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Introduction

Even a casual reader of the Bible would notice that it is written primarily in a
Jewish context. From the call of Abraham to the formation and devel opment of the
nation of Isradl, it iswithin the history and struggles of this particular nation that God
isreveded.

The New Testament context, like that of the Old Testament, is & so aJewish one.
The story isfor the most part told within the borders of Israel of thefirst century, its
writers and primary participants were Jewish, and the issues dealt with are within a
Jewish framework. Most importantly the New Testament is the fulfillment of Old
Testament (and thus Jewish) expectation.

Sadly through the centuries there has been much antagonism between those who
base their faith upon the teachings of the New Testament and the Jewish people. One
of the reasonsfor that antagonism is due to amost common interpretation of the New
Testament's use of the term Isragl.

For much of church history, Christians have thought of true Israel not as the
physical descendants of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, but rather aslimited to thefaith
ful withinthe nation. In Old Testament days thiswould include the likes of Abraham,
I saac, and Jacob aswell as others such as Joshua, Ruth, David, Isaiah, and soon. Ac
cording to this view, the coming of Jesus created the opportunity to be included in
thisinner circle to nonJews (also called Gentiles). Since in the New Testament era
the term most often used to describe these faithful ones is "the Church,” the term
Church became synonymous with the term Isragl.

The misuse of theterm Isragl has deeply affected the Church's relationship to the
Jewish people or whom some may call physical or natural Isragl.

By carefully looking at Paul's use of the term Israel in the eleventh chapter of his
letter to the Romans, | believe we will discover that the term Church is not synony-
mouswith Isragl. We will seethat the New Testament understanding of Israel iscon
sistent with that of the Old Testament. Thislsradl isrightly understood as the physi-
cal descendants of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, a covenant people of God, whose
promises of spiritual restoration have never been transferred or revoked.
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The context

In Paul's L etter to the Romans, chapters 9-11, Paul focuses on theissue of Isragl's
relationship with God in his day. Even now there seems to be considerable confusion
regarding the meaning of theterm "Israel.” This confusion isfueled by acomment of
Paul in chapter nine:

...not all who are descended from I srael arelsrael. (9:6b)

This statement is made even though it isregarding Israel that Paul is experiercing
"...great sorrow and unceasing anguish in my heart” (9:2; compare with verses 3 &
4), and that in the next chapter it is for Israel's salvation that he prays (10:1). This
begs the question, if Isragl is not really Israel, then whom is Paul grieving over and

praying for?

Following his discussions of faith and unbelief among Israel and the Gentiles,
Paul himself asks an important question regarding God's relationship with Israel at
the beginning of chapter 11:

| ask then: Did God reject his people? (1a)

Wewill carefully work through this chapter, for it is necessary to determine who
this Israel redly isin order to understand what Paul is seeking to convey. Paul em+
phatically statesthat Isragl isnot regjected by God. What he writesin chapter 11 clari
fies the identity of Israel effectively.

The question "Did God reject his people?’ immediately followsthe closing state
ment of chapter 10, where Paul quotes the prophet Isaiah:

And I saiah boldly says, " | was found by those who did not seek me; |
revealed myself to those who did not ask for me." But concerning I srael
he says, " All day long | have held out my handsto a disobedient and
obstinate people.” (10:21)
Isaiah speaks of Israel in general terms. He doesn't refer to apart of Isragl, but Is-
rael as awhole. According to Isaiah Israel is a"disobedient and obstinate people.”

The acceptance-rejection issue that Paul dealswith in chapter 10 leads him to ask
the question at the beginning of chapter 11. It isthat Israel isin a state of being dis-
obedient and obstinate that begst his question. Theterm "Israel” here must be refer-
ring to either those within Israel who have not accepted the Gospel or Israel in gent
eral, whose majority did not receive the Gospel message. Paul usesthe term "l srael”
like this even though in chapter nine he seemsto redefine theterm "Israel” in such a
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way asto exclude the unbelieving majority. Aswe will see, heisusing "Israel” here
at the beginning of chapter 11 differently.

