SO THAT HE MAY HAVE MERCY ON THEM ALL

Romans 9-11

KV: 11:36

“For from him and through him and to him are all things. To him be the glory forever! Amen.”

Paul, a servant of Christ Jesus, had “great sorrow and unceasing anguish” in his heart. Wasn’t he so joyful that he confessed that nothing would be able to separate us from “the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord”? However, in Christ, in whom he so delighted, he had sorrow and anguish. In the previous chapters, he had occasionally brought up the issue of the Jews and the Gentiles, the circumcised and the uncircumcised in somewhat theological terms. But in chapters 9 through 11 he talks about the practical genealogy of Israel and the God of Israel. In chapter 3 Paul said that “they have been entrusted with the very words of God.” It was their practical advantage. In chapter 10 he goes on to say, “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 Israelites were the blessed people. They had more than the world. They were promised the heavenly inheritance and, eventually, Christ, who is God, came from their line. As it is, their rejection towards God grieved Paul to the point that he could wish he himself were “cursed and cut off from Christ” for their sake. From these words, it is clear that in his sense of problem of Israel, Paul himself was involved. Paul and Israel had the blood relationship. More importantly, however, Paul was in the midst of the suffering of Christ, who was rejected and killed by his own people. As much as he knew Christ and practically belonged to him, when he thought about them, he couldn’t but suffer in sorrow and anguish. He was one with Christ, who was with the very people who rejected him. 

In v. 6 he says, “It is not as though God’s word had failed. For not all who are descended from Israel are Israel.” In saying this, Paul is not suddenly changing his mood. The sin of Israel was not going to fade away. The reality of sin was still there. The fact that they rejected Christ meant the utter failure of God’s own people, whom God had called. Here is the mystery, however. God, who seemed powerless when his own sinned against him, was in control. 9:11-13 say, “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.”” From this Jacob who was called “not by works but by him who calls” even before he was born would come the people of Israel. This was the way God initially called Israel by his sovereign choice. The picture described in 9:17 is actually the picture of God’s will that he raised up Israel so that he might display his glory in all the earth despite their rejection and stubbornness. 9:17 says, “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.” And 9:18, “Therefore God has mercy on whom he wants to have mercy, and he hardens whom he wants to harden.” 

How can we understand the contradicting facts that it was Israel who sinned and that it was God who hardened them? Should I, a sinner, blame God for making me sin? Or should I give thanks to him for making me aware of my sin? It is hard to find the answer if I focus on sin. But God said, “that I might display my power in you and that my name might be proclaimed in all the earth.” I don’t ever question what God’s power is. It is my nature that I think I know what it is. I only wander around in my thoughts and sinful desires, trying to figure out myself. Out of this ignorance comes out my question God, “Why did you make me like this?” This morning, Msn. Sam asked me a question, “Who are you?” And I found that Paul asks me a sort of similar question: “Who are you, O man, to talk back to God?” In my complaint and rebellion against God, the truth is missing that God has formed me. Simply, I, a mere man, can neither figure out myself nor God. But by the grace of the Sovereign Lord, the truth is given to us that God is the Creator, who created us at all, according to his will, ever so clearly through the gospel of Jesus our Lord.

Paul opens our eyes to the actual power of God, step by step, from 9:22 through 29. First of all, God patiently bore the objects of his wrath, because he chose to reveal his wrath, power, and glory to the objects of his mercy, both the Jews and the Gentiles. Who are the objects of his wrath, and who are of his mercy? Paul already said in chapter 3, “There is no difference, for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, and are justified freely by his grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus.” Surprisingly, the very objects of God’s wrath were the objects of his mercy. 3:25b-26 also say, “He did this to demonstrate his justice, because in his forbearance he had left the sins committed beforehand unpunished – he did this to demonstrate his justice at the present time, so as to be just and the one who justifies those who have faith in Jesus.” He will call them “my people” who are not his people, and her “my loved one” who is not his loved one. In the very place where he said to them, “You are not my people,” he will call them “sons of the living God.” God did not manipulate his people in order to give them a hard time. After all, it was God himself who bore all their sin and by his mighty power transformed them back to his own. 

