
LESSON 67 – BOAST NOT AGAINST THE BRANCHES                  Romans 11:16-21 

(11:16) – FOR IF THE FIRSTFRUIT BE HOLY, THE LUMP IS ALSO HOLY: AND IF THE ROOT BE 
HOLY, SO ARE THE BRANCHES. – Paul has just made a great point concerning the Jews that 
every believing Gentile needs to consider.  We ought not rejoice in the fall of that nation.  
They stumbled at the stumbling stone of the cross.  As a whole, they turned their back on the 
true Messiah.  They have come under judgment of God, and they have been sent to the four 
corners of the earth.  And that generation is a lost generation.  We ought to consider the fact 
that if left to ourselves, we too would stumble and fall like unbelieving Israel.  The only 
difference between unbelievers and believers is the grace of God in Christ. 
 We ought also to consider how God has overruled their fall and used it for His glory in 
the salvation of His elect among the Gentiles proving that their fall was (and is) “the riches 
of the world” (Rom. 11:12).  But we still ought to thank God for them because it was 
through them that the Lord brought our Savior into the world to save us from our sins, and 
through them the Lord preserved His Word (the Gospel) and sent it out to the world for the 
salvation of His elect.  Therefore, we ought to desire and pray for their salvation – “their 
fulness” (Rom. 11:12). 
 Here, Paul uses an illustration from the Old Testament law.  This verse could be read, 
“If the dough offered as firstfruits is holy, so is the whole lump, and if the root is holy, so 
are the branches.”  This is a reference to the first offering of dough or bread from grain after 
the harvest.  It was separated from the rest of “the lump” of dough and presented as an 
offering to God.  The Jews were required to present such a portion of the harvest to God as 
an expression of gratitude and of their sense of dependence on God (Lev. 23:10; Num. 
15:19-21).  “Holy” here does not describe any inherent or imparted moral quality of 
perfection.  It literally means separated or consecrated for specific use as an offering to or in 
the service to God as distinguished from that which is common or for common use.  The 
“firstfruit” and the “root” here refers to Abraham and the promises God made both to his 
physical seed and spiritual seed through him.  Physically, Abraham was set apart by God in 
that through him and his physical seed, the nation Israel and specifically the tribe of Judah, 
the Messiah would come into the world (Matt. 1:1; Gal. 3:16).  So, in Abraham, “the 
firstfruit” and “the root,” the whole physical nation of Israel, “the lump” and “the 
branches,” were “holy,” i.e. set apart by God for this specific purpose. 

(11:17) – “AND IF SOME OF THE BRANCHES BE BROKEN OFF” – This refers to that part of 
the physical nation of Israel which perished in unbelief – unbelieving Israel.  They were 
partakers of the physical benefits of God’s covenant with Abraham but not the spiritual 
benefits which were and are in Christ whom they rejected (Rom. 9:31—10:4).  “AND THOU 
BEING A WILD OLIVE TREE, WERT GRAFFED IN AMONG THEM,” – The “olive tree” is a 
metaphor for SPIRITUAL Israel of which not all physical Israelites are a part (Rom. 9:6-8).  
This spiritual nation came to its fruition by means of God using the physical nation Israel, 
first, in bringing Christ to the world through them, and, secondly by bringing Gospel to the 
world through them (the law, prophets, the apostles).  In this sense, Gentile believers were 
not part of that process but as “a wild olive tree” were grafted into the nation of spiritual 
Israel (Eph. 2:11-13).  As Gentile believers, we, therefore, partake of the SPIRITUAL benefits 
that God gave and brought to us through Abraham and the nation Israel (Gal. 3:26-29).  All of 
our spiritual benefits and blessings are of God’s grace in and by the Lord Jesus Christ, but God 
used the means of Abraham and the nation Israel to bring them to us (John 4:22).  So, Paul’s 
point is that the promise of God to Abraham which said, "In thee shall all the families of the 
earth be blessed," are being fulfilled.  Gentiles are within the purpose and plan of God, and 
God is now working through the believing Gentiles to a further end – to provoke Israel to 
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jealousy in order that they might have their glorious future that the Abrahamic promises have 
set forth – “AND WITH THEM PARTAKEST OF THE ROOT AND FATNESS OF THE OLIVE 
TREE;”  

