israel are Israel. Nor because they are his descendants are they all Abraham’s children.
Others think that the phrase all Israel refers to all believers, both Jews and Gentiles.  In other words, “all Israel” means “the church.”  As proof, they might cite Galatians 3:7:
Understand, then, that those who believe are children of Abraham.
A third meaning, and one that I think fits the context of Romans 11, is that all Israel means the nation as a whole, that is, all ethnic Jews.  Clearly Paul is thinking of the nation of Israel in verse 25 when he says that Israel has experienced a hardening in part.  Obviously the hardened Israel cannot refer to believers.  Furthermore, the three previous references to Israel in this chapter all designate the nation as a whole, particularly the unbelieving Jews. Verse 2 speaks of how Elijah appealed to God against Israel; verse 7 says that what Israel sought so earnestly it did not obtain; and verse 11 says that salvation has come to the Gentiles to make Israel envious.  So I think verse 25 is telling us that the hardened Israel will one day be the saved Israel.  
Does “all Israel” literally mean every Jew?  Take various answers.  It may or may not.  Up to now, Paul has used the term “Israel” to refer to most, but not all, of the nation.  Just as there has been a remnant of those saved while most were hardened, it is possible that in the future some will remain hardened individually while most come to faith in God.  Clearly, though, Paul is speaking of a sea change in Israel’s relationship with God:  where today most resist him, on that day most if not all will put their faith in him.

When will this happen?  Take various answers.  We already saw that it will be when the full number of Gentiles has come in. But as we read on in verses 26 and 27, it becomes clear that the salvation of Israel will be connected to the second coming of Christ. Paul cites from the prophets Isaiah and Jeremiah in verses 26 and 27 when he says,
As it is written,

“The deliverer will come from Zion; 
he will turn godlessness away from Jacob.
And this is my covenant with them when I take away their sins.”
Who is the deliverer?  Jesus Christ. Paul is saying here that when he returns, he will “turn godlessness away from Jacob” and will establish a new covenant with them—a covenant that takes away sin. Who is “Jacob?”  That’s the nation of Israel.  And when Paul refers to a “covenant” that “take(s) away their sins,” what’s he referring to?  It has to be the gospel of Jesus Christ.  Consider this:  when speaking of the old covenant, the writer of Hebrews says,
Day after day every priest stands and performs his religious duties; again and again he offers the same sacrifices, which can never take away sins. (10:11)

Because, he says, 

it is impossible for the blood of bulls and goats to take away sins. (10:4)

But, speaking of Christ he says, 
Christ was sacrificed once to take away the sins of many people (9:27)

Only the gospel of Jesus Christ has the power to take away sins—the old covenant did not.  So the “new covenant” Paul speaks of in verse 27 has to be the gospel.

