God’s Family Tree #6

“Paul’s Heart Cry”

Romans 9:1-33

As we continue our thematic study of Romans, “God’s Family Tree,” we are moving ahead from chapter four to chapter nine in Paul’s letter. I am not suggesting the Romans 5-8 is unimportant—it contains some of the deepest theology in the Bible—but for the purposes of our study into what it means to be the people of God we will skip to chapter nine.

This is a unique move; it would be easier to preach through Romans 8 and skip to chapter twelve. One scholar states, “Romans 9–11 is as full of problems as a hedgehog is full of prickles. Many have given it up as a bad job, leaving Romans as a book with eight chapters of ‘gospel’ at the beginning, four of ‘application’ at the end, and three of puzzle in the middle.”
 Others go from one extreme, holding that these chapters form “the climax of Romans,” with everything before leading up to this critical discussion.
 Still others regard Romans 9–11 as no more than a “parenthesis,”
 “excursus,” “appendix,” or “a kind of postscript.”
 But this is no parenthetical aside before resuming his main topic in chapter 12.

Throughout the first half of his letter Paul has forgotten neither the ethnic mix of the Roman church nor the tensions that kept surfacing between the Jewish Christians and the Gentile Christians. The time has come for him to address head-on the underlying theological problem.
 Paul’s whole argument demands an examination of the Jewish question. Chapter 8 ends on a note of assurance. Those saved in the way of which Paul is writing have been foreknown and predestined by God, and they are assured that this brings them to glory and that nothing can separate them from the love of God. Then what about the Jews? Did not the same God give the same assurance to the Jews as his “elect”? But the Jews for the most part were outside the church. Paul must face squarely the fact that, as a whole, Israel had rejected its Messiah. What does this say about the purposes of God? If God cannot bring his ancient people into salvation, how do Christians know that he can save them? Will the Christian salvation also be superseded one day? The first eleven chapters of Romans are a unity, and this is important. Paul is not here proceeding to a new and unrelated subject. These three chapters are part of the way he makes plain how God in fact saves people.
 It is important to remember that the basic theme of Romans 9-11 is not the future of the Jewish race but the character of God.
 As we have seen previously, the basic theme of the whole book of Romans is God. This is especially true of these three chapters.

The Revelation of the Apostle’s Anguish

Paul begins chapter nine (as he does chapters ten and eleven) on a personal note. We read in verses 1-5 of the revelation of the apostle’s anguish,

I speak the truth in Christ—I am not lying, my conscience confirms it in the Holy Spirit—I have great sorrow and unceasing anguish in my heart. For I could wish that I myself were cursed and cut off from Christ for the sake of my brothers, those of my own race, the 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. Theirs are the patriarchs, and from them is traced the human ancestry of Christ, who is God over all, forever praised! Amen.

The change of tone between the end of Romans 8 and the beginning of chapter 9 is very remarkable. The thought of salvation and all its blessings caused Paul to rejoice; but when he looked at the lost condition of the people of Israel, he wept.
 If his “heart’s desire and prayer to God for the Israelites is that they may be saved,” according to Romans 10:1, then clearly he does not regard them as already saved. Paul also makes it clear that, no matter what people of his own nation had done to him, he still regarded himself as a faithful Jew.
 He may be “the apostle to the Gentiles”—which would have branded him as a traitor in the eyes of his countrymen, but he was still a patriotic Jew at heart.

So patriotic, in fact, that he would have given his life for his fellow Jews if he could. We celebrate those who lay down their lives for their country as heroes; Paul wishes that he could give up his eternal life for the sake of his fellow Jews who were lost. The Greek word he used for “cursed” is anathema, meaning delivered over to the wrath of God for eternal destruction.

Paul’s wish recalls Moses’ prayer in Exodus 32:32 after the incident of the golden calf: “But now, please forgive their sin—but if not, then blot me out of the book you have written.” Paul realizes this is not possible; his phrase “I could wish,” the imperfect form of euchomai, implies, “if such a thing were possible.”
 What a man this Paul was! According to Philippians 1:22-24, he was willing to stay out of Heaven for the sake of the saved, and here he was willing to go to Hell for the sake of the lost.