His statement in chapter nine (not all who are descended from Israel are Israel
[9:6b]) is similar to his use of the term "Jew" in chapter two:

A man isnot a Jew if heis only one outwardly, nor is circumcision
merely outward and physical. No,aman isaJew if heisoneinwardly;
and circumcision is circumcision of the heart, by the Spirit, not by the
written code. Such a man's praise is not from men, but from God.
(2:28,29)

When he writes "aman is a Jew if he is one inwardly,” he is not asserting that
Jewish people who lack this inner quality are not Jews at dl. It is that the true es-
sence of Jewishness in not found in physical descent or outward religious obsar-
vance, but rather it isfound in an inner godlinessthat is possessed through faith. An-
other way to express it would be to say that this is what being Jewish is all abou.
According to Paul, to neglect the inner redlity that God calls for is to miss the point
of being Jewish.

That Paul is not saying that the other, non-believing, Jews are not Jews at al is
clarified in the next verse:

What advantage, then, istherein being a Jew, or what valueistherein
circumcison? Much in everyway! First of all, they have been entrusted
with the very words of God. (3:1,2)

Why would Paul need to write of the advantage of "being a Jew," if he had just
established that those who don't possess the inner quality he mentions are not really
Jews at all? Paul consistently writes about believing I sragl asagroup within agroup.
Aswe will see, according to Paul, Isragl in general at the time of hiswriting isin a
state of disobedience, while there were those, such as Paul himself, who possessed
the inner reality he refers to.

God did not reject Israel

Paul answers his own question of "Did God reject his people?’ by declaring, "By
no means!" (1b)

Whatever else Paul has stated or will state on this subject, he is emphatic that
God has not rejected Isragl. What we need to know is whether he is referring to the
same obstinate people in the I saiah reference above or whether he redefinesthe term,
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"Israel." While the ninth chapter may seemto support the redefinition position, that
conclusion is not consistent with Paul's argument in chapter eleven.

Paul's own identity

Paul's first reason for his conviction that God has not rejected Isradl is...

| am an Israelite mysdlf, a descendant of Abraham, from the tribe of
Benjamin. (1c)

According to Paul, one of the reasons for his assertion isthat he himself isabona
fide member of Israel. Note that Paul states that he is "a descendant of Abraham,
from the tribe of Benjamin." He is not spiritualizing here, even though he uses the
concept of a spiritual descent from Abraham in his |etter to the Galatians:

You are all sons of God through faith in Christ Jesus, for all of you

who were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ.

There is neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, male nor female, for

you are all onein Christ Jesus. If you belong to Christ, then you are
Abraham'sseed, and heirsaccording to the promise. (Galatians 3: 6-29)

But that is not what he writes in Romans 11. His reference to his relationship to
Israel is not only a spiritual one. He is also a natural descendant of Abraham via

Abraham's great-grandson Benjamin.

God's prior relationship to literal Israel

As Paul then repeatsthat God did not reject his people, he brings out another as-
pect:

God did not reject his people, whom he foreknew. (2a)

While we cannot delve into a full discussion concerning the meaning of "fore-
knew," let it suffice that God's not rejecting Israel is at least partially wrapped up in
some sort of prior relationship to them What we are most interested in determining
here is not the mechanics behind such concepts as foreknowledge, but the identity of
the people Paul calls "Isradl."

The remnant

The implications of God's direct involvement with Isragl is further illustrated
through an example from the life of Elijah.

Don't you know what the Scripture saysin the passage about Elijah--
how he appealed to God against Israel: " Lord, they have killed your
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prophetsand torn down your altars; | amtheonly oneleft, andt heyare
trying to kill me"? And what was God's answer to him? " | have re-
served for myself seven thousand who have not bowed the knee to

Baal." (2b-4)
When Elijah thought that he was the only faithful one left among all Israel, God
told him that he himself had reserved seven thousand others. It was God who deter-
mined that there were always somein the nation of Israel who remained trueto him.

Paul compares the situation of his own day to that of Elijah's:

S0 too, at the present timethereisaremnant chosen by grace. Andif by
grace, thenitisnolonger by works; if it were, gracewould nolonger be
grace. (5,6)

Paul calls the concept of a minority of faithful ones within the whole nation as
the "remnant.” According to Paul the existence of this remnant in his day precludes
the notion that God has rejected Israel. No different from Elijah’'s day, there are il
those within the nation, however small a minority, who are true to God. The exis-
tence of the remnant is a sign of God's not rejecting the nation —and especially so
since the remnant exists due to God's own decision, instead of the result of human
achievement.

