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Romans 9

“Israel and the Sovereign God”

The division between chapters eight and nine is clear. Chapter eight is the grand crescendo of Paul’s salvation symphony. Chapters nine through eleven constitute what many believe to be a parenthetical section inserted to answer the questions regarding Israel and the gospel.

“As a mature believer and the very apostle of the Gentiles, [Paul] knew he must come to grips with the problems of the gospel as they related to the Jew. What about all those ancient promises? Were they cancelled now? Where does the Jew stand in relation to God in this new dispensation? No thoroughgoing exposition of the gospel could evade questions like these. That is why this great parenthesis appears at this point in the epistle.”

-John Phillips

“[Paul] has a great deal more to say to the Romans…What will the next theme be? It will be a pathetic and significant contrast to the last; a lament, a discussion, an instruction, and then a prophecy, about not himself and his happy fellow-saints, but poor self-blinded unbelieving Israel.”

-H.C.G. Moule

“…the many messianic promises to the Jews of old necessitated an understanding that God would yet honor those promises.”

-Woodrow Kroll

While Paul is largely dealing with Israel throughout the next three chapters, his focus is still to point out the plan of God through the gospel. With this overall theme still moving Paul’s pen, chapter nine discusses Israel, but it is the sovereignty of God that shines the brightest.

“We come to the Word of God to be taught. However unpleasing to the natural mind the revealed truth of God may be, we acknowledge its supreme rulership. Our task is not to question, our duty is rather to accept and obey.”

-Ian Paisley

There are some truths revealed in chapter nine that are confounding to some, and controversial to others. Nevertheless, we approach the Word of God with open hearts, confident that what we read is truth, whether our mind can conceive it or not.

As Paul tries to address to subject of Israel, he points not so much to the nation, as he does to the sovereign God that created the nation. In so doing, we find three truths in relation to God’s sovereignty. 

I. GOD’S SOVEREIGNTY IS DISPLAYED IN HIS PEOPLE (v. 1-13)

As chapter nine opens, Paul begins to speak frankly about his “kinsmen according to the flesh.” As a Jew, Paul certainly felt compelled to deal with the subject of Israel in relation to the gospel he has been proclaiming.


A. Paul’s attitude toward Israel

In verses 1-3, Paul bares his heart, and testifies that far from abandoning his race as the “apostle to the Gentiles”, with “continual sorrow” in his heart he longed for his people to be saved.

With unparalleled evangelistic fervor, Paul says in verse three, that, “…I could wish myself accursed from Christ for my brethren…” Paul was willing to be damned if it meant that his Jewish brethren could be saved. 

Note that this evangelistic heart is revealed at the doorstep to the doctrine of divine election about which Paul is about to write at length.

“Let it be said…and said once and for all that election does not destroy the responsibility of second causes. When a man seeks to escape from his responsibilities by making a plea of God’s sovereignty, his view of God’s sovereignty is fallacious.”

-Ian Paisley


B. Paul’s assurance for Israel

In verses four and five, Paul lists a string of blessings that are unique to Israel. He mentions “the adoption”, “the glory”, “the covenants”, “the giving of the Law”, “the service of God”, and “the promises.” He finishes in a sort of doxology, pointing out that it is through Israel that “Christ came”.

Then in verse six, we find a key verse for understanding God’s remaining relationship with His covenant people. Paul says, “Not as though the word of God hath taken none effect…”
Paul assures Israel that God’s promises to them are not being broken by the New Covenant in Christ, but are in fact being kept.


C. Paul’s approach to Israel

Paul’s approach to Israel is to once again try to remove them from the false security of racial salvation. He reminds them in verse six that, “…they are not all Israel, which are of Israel.”

With this statement, Paul begins to point out that God’s promises to Israel applied only to specific people. In verse seven, it was only Abraham’s descendents “in Isaac” that were part of God’s covenant. Ishmael, while Abraham’s son, was not part of God’s promise.

The application of this is stated in verse eight. It is “the children of promise” that are guaranteed in God’s covenant. From this Paul goes on to show that God, by grace, chose Jacob over Esau. This is what Paul describes as, “the purpose of God according to election…”
In essence, what Paul is saying is that God’s promise what not so much to Israel genetically, but spiritually. It was those, that by God’s grace were elected (before they could enter into any covenant) who are the true partakers of God’s promise.

While the doctrine of election troubles some, the reality is that without this doctrine, salvation cannot be fully of God’s grace (v.11).

Knowing that these statements would raise some debate, Paul continues to deal with God’s sovereignty. He tells us not only that God’s sovereignty is displayed in his people, but also that:

II. GOD’S SOVEREIGNTY IS DEFENDED BY HIS POSITION (v. 14-23)

The concept of divine election causes some people to foolishly and ignorantly ask the question that Paul rhetorically raises in verse 14. “…Is there unrighteousness with God?”

If election is not viewed properly, it causes people to see God as a controlling monster. What they fail to see is that electing some sinners to salvation does not make God a monster; it makes him merciful. Esau may not have been chosen, but he was still guilty of sin, and worthy of hell.

Paul does not choose to answer the question that simply. Instead, he explains why God can and does choose to elect some.