No one more than Paul wanted the Jews to accept Jesus as the Messiah and to receive the blessings of their covenant. He no doubt prayed for this often and with complete confidence that he prayed according to God’s will. If only the children of the old covenant could be compelled to embrace the new covenant. But this is how Paul would run the world. He even went so far as to say he would instantly take their place in torment to see them saved. Do you see the irony? It is intentional. Someone had already taken their place in torment. Yet they rejected their Messiah. And if they rejected the Son of God, why would they accept the same gift from a little evangelist from Tarsus?
 Instead of saying, “I would do this if God would allow it,” Paul may have been saying, “I would do this if it would make any difference.” 
The Reality about Abraham’s Ancestry

In verses 6-13 Paul moves on to the reality about Abraham’s ancestry. 

It is not as though God’s word had failed. For not all who are descended from Israel are Israel. Nor because they are his descendants are they all Abraham’s children. On the contrary, “It is through Isaac that your offspring will be reckoned.” In 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. For this was how the promise was stated: “At the appointed time I will return, and Sarah will have a son.” 

Not only that, but Rebekah’s children had one and the same father, our father Isaac. Yet, before the twins were born or had done anything good or bad—in order that God’s purpose in election might stand: not by works but by him who calls—she was told, “The older will serve the younger.” Just as it is written: “Jacob I loved, but Esau I hated.”
In order to fully appreciate where Paul is going with this train of thought, let’s reflect back to the end of Romans chapter eight. We read in Romans 8:37-39,

No, in all these things we are more than conquerors through him who loved us. For I am convinced that neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons, neither the present nor the future, nor any powers, neither height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord.

And yet…the very people God called to be His people have, for a large part, rejected God’s Son. Paul admits that many of his own countrymen are, in fact, lost and headed for Hell. Those who were so convinced that they were God’s children forever are now on the outside looking in. How can anybody be certain then? Did God’s plan fail? Has He revered to “Plan B”?

No, Paul asserts in verse 6, God’s plan did not fail. Rather, he states, “For not all who are descended from Israel are Israel. Nor because they are his descendants are they all Abraham’s children.” As he has throughout this letter, Paul claims that physical lineage to Abraham guarantees nothing with God. He says in effect, “Look at the way God has acted in the past in working out the fulfilment of his promise. You will see that from the very beginning there have been descendants of Abraham who were not among the elect.”
 

In the following verses he provides two illustrations of his point. The first is Isaac, who was chosen by God over Ishmael. Both were biological sons of Abraham, and Ishmael was born first, which would have given him preferential rights in the ancient world. Yet God chose to work through Isaac. “Yes, but Ishmael was the son of the slave, Hagar, while Isaac was born to Sarah, Abraham’s wife. That must explain why God chose Isaac.” Not so fast. Paul moves on to show how Esau and Jacob were both born to Isaac and Rebekah. As the firstborn, Esau was the natural choice to receive the promise, but once again God chose the younger, Jacob. In both cases God did not base His election on the physical details of birth. Therefore, if the nation of Israel—Abraham’s physical descendants—has rejected God’s Word, this does not nullify God’s elective purposes at all.

Furthermore, God’s selection was not based on human merit. God chose Jacob before the babies were born. The two boys had done neither good nor evil, so God’s choice was not based on their character or conduct.
 Romans 9:13 is a reference to Malachi 1:2–3, and sounds very harsh to our ears. Did God really say that He hated Esau? “Hate” is a powerful word. We are taught from childhood to avoid hatred at all costs and to obey the command of Christ to love everyone, including our enemies. So it’s shocking to read the words of Malachi, who declared that God loved Jacob but hated Esau. How can a God of love hate?
Let’s begin by examining the Hebrew terms. The Old Testament uses two words that can be translated “hate”: sane and ma’as; they differ only slightly in meaning. In fact, Old Testament writers sometimes used them interchangeably. For example, the prophet Amos placed them side-by-side to express God’s disgust with Israelite worship, saying, “I hate, I despise your religious feasts; I cannot stand your assemblies” (Amos 5:21 NIV, emphasis mine).
While sane and ma’as can express intense emotional displeasure toward something, “hating” in ancient Near East cultures has more to do with one’s priorities than with his or her emotions. For example, In Genesis 25 Esau “despised” his birthright when he made a freewill choice for a bowl of soup over his covenant blessing. Esau didn’t have intense negative emotions about his birthright—he certainly didn’t “hate” it as we would use the term; in fact, he fought hard to regain what he had lost and was inconsolable when he failed.
In another example, Genesis 29 tells the story of Jacob’s two wives and how he “loved” Rachel and “hated” her sister, Leah. Again, the term indicates Jacob’s choice to favor one over the other. He wasn’t repulsed by Leah. After all, he did conceive several with her!
Furthermore, in the New Testament, Jesus required His followers to “hate” their money, their families, and even their own lives. Obviously, He wasn’t instructing His disciples to treat others cruelly. The issue at hand was priority, choosing discipleship over all other things and choosing Christ over all other relationships.
 This is how we should understand Malachi 1:2-3.
We should also remember that Esau forfeited his birthright due of his own worldliness and lost his rightful blessing because of his brother’s deceit, so that human responsibility was interwoven with divine sovereignty in their story. We should also recall that the rejected brothers, Ishmael and Esau, were both circumcised, and therefore in some sense they too were members of God’s covenant, and were both promised lesser blessings.
 Paul shows that the present condition of Israel reproduces a pattern of divine action and human response that has unfolded often enough in the past. Some have always opened their hearts to God’s revelation, while others have hardened theirs; and by the variety of their response they have shown whether or not they were among those on whom God had set his sovereign choice.