Some may think that the remnant is equivalent to Israel. But if that is the case,
then there is hardly the need for much of what Paul discussesin chapter 11. If all Is-
rael isnot Israel in the way some people understand Paul's statement in chapter nine,
then the dbstinate nation of chapter 10 isn't redlly Israel at al. The answer to the
guestion "Did God reject his people?’ would be answered by either fully redefining
the term "lsragl” or equating it with the remnant, but Paul does neither.

That theterm Israel isin no way understood as being equivalent to the remnant is
made clear as Paul continues.

What then? What | srael sought so earnestly it did not obtain, but the
elect did. Theotherswere hardened, asitiswritten: " God gavethem a
spirit of stupor, eyes so that they could not see and ears so that they
could not hear, tothisvery day.” And David says. " Maytheir tablebe-
comeasnareandatrap, a stumbling block and aretribution for them.
May their eyes be darkened so they cannot see, and their backs be bent
forever." (7-10)

Paul contrasts |srae—a nation who did not obtain favor with God—with the
group he cals, "the elect,” who is the same as the remnant.
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Paul writes that | srael—not part of Israel — but Israel at least in a general sense
sought after the favor of God, but did not obtain it unlike the elect. Note that Paul
does not say that the oneswho were hardened are not really Israel, whilethe elect are
Israel. The elect is a subset of the larger group. While on one hand, as in the quote
from Isaiah, Israel is obstinate and disobedient, on the other hand they have not been
rejected. The existence of the elect is proof of that.

Note that the only people being discussed here are I srael, both the disobedient na
tion and the remnant among them There is no reference so far to Gentiles, either be-
lievers or non-believers. The Gentiles are not yet mentioned, because the issue at
hand iswhether or not God has rejected Isragl, the natural descendants of Abraham,
Isaac, and Jacob. Gentileswill come into play shortly when Paul discusses an impor-
tant relational issue between them and Isragl.

The significance of Israel's failure

Paul then asks another rhetorical question:
Again | ask: Did they stumble so asto fall beyond recovery? (11a)

This time he describes Isragl's condition as one of stumbling. The logica ques-
tion to ask then is whether or not that state is permanent. The "they" here cannot be
the remnant within Isragl, since obvioudly they have not stumbled. Heisreferring to
Israel in general, which, even though it includes a believing remnant, is described as
having stumbled.

Paul again answers his own question:

Not at all! Rather, because of their transgression, salvation hascometo
the Gentiles to make I srael envious. (11b)

Paul flatly deniesthat Isragl will remain in this stumbled condition. As he begins
to describe what will happen to Isragl, note how he now shifts from discussing | srael
and the remnant to the relationship of Israel and the Gentiles. As he does the true
identity of who "lsragl" really is becomes even more clear. Note that at times when
he refers to Gentiles, he seems to be meaning Gentiles in general — believers and
non-believers, and other times only Gentile believers.

Paul calls Israel's refusal to accept God's salvation through the Gospel a trans-
gression. Y et this transgression became the basis of the opportunity for that same
Gospel to be brought to the other people groups of the world. The receiving of the
Gospel on the part of the Gentiles was then to have a rebound effect upon Israel.
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God's salvation coming to the Gentiles has either the purpose or the result of
causing Israel to become envious. If thisis a pupose statement, then God intended to
make | srael jealous by salvation coming to the Gentiles, which meanstheir transgres
sionisapart of God'splan. If itissimply aresult statement, then Paul is commenting
on areasonabl e reaction on the part of Israel. In either casethe Isradl referred to must
be the same I sradl that had not accepted God's salvation, otherwise there would be no
reason for their envious response.

Israel's eventual acceptance

That this|srael would at some point have a change of heart isinevitable to Paul.

But if their transgression means riches for the world, and their loss
meansrichesfor the Gentiles, how much greater richeswill their full-
ness bring! (12)

Paul again refers to Isragl’s transgression and also uses the word "loss® to de-
scribetheir rejection of the Gospel. Both their transgression and loss have had agreat
positive effect upon those whom he calls "the world" or the Gentiles. Isradl's rejec-
tion of the Gospel opened the way for people of the other nations of theworld to re-
ceive salvation.