(11:18) – “BOAST NOT AGAINST THE BRANCHES.” – Gentiles who have been saved by God’s 
grace in Christ having nothing in which to boast of ourselves.  We have blessings that we did 
not earn or deserve.  Christ’s righteousness imputed alone is our only right to eternal life.  We 
have nothing in which to boast over and above the unbelieving Jews.  God alone has made us 
to differ.  If God had left us to ourselves, we would all perish in unbelief.  Our right standing 
with God in Christ, the life He has given us, and the faith by which we lay hold of Christ are 
all gifts from God (Eph. 2:8-9).  “BUT IF THOU BOAST” – Any Gentile who claims to believe 
in Christ but who takes pride in himself because he is saved and that the unbelieving Jews are 
not must remember – “THOU BEAREST NOT THE ROOT, BUT THE ROOT THEE.”   
 We must realize that the Jews received no benefits and advantages from the Gentiles, 
but the Gentiles received much from the Jews.  Our Savior, according to the flesh, was a Jew, 
and the first believers were Jews (Rom. 1:16).  Our whole salvation is of the Lord, and we 
are to recognize that no man or nation could save any of us.  We are, however, to thank God 
for the means He uses to bring the Gospel to us and us to the Gospel.  So, the warning here is 
that we as Gentile believers should not be puffed up and arrogant against the Jews on 
account of our blessings and their blindness.  We should always thank God for His grace in 
saving such wretched sinners as ourselves and pray for the salvation of both Jew and Gentile, 
knowing that it is God who makes us to differ and that Christ's righteousness alone is the 
difference. 

(11:19-20) – “THOU WILT SAY THEN, THE BRANCHES WERE BROKEN OFF, THAT I MIGHT BE 
GRAFFED IN.  WELL; BECAUSE OF UNBELIEF THEY WERE BROKEN OFF, AND THOU 
STANDEST BY FAITH. BE NOT HIGHMINDED, BUT FEAR:” – If any Gentile who claims to 
believe the Gospel states that the unbelieving Jews fell and were cast off that he might be 
grafted into the spiritual nation of Israel, this is true.  Understand, however, that the Jews 
were not cast off simply because they were Jews, and Gentile believers were not grafted in 
simply because they were Gentiles.  The Jews were cast off “because of unbelief.”  Gentile 
believers stand “by faith.”  This faith is not of ourselves.  IT IS THE GIFT OF GOD!  This faith 
acknowledges from the heart our sinfulness and the fact that by nature and based on our best 
works, we deserve nothing but eternal damnation.  This faith looks to Christ and pleads His 
righteousness alone for all salvation.  This faith results in humility, not pride.  This faith 
results in “fear,” respect and reverence for the God Who justifies the ungodly by the blood of 
Christ (Heb. 4:1-3). 

(11:21) – “FOR IF GOD SPARED NOT THE NATURAL BRANCHES, [TAKE HEED] LEST HE ALSO 
SPARE NOT THEE.” – God did not spare “the natural branches,” the physical nation of Israel 
which, as a whole, insisted on salvation by their works and were lifted up with pride over the 
Gentiles whom they considered sinful and deserving of damnation.  As a whole, they rejected 
Christ and salvation by grace in Him.  If God did not spare them because of their pride and 
unbelief, “take heed lest He also spare not thee.”  This is spoken of and to Gentiles who 
claimed to believe the Gospel of God’s grace in Christ but who revealed their unbelief in their 
proud and self-righteous attitude towards unbelieving Israel.  Every believing Gentile ought to 
thank God for the nation Israel by which He brought Christ into the world and brought the 
Gospel to the Gentiles.  Every believing Gentile ought to be sorrowful over the unbelief of the 
Jews and pray for their salvation (Rom. 9:1-3; 10:1).
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