Not all who are Abraham’s “seed” are true descendants, the recipients of the promises. Paul is showing that more than physical descent from Abraham is required if one would inherit the promises. Every Jew must agree with this, else he would be admitting Ishmael and the sons of Keturah to the same status. It is possible to have outward descent from Abraham and yet not to belong to Abraham’s “children.”
 Writing to the Galatians, Paul had already stated this truth in Galatians 3:7, “So you see that it is men of faith who are the sons of Abraham.” 
 

The Rightness of the Almighty’s Agenda

Paul then moves onto the rightness of the Almighty’s agenda starting in Romans 9:14-18,

What then shall we say? Is God unjust? Not at all! For he says to Moses, “I will have mercy on whom I have mercy, and I will have compassion on whom I have compassion.” It does not, therefore, depend on man’s desire or effort, but on God’s mercy. For 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.” Therefore God has mercy on whom he wants to have mercy, and he hardens whom he wants to harden. 

Paul moves from Abraham and his immediate descendants to Moses and Pharaoh. God reveals to Moses that He will have mercy on whom He chooses, while the example of Pharaoh shows that He hardens the hearts of those He wants to harden. This statement is a difficult one for us to read. But notice first that neither here nor anywhere else is God said to harden anyone who had not first hardened himself. We must bear in mind that, while God is repeatedly said to have hardened Pharaoh, it is also true that Pharaoh is repeatedly said to have hardened himself. God’s hardening follows on what Pharaoh himself did. His hardening always presupposes sin and is always part of the punishment of sin. God could kill the sinner immediately when he sinned, but he usually does not. But he shuts him up to the effect of his sin, so that the person who hardens himself is condemned to live as a hardened person. God does not harden people who do not go astray first.
 Stott calls this “a judicial surrender of Pharaoh to the willful hardening of his own heart.”

God’s action is not arbitrary. When Pharaoh (or anyone else) chooses to reject the right, he will be hardened in the wrong, whether we think of God or of Pharaoh as at work. It is true that God used Pharaoh, but the monarch was not a mere puppet. He did what he willed to do. Nor must we think that hardening is necessarily permanent. That God does not bring about the immediate death of the sinner but endures his sin means that he is giving that sinner the opportunity to repent.

These difficult doctrines of divine sovereignty (sometimes called “predestination”) and human responsibility (sometimes referred to as “free will”) are often set against each other as opposing forces. Truth is, one does not deny the other, even though our finite minds may not fully grasp them both.

I believe the best Scriptural illustration of how these work together is in Judges 7:2-8,

The Lord said to Gideon, “You have too many men for me to deliver Midian into their hands. In order that Israel may not boast against me that her own strength has saved her, announce now to the people, ‘Anyone who trembles with fear may turn back and leave Mount Gilead.’” So twenty-two thousand men left, while ten thousand remained. 

But the Lord said to Gideon, “There are still too many men. Take them down to the water, and I will sift them for you there. If I say, ‘This one shall go with you,’ he shall go; but if I say, ‘This one shall not go with you,’ he shall not go.” 