But Paul anticipates, with respect to the Gospel, that the current state that Israel is
in is only temporary. At some point Isragl will experience what he calls "their full-
ness." Thisfullness will result in something even greater thanwhat the Gentiles are
experiencing now.

He elaborates:

| amtalking to you Gentiles. | nasmuch as| am the apostleto the Gen-
tiles, | make much of my ministry in the hope that | may somehow
arouse my own peopleto envy and save some of them. For if their r gec-
tion isthereconciliation of theworld, what will their acceptance be but
life from the dead? (13-15)

The Gentiles whom Paul is addressing here are obviously believers. He affirms
that his primary ministry as an apostle is to non-Israglites, and he speaks about his
ministry in the way he does in hope that he may arouse his own people to jealousy.
Note that in this context "my own peopl€e" must be non-believers—the same people
he has been calling Isragl. Whom else would he be wanting to provoke in this way?

His earnestness hereisin anticipation of the great impact his own peopl€e's accep-
tance will have. Some may think that Paul's references to rejection and acceptance
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here have to do with God's acceptance and rejection of Isragl rather than Isragl's re-
jection and acceptance of the Gospel. It must be the latter, since Paul has clearly
stated that God has not rejected his people at the beginning of chapter 11.

The eventual acceptance of salvation by Israel will result inwhat Paul calls"life
from the dead." It is clear that thisis what Paul envisions as the result of Isragl's ac-
ceptance of the Gospel, since it is compared to the result of their rgjection of it. Just
astheir rgection of the Gospel brought benefit to the Gentiles, so their acceptance of
it will be "life from the dead.”

It isnot clear what Paul means by "life from the dead.” It could bethat heis say-
ing that Israel's acceptance of God's salvation through the Gospel will be as if they
themselves are coming back to life. If that is the case, then the salvation of Israel is
"greater riches,” thanis the Gospel coming to the nations.

It is more probable that Paul is claiming that Israel's eventual acceptance of the
Gospel will have a greater effect upon the world than their rejection of the Gospel
had. "Life from the dead" may then be literal: referring to the resurrection of the
dead, or figurative: life on earth itself may be lifted to ahigher spiritual plain. Maybe
it will be a mixture of both.

In any case Paul anticipatesthat the same Israel whom Isaiah calls "obstinate and
disobedient” will not always be that way. Isragl, most of whom have rejected the
Gospel, will one day accept it with dramatic effects upon the whole world.

It isimportant to restate that Paul isreferring to Israel ina general senseanddis-
cussing God'srelationship to Israel asawhole. In order to provide hisreaderswith a
correct perspective, Paul explainsthat the general state of Israel at the time he wrote
this letter is not the whole story. As we will see shortly, his objective is to help the
Gentile believers understand God's intent toward the people of Isragl in aday when
the majority within Israel were antagonistic toward the Gospel.

Israel's origins

If the part of the dough offered as firstfruits is holy, then the whole
batch is holy; (16a)

At first glance it might appear that Paul is continuing his discussion of the rem-
nant. While he does again appeal to the presence of afaithful minority withinthe lar-
ger group as areason for his assertion that God has not rejected I srael, we will see he
now turns his attention to the origins of the nation.
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Paul refers to the custom of firstfruits. This may be the firstfruits of the harvest,
when the people of Isragl wereto giveto God theinitia gathering of grainin order to
sanctify the entire harvest, or more likely heisreferring to the custom of when anew
batch of dough was made, a small portion would be thrown into the fire as an offer-
ing to God. The offering of the small portion set apart the whole batch of dough to
God. Either way it refersto the consecration of an entire thing through the offering of
an initial portion.

Even though the concept of the remnant seems to apply to thisillustration, and
thereisaNew Testament referenceto current day believersasasort of firstfruits (see
2 Thessalonians 2:13; James 1:18), the following illustration which is given in para-
lel to thefirstfruits reference highly suggeststhat heisreferring to the original faith-
ful followers—the Patriarchs—from whom the retion was derived.

The basis of inclusion
if theroot is holy, so are the branches. (16)

Paul moves from an illustration based on a religious custom to one based on an
agricultura principle. He spends considerable time on theillustration of an olivetree,
where he claims that the quality of the root has a sanctifying effect uponthe whole
tree.