In order to better understand these verses, let’s take a few minutes to talk about the second coming of Christ and four major views of end-times events.  This is a topic that is taught or referred to in more than 300 verses of the New Testament, but because much of the language of prophecy is symbolic and thus open to interpretation, scholars disagree on how events will unfold leading up to the second coming.  
Before we look at the different views on these events, let’s define a few terms:
Rapture – This word does not appear in Scripture. It comes from the Latin word rapare, which means to take away or snatch out. The rapture is a sudden snatching of believers out of the world to meet Christ in the air. The key text on which the idea of the rapture is based is 2 Thessalonians 4:13-18.
Tribulation – A period of 7 years terrible judgments on the world resulting in widespread death and suffering. An evil ruler called the antichrist or the Man of Lawlessness will be in power during this time.  The Tribulation is described in Daniel 9 and the book of Revelation.
Millennium – This word comes from two Latin words: mille, which means a thousand and annum, which means year.  So the millennium is a 1000-year period of peace, justice and prosperity in which Satan is bound and Christ rules the earth.
Now that we’ve got our terms defined, let’s consider four of the major viewpoints concerning the end times. 
Historic premillennialism – This view goes back to the early church.  It’s called premillennialism because it predicts Christ returning before the Millennium. We are currently living in the church age and, according to this view, the church or believers will remain on earth through the Tribulation, after which Christ will return to establish His kingdom and usher in the Millennium.  
The historic premillennialist view sees the Jews turning to Christ just before His second coming, at the end of the Tribulation, then the rapture occurs at the same time as Christ’s return.  After the Millennium, there will be final judgment, followed by eternity and the new heaven and new earth.
Dispensationalism or Modern Premillennialism – This is a popular view today among many conservative evangelicals. In this view, the current church age will be followed by a 7-year Tribulation period.  The church will be raptured before or in the middle of this 7-year Tribulation.  The Jews will come to faith in Christ either during the Tribulation or when Christ returns at the end of the 7 years.  When Christ returns to earth, He will defeat Israel’s enemies, establish His kingdom, and bring in the Millennium. Again, the Millennium will be followed by final judgment and the new heaven and new earth.
Amillennialism – This view was formulated by Augustine and is still held by many mainstream Christians today. Amillennialists don’t believe in a literal Millennium, or 1000-year reign of Christ on the earth.  Rather, they view the current church age as the Millennium, a time in which Christ maintains a spiritual rule in His church and in the hearts of Christians, though the world becomes increasingly evil. 
This view does not believe in a literal seven-year Tribulation.  Some amillennialists (called preterists) believe that the tribiullation prophesies were fulfilled in 70 AD when Jerusalem was sacked and the Temple was destroyed.   Others believe that the tribulation prophecies are symbolic, representing the trials and persecutions of the church throughout history.  According to the amillennialist view, the church age and all of history will come to an end when Christ returns. The rapture will occur simultaneously with the second coming, and will be followed by the final judgment and eternity on the new heaven and new earth.

Postmillennialism – This is a view that was popular during the 19th century and is still held by some Christians today.  (Most Presbyterians hold to this view.)  In this view, Christians, with God’s help, will gradually convert and reform society, ushering in an age of peace and blessing when the church rules the world. This future age, when Christianity is dominant, is equated with the Millennium, though it may not last exactly 1000 years. Christ will return after this future age of peace and blessing–hence the label Postmillennialism–and His return will be followed by final judgment and eternity in the new heaven and new earth.
Let me emphasize here that these are all view held by Christians.  None of these is heretical or unscriptural. Scholars have, to the best of their ability, used Scripture and logic to arrive at these different understandings of end-times events. If you were to study these different views, you would find that all have strengths and weaknesses.
You’ll notice, of course, that all these views agree on one crucial point:  they all believe Christ is coming again. They disagree on when that will happen exactly, but all agree that he will return.  With regard to the Jews, some think that there will be widespread conversion among the Jews just before the second coming, while others believe that the Jews will trust Christ at the time He appears.  Either way, though, the restoration of the Jews is closely linked with Christ’s second coming.

Let’s move on to verses 28 and 29:
28As far as the gospel is concerned, they are enemies on your account; but as far as election is concerned, they are loved on account of the patriarchs, 29for God's gifts and his call are irrevocable. 

Paul says in verse 28 “As far as the gospel is concerned, they are enemies on your account.” That may sound a little harsh—even incendiary.  What do you suppose he has in mind when he says that “they are enemies on your account?” Take various answers.  Remember that in Paul’s day, not only did most Jews refuse to believe the gospel, some of them opposed the preaching of the gospel with violence and persecution.  They literally were enemies of the gospel, actively opposing its spread throughout the world.

Paul goes on to say that, while the Jews may be the enemies of the gospel, as far as election is concerned, the Jews are loved.  Who loves them?  God.  Why does he love them?  Paul says, “On account of the patriarchs.”  What do you suppose he means by that?  Take various answers.  He’s not teaching that somehow the patriarchs earned merit with God, which is now credited to their descendants.  Rather, he is saying that God elected to set His love on the patriarchs and their descendants, to call them out from among all the other peoples on earth to be His treasured possession.  And because God is a faithful, unchanging, covenant-keeping God, He won’t take back what He has given. In fact, Paul says in verse 29, “God’s gifts and his call are irrevocable.” God does not give and take back; He does not promise and then fail to deliver.  
Paul is arguing here that the character of God assures the future salvation of the Jews.  It may be that most of the Jews are not currently living up to the gifts and call that God gave their nation, but their unbelief does not change God’s faithfulness or His sovereign purposes. God will act according to His character and be faithful to His promises, no matter what people may do.  Paul introduced this idea earlier, in Romans chapter 3.  You may recall that, in discussing the Jews, he asks the rhetorical question, “What if some did not have faith?  Will their lack of faith nullify God’s faithfulness?” The answer he gives is, “Not at all!  Let God be true, and every man a liar.”
By the way, that little phrase in verse 29, “God’s gifts and his call are irrevocable” is also a strong verse supporting the Calvinist view of eternal security.  Since it is God who chooses and calls men into a relationship with him, they would argue, and since his call is irrevocable, then how can any true believer be lost?  Who can revoke God’s calling?  As Romans 8:30 promises,