A. He has the prerogative to choose

After dismissing the notion that election makes God unrighteous, Paul proceeds in verse 15 to quote a conversation God had with Moses. God said, “I will have mercy on whom I will have mercy, and I will have compassion on whom I will have compassion.”

The application of this divine utterance is found in verse 16, where Paul says, “So then it is not of him that willeth, nor of him that runneth, but of God that sheweth mercy.”

Again, election is critical to grace. If salvation is not of God’s initiative, then it is of works. It is important to notice that it is mercy that motivates election. God is not an impersonal deity, blindly choosing some, and coldly rejecting others. Mercy motivates Him!

“So we are led up to the shut door of the sanctuary of God’s Choice. Touch it; it is adamantine, and it is fast locked. No blind Destiny has turned the key, and lost it. No inaccessible Tyrant sits within, playing to himself both sides of a game of fate, and indifferent to the cry of the soul…”

-H.C.G. Moule

Not only is it God’s prerogative to choose, but Paul goes on to show that:


B. He has the purpose to choose

Beginning in verse 17, Paul employs the illustration of Pharaoh. The Word of God to Pharaoh was that God had raised him up to the position he was in so that God might “shew my power in thee, and that my name might be delclared throughout all the earth.”

Verse 18 reminds us that God will have “mercy on whom he will, and whom he will he hardeneth.” The reference here is to the fact that God hardened pharaoh’s heart.

It is important to read this verse and understand that Pharaoh is said to have hardened his own heart as well. Lamoyne Sharpe says that, “God simply forced pharaoh to make the decision that was already in his heart.”

God used Pharaoh’s unbelief and stubbornness as a springboard for His eventual glory. Where mercy is not extended, the purpose of God is still at work to bring Him ultimate and eventual glory.


C. He has the power to choose

Again, Paul anticipates a protest. He says in verse 19, “Thou wilt say then unto me, Why doth he yet find fault? For who hath resisted his will?”

The simple answer to this question would be that God is not responsible for man’s guilt, though He will get glory through the punishment or pardon of that guilt. Yet that is not how Paul chooses to answer the question. 

He instead points the reader to the fact that these types of questions are not valid in light of who we are, and who God is.

Verse 20 says, “Nay but, O man, who art thou that repliest against God? Shall the thing formed say to him that formed it, Why hast thou made me thus?” 

Paul continues the theme of Creator and creation in verse 21-23. He talks about the Potter having power to do as He pleases with His clay. 

This particular section is bothersome to many, because they wrestle with the idea of God creating a vessel for the sole purpose of wrath. Yet, notice in verse 22, that the vessels of wrath are said to be “fitted to destruction”. In verse 23, the vessels of mercy are said to be “prepared unto glory”. 

“Those marked for destruction are ‘fitted to destruction,’ but it is not stated that God so fitted them, as if God had prepared those vessels for wrath in contrast with those he prepared for mercy. God does not create people in order to damn them. However, when people behave like Pharaoh, God so deals with them that the inbred wickedness reveals itself in such a way that they become fit object for his punishment.”

-John Phillips

Whether we understand the concept or reasons for divine election, we must acknowledge that as God, it is His right, and within His power to choose those whom He will, however that choice is made.

Paul concludes this complex chapter by pointing us finally to the fact that:

III. GOD’S SOVEREIGNTY IS DISCOVERED THROUGH HIS PLAN (v. 24-33)

The overall point Paul has been trying to make is that God’s plan, for Israel, yeah for humanity, has not changed. It is a sovereign plan that has been working itself out through the medium of time. 

While the plan of God is a completed work in His eternal mind, we are discovering His sovereign plan as time unfolds.


A. It is an extended plan

Verse 24, reminds the Jewish reader that God’s plan of redemption and mercy is, “…not of Jews only, but also of the Gentiles…”

In verses 25 and 26, Paul quotes Hosea to support the idea of God extending His plan of redemption beyond the Jewish people. Those that “were not my people,” God promised would be called “the children of God.”

The salvation of the Gentiles was not “plan B”. God’s plan of redemption extended to those beyond Israel was no afterthought.


B. It is an exclusive plan

In verse 27, Isaiah is used to show that while the plan of redemption extends to the Gentiles, it is does not encompass all of Israel. Isaiah said that, “…a remnant shall be saved.”
The indication in verses 27-29 is that while Israel is God’s chosen people, not all Jewish descendents are part of God’s elect.


C. It is an explained plan

Paul begins to conclude all of this in verse 30. He says, “What shall we say then?” His conclusion is that the Gentiles, by faith, have entered into God’s covenant promises. Yet, at the same time, much of physical Israel, in trusting in the Law and their works, have missed out on God’s redemption.

The point Paul is making is that race and religion are not the dividing lines of eternity. It is Christ. He is the “stumblingstone and rock of offence”. For the Jew or the Gentile, God’s plan is explained in Christ, and the “just shall live by faith” in Him.

On the day of judgment, when all men are brought before God’s throne. No one (whether Jew or Gentile) will be able to wag an accusing finger in the face of God. The Creator and Judge of all will do right. While we may not understand His eternal mind, we do have His eternal message.

“And the Spirit and the bride say, Come. And let him that heareth say, Come. And let him that is athirst come. And whosoever will, let him take the water of life freely.”

Revelation 22:17
Terry Trivette 2009