So Gideon took the men down to the water. There the Lord told him, “Separate those who lap the water with their tongues like a dog from those who kneel down to drink.” Three hundred men lapped with their hands to their mouths. All the rest got down on their knees to drink. 

The Lord said to Gideon, “With the three hundred men that lapped I will save you and give the Midianites into your hands. Let all the other men go, each to his own place.” So Gideon sent the rest of the Israelites to their tents but kept the three hundred, who took over the provisions and trumpets of the others.
Divine sovereignty is seen in God’s selection of who would go and who wouldn’t go. Human responsibility is seen in how the men drank the water. They were not told which way to drink, but God had predetermined the outcome of their choice. He didn’t predetermine their choice, just the outcome. That is predestination. And it does not remove man’s power to choose.

Nor does it remove human responsibility. In verse 19 Paul anticipates an objection: “If God determines whose heart is hardened and whose is not, how can God blame anyone for hardening his heart?”
 Paul replies in verses 20-21, “But 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?”’ Does 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 other words, God is God, and some things are not open to discussion or debate. Furthermore, Paul suggests in verses 22-33 that God—in His sovereignty—could have used the free choice of some to reject God’s plan to open the way for others to choose to receive His grace and mercy:

What if God, choosing to show his wrath and make his power known, bore with great patience the objects of his wrath—prepared for destruction? What 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—even us, whom he also called, not only from the Jews but also from the Gentiles? As 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,” and, “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.’” 

Isaiah cries out concerning Israel: “Though the number of the Israelites be like the sand by the sea, only the remnant will be saved. For the Lord will carry out his sentence on earth with speed and finality.” 

It 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.” 

What then shall we say? That the Gentiles, who did not pursue righteousness, have obtained it, a righteousness that is by faith; but Israel, who pursued a law of righteousness, has not attained it. Why not? Because they pursued it not by faith but as if it were by works. They stumbled over the “stumbling stone.” As it is written: “See, I lay in Zion a stone that causes men to stumble and a rock that makes them fall, and the one who trusts in him will never be put to shame.” 
Paul first quotes from the Old Testament prophet Hosea. We see in the tragedy of his domestic life a parable of the relation between God and Israel. When he married Gomer and she in due course gave birth to a son, he acknowledged the child as his and named him Jezreel. But her second and third children, he was convinced, were not his, and the names he gave them expressed his disillusionment—Lo-ruhamah (“not loved”) and Lo-ammi (“not mine”). These names displayed God’s attitude to his people Israel, who had broken their covenant-loyalty to him—Lo-ruhamah (“not the object of my affection”) and Lo-ammi (“not my people”). But, for old time’s sake, God will not allow this broken relationship to remain so for ever; he looks forward to a day when those who at present are not his people will once more be his people, and when those who at present have no claim on his kindly feelings will once more be the objects of his compassion.

Paul applies this passage to the Gentiles (as does Peter in 1 Peter 2:10). Their inclusion is a marvelous reversal of fortunes by God’s mercy. The outsiders have been welcomed inside, the aliens have become citizens, and the strangers are now beloved members of the family.
 To that Paul adds a passage from Isaiah, emphasizing that “only the remnant will be saved,” meaning that most of the Jews to whom the message was directed failed to accept.
 So, returning to the question in verse 6, God’s word had not failed. In fact, God had seen this all along.

In the final paragraph, Paul explains why so many Jews missed God’s grace while some Gentiles obtained it: the Jews sought a righteousness by works, while the Gentiles received the grace of God by faith. In the final quotation from Isaiah, Paul ends not with despair but with hope and confidence. He who builds on the sure foundation of Christ is delivered from the situation in which contemporary Jews found themselves, and which meant that they would be ashamed when they stood before God. Not so the believer.
 Paul was right in celebrating the confidence in the end of Romans 8.

D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones sums up Paul’s position in these words: “In verses 6 to 29 he explains why anybody is saved; it is the sovereign election of God. In these verses (30–33) he is showing us why anybody is lost, and the explanation of that is their own responsibility.”
 Paul’s teaching can be boiled down to the following couplet:

God is faithful to save His chosen remnant;

the condemned have condemned themselves.

In the final analysis, God is God, and He is sovereign. He created mankind with the ability to choose. And we are responsible for the choices we make. God’s plan is not challenged or changed based on our choices. It is, in fact, fulfilled.
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