And those he predestined, he also called; those he called, he also justified; those he justified, he also glorified. 

Verses 30 through 32 summarize the different phases of God’s plan of salvation, which Paul has been teaching throughout this chapter:

30Just as you who were at one time disobedient to God have now received mercy as a result of their disobedience, 31so they too have now become disobedient in order that they too may now receive mercy as a result of God's mercy to you. 32For God has bound all men over to disobedience so that he may have mercy on them all.

When Paul says, “Just as you who were at one time disobedient to God have now received mercy as a result of their disobedience,” who does he mean by “you?”  The Gentiles.  When he speaks of their disobedience, what’s he talking about?  Take various answers.  He’s referring to their condition before they received the gospel:  disobedient, cut off from the truth, spiritually dead.  Here’s how he put it in Ephesians 2:

As for you, you were dead in your transgressions and sins, in which you used to live when you followed the ways of this world and the ruler of the kingdom of the air, the spirit who is now at work in those who are disobedient. … you were separate from Christ, excluded from citizenship in Israel and foreigners to the covenants of the promise, without hope and without God in the world.
Despite this heritage of disobedience, though, God has shown mercy to the Gentiles, bringing many of them into his kingdom.  

When Paul says, “Just as you who were at one time disobedient to God have now received mercy as a result of their disobedience,” who does he mean by “their?”  The Jews.  What is their disobedience?  Their failure to receive their Messiah.  As we have seen, the disobedience of the Jews was a necessary part of God’s plan to take the Gospel to the Gentiles.  It is thanks to their disobedience that the Gospel has spread throughout the world.
Paul continues, “so they too have now become disobedient in order that they too may now receive mercy as a result of God's mercy to you.”  Who is “they” in that sentence?  The Jews.  What is the eventual result of the disobedience of the Jews?  God will show mercy to them.  At some point in the future, God will remove the hardening from Israel and they will again become the focus of His mercy. Notice that verse 31 says that “they (referring to the Jews) will receive mercy as a result of God’s mercy to you (the Gentiles).”  What do you think that means?  Take various answers.  I think this means that God plans to use Gentile believers to cause the Jews to put their faith in Jesus Christ.  How might God accomplish this?  Take various answers.  God may do this by causing the Jews to envy of the Gentiles for their spiritual blessings, as we read about last time, and/or He may do it through the Gentiles preaching the gospel to the Jews.
So here is God’s unfolding plan:  He used the Jews to save the Gentiles by sending His word and His Son through the nation of Israel. In the future, He will use the Gentiles to save the Jews.  This is a plan designed to bring glory to God and to God alone:  neither Jews nor Gentiles have cause for boasting.  Why not?   Take various answers.  Because each is in some way dependent on the other for salvation, and both are dependent on God’s mercy.  As Paul says in verse 32,
For God has bound all men over to disobedience so that He may have mercy on them all.
Paul confirms here what he has said earlier in the letter:  all men are sinners.  Back in Chapter 3 verse 9 he said,

 9What shall we conclude then? Are we any better? Not at all! We have already made the charge that Jews and Gentiles alike are all under sin. 10As it is written: 
   "There is no one righteous, not even one; 
    11there is no one who understands, 
      no one who seeks God.

Without man’s disobedience, there would be no need God’s mercy.  But God wants to bring glory to Himself by displaying all of His attributes, so He uses even our disobedience in order to show His great mercy.  Listen to how He puts it in Ezekiel 36:
This is what the Sovereign Lord says:  “It is not for your sake, O house of Israel that I am going to do these things, but for the sake of my holy name, which you have profaned among the nations where you have gone.…  Then the nations will know that I am the Lord,” declares the Sovereign Lord, “when I show myself holy through you before their eyes.”