We see then how the giving of the small initial portion of dough sets apart the
whole batch, and the quality of the roots affectsthe quality of the entiretree. It isdif-
ficult for some to understand how anyone can be considered holy, unless they are
technically saved (made right with God). But Paul uses holy herein asimilar way to
how he doesin 1 Corinthians 7:14, where he states that a believing husband or wife
sanctifies (makes holy) their respective spouse and children. Certainly this doesn't
mean that the unbelieving spouse or unbelieving children of believers are automati-
cally saved. Whileit may be difficult to be certain asto the exact nature of sanctifica
tion in this context, the relationship these spouses or children haveto God isvery dif-
ferent from that of a spouse or child of an unbeliever.

One aspect of thisrelationship to God isthat the presence of abeliever inafam-
ily to some extent causes the entire family to be made part of the plans and purposes
of God. If God isnow involved in the affairs of the believer, then those closest to that
person will, of course, be affected.
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In the same way the beginnings of Israel places the entire retion on a specia
course. The current, genera unbelieving state of the nation in general does not alter
this.

While the two figures of the dough and the tree are very similar in that they both
emphasize that the first part has a profound and lasting effect on the rest, the figure
of thetreeintroduces the additional concept of dependency, which will be significant
as Paul discusses who fully participatesin thelife of thetree. Thefaith of individuals
plays acrucia role here asdoes in the first eight chapters of this Letter to the Ro-
mans.

Before explaining the dynamics of faith in relation to the olive tree, Paul again
addresses the Gentile believers:

I f some of the branches have been broken off, and you, though a wild
olive shoot, have been grafted in among the others and now sharein

the nourishing sap from the olive root, do not boast over those

branches. I f you do, consider this: You do not support theroot, but the
root supportsyou. (17,18)

Inthisillustration there are two kinds of branches, natural and wild. Some of the
natural branches were broken off, while some wild ones have been grafted in among
the remaining natural ones. The Gentiles believers, as Paul states, are the wild
branches. They, now along with the remaining natural branches, share in the nou-
ishment provided by the tree's root.

Paul's admonition to the Gentile believersis that they should not boast over the
natural branches. Paul does not explicitly state whether the object of the Gentiles po-
tential boasting isthe natural branchesthat have been broken off (unbelieving Jews)
or the remaining ones (believing Jews) or both. It is more probable that Paul isrefer-
ring to the believing ones for the following reasons. First, the immediate preceding
reference to the natural branches are to the remaining ones: you, though awild olive
shoot, have been grafted in among the others. Second, due to the religious and cul-
tural norms of the day, it is more likely that Gentile believers would have signifi-
cantly more contact with Jewish believers than non -believers. Third, this negative
attitude would result in serious problems within the community of believersitself. If
the Gentiles would ever think that God was preferring them over and against the
people of Israe—in spite of the continued presence of the remnant and the fact of
God'soriginal favor toward the patriarchs—it would work against the very plans and
purposes of God for both Israel and the Gentiles both in Paul's day and in the future.
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The olive tree illustration reminds us that the experience of salvation being en
joyed by the many Gentiles of Paul's day is part of the plan of God that began with
his call of Abraham.

But Paul anticipates a retort on the part of the Gentile believers. He anticipates
that al he has explained thus far may not be sufficient to prevent their boasting.

You will say then, " Brancheswere broken off sothat | could be grafted
in." (19)
Paul understands the logic found in the reasoning that since Israel’s rejection of
the Gospel wasthe basis of the Gentiles opportunity to receive salvation, God must
have cast Israel off in favor of the Gentiles.

While Paul accepts as valid the claim that some of Isragl was "broken off," and
that this breaking off is related to the Gentiles inclusion, he notesthat to be arrogant
is the wrong response. He continues,

Granted. But they were broken off because of unbelief, and you stand
by faith. Do not bearrogant, but beafraid. For if God did not sparethe
natural branches, hewill not spare you either. Consider therefore the
kindness and sternness of God: sternness to those who fell, but kind-
nessto you, provided that you continuein hiskindness. Otherwise, you
also will be cut off. (20-22)

The breaking away of some of the natural branches should give rise to fear, not
arrogance, on the part of the Gentile believers. Instead of boasting that God is prefer-
ring the Gentiles over the Jews, the Gentile believers should recognize that their in-
clusionisonly because of faith. Thisrefersback to all of what Paul explained in the

first eight chapters of Romans: no one has any right to boast with regard to salvation:
Where, then, isboasting? It is excluded. (3:27)

Thebasisof inclusion into God's plan of salvationisfaith in what God has done,
rather than uponanything we ourselves have accomplished. The breaking off of the
natural branches was due to their unbelief, while the Gentiles' inclusion was due to
their faith. Therefore their proper attitude should be one of fear, not arrogance. Paul
seems to be saying that the Gentile believers are in some sense in no better position
than the people of Israel in that they are not to take God's favor for granted. Since
there was nothing about | srael's status as the natural descendants of Abraham, Isaac,
and Jacob that guaranteed their remaining in the olive tree, the current inclusion of
Gentiles guaranties nothing should they themselves fall into boastful arrogance.

God Did Not Reject His People Page 13



Paul then states that the current unbelieving condition affecting the majority of
Israel is not necessarily permanent.

Andif they do not persistin unbelief, they will begraftedin, for Godis
ableto graft themin again. After all, if you were cut out of an olivetree
that iswild by nature, and contrary to nature were grafted into a culti-
vated olive tree, how much more readily will these, the natural
branches, be grafted into their own olive tree! (23,24)

Since faith is the criteria for inclusion, should there be a change of heart on the
part of Israel, they will beinstantly re-included in God's community of salvation. In
fact because of their origina relationship to the olivetree, it isfitting that they should
be restored. Thisis contrary to any notion that Israel, because of their unbelief, has
lost all rightsto their placein God's plan of salvation. If God can include Gentiles, he
can certainly re-include the people of Isradl.

Israel's on-going relationship to the plan of God

Note that the olive tree, which Gentile believers are now a part of, is still the ol-
ive tree of the natura branches. Paul callsit, "their own olive tree.” That amajority
of the nation is no longer receiving the nourishment of the tree does not change their
gpecial claim uponit.

Not only doestheir special relationship to the tree remain, Paul anticipates are-
inclusion. He urgesthe Gentile believersto understand this, in order to prevent them
from becoming conceited.

| do not want you to beignorant of this mystery, brothers, so that you
may not be conceited: (25a)

Paul wants to let the Gentile believers in on what he cals, "a mystery." When
Paul usestheterm, "mystery," itisin the sense of something of God's plans and pu-
poses that to some extent had not been made fully known, but now was being re-
vedled. It isnot that nothing of this"mystery" had ever been known, but that it's full
understanding or implications had not yet been fully understood.

The mystery is...

| srael hasexperienced a hardeningin part until thefull number of the
Gentiles has comein. (25b)

The current state of Israel, whereby the majority have rejected the Gospdl, isboth
partial and temporary. Paul has already explained how there are those like him within
Israel who have accepted God's salvation. Asfor the others, they were hardened. This
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hardening will last only until the time when, in the words of the trandation used here,
"the full number of the Gentiles has come in." Literally this is the more ambiguous:
"the fullness of the Gentiles.” It isamatter of interpretation whether the fullnessre-
fers to numbers or quality. Either the hardness that has affected a part of Isragl will
last until all the Gentileswho will become believersdo so, or it will be until the Gen-
tile believersin general cometo some sort of spiritual maturity. Maybeit isacombi-
nation of both.

Regardless of what the fullness actualy isin this context, it is clear that the ex-
perience of hardness on the part of Isragl is temporary.

That theterm "Israel” refersto the physical descendants of Abraham, Isaac, and
Jacob hardly needs explanation. There is certainly no sense here of an Isragl syn
onymous with "believers.” If that were the case, the reference to hardness would
make no sense.

And so all Israel will besaved, asitiswritten: " Thedeliverer will come
from Zion; he will turn godlessness away from Jacob. And thisis my
covenant with them when | take away their sins." (26,27)
Far from any notion that God has rejected Israel, al 1srael will be saved. In spite
of the fact that the majority of the nation was currently in a state of disobedience,
they are destined for salvation.

There is no sense whatsoever that Paul is conceiving of an Israel, which is made
up of the whole people of God, including both believing Jews and Gentiles. Any
thought of that disregards the entire flow of discussion in this chapter as well as the
immediate context.