In verses 33 through 36, Paul brings this middle section of Romans to a conclusion.  He says,

33Oh, the depth of the riches of the wisdom and[i] knowledge of God! 
      How unsearchable his judgments, 
      and his paths beyond tracing out! 
 34"Who has known the mind of the Lord? 
      Or who has been his counselor?"[j] 
 35"Who has ever given to God, 
      that God should repay him?"[k] 
 36For from him and through him and to him are all things. 
      To him be the glory forever! Amen.

In your Bible, this little section may be labeled, “Doxology.”  A doxology is “a hymn or verse in Christian liturgy glorifying God.”  It is very possible that Paul is quoting here a hymn of the early church.   On the other hand, he may have just been lead by the Spirit to compose this himself.  Either way, what a beautiful expression of the glory of God.  

As he has so many times in this section of Romans, Paul reaches back to the OT for his source material.  In verse 35, he quotes from Isaiah 40:13.  Here it is in context:

 13 Who has understood the mind [d] of the LORD, 
       or instructed him as his counselor? 

 14 Whom did the LORD consult to enlighten him, 
       and who taught him the right way? 
       Who was it that taught him knowledge 
       or showed him the path of understanding? 

In verse 36, he quotes from Job 41, the second of two chapters near the end of the book where God questions Job.  

If you were to try to paraphrase this doxology—to summarize it—what would you say?  What is the message of these verses?  Take various answers.  God is wise beyond our understanding.  No one can really understand his ways.  His plans and decisions are unfathomable.  He doesn’t seek our advice or consent for his plans and actions.  He is the sovereign—he needs no one and is obligated to no one.  He doesn’t owe anyone anything.  

Notice that last phrase, “36For from him and through him and to him are all things.”  How is it true that all things are “from” God?  Take various answers.  He is the creator of all things.  All things originate in Him.  He is the ultimate First Cause. He is the source of all things. How is it true that all things are “through God?”  Take various answers.  Everything that happens is according to his plan and will.  Nothing happens that he does not cause or allow.  He is the active agent and upholder of all things.  How is it true that all things are “to God?”  Take various answers.  All things exist for His purpose and pleasure. His glory and pleasure are the ultimate purposes and goals for which creation exists. 
Why do you think Paul ends Chapter 9 through 11 with this doxology?  What do you think was on his mind?  Take various answers.  I think he understood that what he had just taught was challenging, difficult, upsetting.  He himself probably felt the weight of the truths he had been writing:  the complete and utter sovereignty of God, the difficulty of reconciling his sternness and his kindness, the challenge of accepting that God hardens and thus effectively discards some men in order to accomplish his larger purposes.  He ends this way as an acknowledgment of the difficulty of the material that has just been presented.  I think J. B. Phillips captures this in his paraphrase of these verses:
Frankly, I stand amazed at the unfathomable complexity of God's wisdom and God's knowledge. How could man ever understand his reasons for action, or explain his methods of working? For: 'Who has known the mind of the Lord? Or who has become his counselor?' 'Or who has first given to him and it shall be repaid to him?'

You may also have been challenged by some of what we’ve been studying over the past few weeks.  But let me ask you to think about this.  Are you thankful that we serve a sovereign God?  Why?  Take various answers. I’m thankful for this because I don’t have to worry that something might deter or delay God from keeping his promises to me.  If he’s so sovereign that his sovereignty bothers me, then I’m not worried that anyone or anything is going to stop him from accomplishing his purposes.  Are you thankful that His character is complex and nuanced?  Why?  Take various answers.  If God is who he claims to be—the all powerful, omniscient creator and sustainer of the universe—then I would expect his character to be complex and nuanced.  The fact that God is complicated and impossible to figure out is authentic.  Are you thankful that his judgments are unsearchable?  Why?  Take various answers.   If God is all knowing and all wise, why would I—a mere man, limited in every way—expect to be able to reason through God’s judgments.  Again, this is a sign of God’s authenticity.   
OK, next week we have a real treat:  Jon Weiner, a member of our church’s staff and a completed Jew, will be here to talk about Romans 9 through 11 and to answer our questions about it.  Don’t miss it!
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