He backs up his conclusion by alluding to Isaiah 59:20, 21, the context of which
declaresthat God promised to send adeliver to save hisrebellious people. The same
people who were described as obstinate and disobedient at the end of Romans 10, are
the objects of this deliverance. It is not coincidental that Paul chose a passage that
refersto these people as " Jacob." Using "Jacob” undermines any notion of aspiritual
Israel. Referring to Jacob looks back to this patriarch’'s unbelieving past, prior to his
life-changing encounter with God, when his name was changed to Israel (see Genesis
32:24-30). Just as God set his love upon this self- seeking, deceiving striver, so his
heart is still for Jacob's descendants. This is the nation in Paul's mind.

Paul seemsto anticipate that the Gentile believers might have difficulty with this.
He writes,
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Asfar asthe gospel is concerned, they are enemies on your account;
(28a)

The book of Actsdemonstrates how the Jewish religious|eaders were the prime
agitators as Paul and others sought to spread the Good News. But Paul explains that
their animosity is the very thing that God is using to help bring the message to the
Gentiles. While from the perspective of Gospel preaching they are the antagonistsor,
to use a stronger word, enemies, their role actually benefited the Gentiles.

From the perspective of the Gentile believers, it would be difficult to understand
how these peopl e could have any continuing part to play in God's plans. But that does
not take into account God's overall purposes. As Paul continues,

but asfar aselection isconcerned, they areloved on account of the pa-
triarchs, for God's giftsand his call areirrevocable. (28b,29)

Israel, according to Paul, continues to have a specia role in the plans and pu-
poses of God, because of God's prior relationship with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.
Theterm "patriarchs' may a so include the likes of Moses, David, etc. Paul's convic
tion that Israel would always be an object of God's love is based upon his under-
standing of God's own commitment to those with whom he is in covenant. God's
choosing of Israel as hisinstrument of blessing to theworld (Genesis 12:3) isirrevo-
cable.

The mercy of God for all

Paul brings his discussion to a close by musing over how God has worked out the
bringing of his mercy to people, using everyone's disobedience as the opportunity to
show mercy to al.

Just asyou who wer e at onetime disobedient to God have now received
mercy as a result of their disobedience, so they too have now become
disobedient in order that they too may now receive mercy asaresult of
God'smercytoyou. For God hasbound all men over to disobedience so

that he may have mercy on them all. (30-32)
Because of the disobedience of Israel, the mercy of God has cometo the Gentiles,
who themselves had been in a state of disobedience to God. Israel's disobedience is
therefore the opportunity for Israel themselvesto now receive God's mercy through

the Gentiles.

This isin keeping with all Paul discussed from the beginning of Romans. No
group of people can boast of achieving salvation. Salvation comesto all asaresult of
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God's mercy, shown to us through others, who themselves are recipients of that
mercy.

The thought of all thisleads Paul to explode in praise to God, who is the source,
channel, and object of all things, whose wisdom and knowledge is far beyond any-
thing we can ever comprehend.

Oh, the depth of therichesof the wisdom and knowl edge of God! How
unsearchable his judgments, and his paths beyond tracing out! " Who
has known the mind of the Lord? Or who has been his counselor?"
"Who has ever given to God, that God should repay him?" For from
him and through him and to him are all things. To him be the glory
forever! Amen. (33-36)

Conclusion

We have seen how Paul uses the term, "Isragl.” Even though his reference to
"...not al who are descended from Isragl are Isragl” in chapter nine may givetheim
pression that he redefines the term, he does nothing of the sort. His meaning of "Is-
ragl” must be understood within each context Paul usesit.

Paul clearly statesthat, "God did not reject his people, whom he foreknew" (2a).
Because the mgjority of the people of Israel were not receiving the Gospel message,
some may think that God was now favoring the Gentiles over the Jews. Thisis not
the case, since even though they were in the minority, there were many, like Paul
himself, who were natural descendants of Isragl. Thisfaithful minority within the na
tion of Israel comprised what Paul callsthe "remnant” and was similar to the faithful
Israelites of the prophet Elijah's day. Additionally, God's ongoing commitment to
Israel is also based on his enduring promise to the patriarchs.

Thereisno hint in what Paul writes in Romans 11 of the term "Isragl" meaning
anything but the natural descendants of the patriarchs Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. In
fact Paul goesto great lengths to explain that the very same nation who were, gener-
ally speaking at that time, disobedient to God would one day as anation be restored
to right relationship with God, just as God had promised in the Old Testament.
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