This truth becomes clearer as Paul goes on to talk about the remnant in the next verses. He quotes Isaiah: “Unless the Lord Almighty had left us descendants, we would have become like Sodom, we would have been like Gomorrah.” Who are the remnant? It is those who hear these very words and turn to God. This was clear when Jesus came. Jesus was the “stumbling stone” for those who pursued their own righteousness by work. Their sin became undeniable when they crucified the Lord. It was the very truth of the Lord Almighty crucified on the cross that saved them from their fate of death. The crucifixion, their sin, made them fall. The same crucifixion, the glory of the Lord, saved those who trusted in the Crucified; they would never be put to shame. They would be “the children of the promise” and “Abraham’s offspring” that Paul mentions in chapter 9. They would be the Lord’s loved ones, the sons of the living God. 
Paul’s hope was that Israel might be saved. In chapter 10 Paul is more focused on God’s mercy that is revealed in the truth of the gospel. They were zealous for God and attempted to gain righteousness by keeping the law. But their problem was that they did not submit to God’s righteousness. What is God’s righteousness? V. 4 says, “Christ is the end of the law so that there may be righteousness for everyone who believes.” Again, there is no one righteous, not even one. Moses said, “The man who does these things will live by them.” But no one could live by keeping the law. But the foundation of the law that they tried so hard to observe was the very fact that they were given the word of God. As Paul quotes: “The word is near you; it is in your mouth and in your heart.” The truth was that they were given life from God. First of all, they were fully exposed to the gospel of the Risen Lord. They were also given mouths to confess before God and hearts to believe. In other words, they were given the life to witness Jesus being God and turn to the God Almighty who was in their midst. Israel strove not to be put to shame by keeping the law, but the more they tried, the more their shame increased. When they worked hard to worship God, they ended up worshiping idols. When they didn’t work hard, they did the same thing. The Scripture says, “Anyone who trusts in him will never be put to shame.” It was the promise given to them. 

Christ is the good news from God, both to the Jews and the Gentiles. God sent the news of Christ so that those who heard and believed in him might be saved. But Israel, who both heard and understood, did not accept the good news but stubbornly kept pursuing their own righteousness. Meanwhile, the news was preached to all the Gentiles, and they did accept the news. V. 20 says, “And Isaiah boldly says, “I was found by those who did not seek me; I revealed myself to those who did not ask for me.” But I find Paul’s thesis for chapter 10 in 10:21: “But concerning Israel he says, “All day long I have held out my hands to a disobedient and obstinate people.”” By now, someone may have to say, “Is God so foolish?” It is beyond my understanding. What I can explain is, though, the paradox of Jesus, a man being God, that is revealed vividly in the Crucifixion of our Lord Jesus and that was the message from God, the salvation of all men, both to the Jews and the Gentiles – the picture of our Lord Jesus who was rejected, persecuted, and killed by the hands of both the Jews and the Gentiles. Beyond any human understanding, it was a clear and undeniable fact that was given to the world so that we might understand and accept something that is impossible to be understood, which is the dimension of God’s mercy. This power of God’s mercy saves and justifies us. Just think about v. 9: “That if you confess with your mouth, “Jesus is Lord,” and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved.” May I purely preach this message to the ends of the earth as a missionary who belongs to Christ. 

The evidence that God neither failed nor rejected his own people is that there are the remnant. Paul, an Israelite himself, who not by works but by grace became an apostle of Christ Jesus, was a living proof that God did not reject Israel. The wickedness of Israel’s sin was vicious to the point that they killed God’s prophets, who spoke God’s word to them, and they torn down his altars, where they were supposed to worship God. But God said to the prophet Elijah, “I have reserved for myself seven thousand who have not bowed the knee to Baal.” For the seven thousand, not bowing the knee to Baal was not their work but God’s grace. God hardened the others. V. 8 says, “as it is written: “God gave them a spirit of stupor, eyes so that they could not see and ears so that they could not hear, to this very day.”” I am tempted to question, why? Why? Again, I have to go back to the cross, which was the essential picture of the transgression of Israel. Because of Israel’s sin of crucifying the Son of God, the witnesses began to go out to preach the good news to the Gentiles! This was the salvation to the Gentiles, including all of us here. Their failure therefore brought riches for the world, which made them envious. Was God being mean to the Israelites when he hardened them? One could say that he was rather being mindful to the Gentiles. No, it was more than that. In fact, he was revealing his glory and power to the Jews and the Gentiles by choosing to be crucified by the hands of his own, in the hope that the fullness of his own people might bring more than justification of all men in the world. 

And this was exactly the vision Paul had in serving his ministry. He could continue his labor in the Lord because of the hope that he could not even fathom, which he could only describe as “life from the dead”. In v. 15 he says, “For if their rejection is the reconciliation of the world, what will their acceptance be but life from dead?” In his knowledge of Christ Jesus he had the assurance that his labor in the Lord was not in vain. His illustration of an olive tree in chapter 11 reveals the clear picture of God’s work among the Jews and the Gentiles. God preserved the remnant to make them the source of blessing for both the Jews and the Gentiles. Among the remnant came Jesus, the holy Root that made the whole olive tree holy. It was through God’s kindness and sternness that the Gentiles could be grafted in the cultivated olive tree by faith and the hardened Israelites were cut off because of unbelief. The grafted branches should fear God and give thanks to him, who included the Gentiles to his own by grace. Instead of boasting over the cut-off Israelites, the grafted Gentiles should pray for them in the hope that God is able to bring them back. Paul summarizes this illustration in vs. 25-26: “Israel has experienced a hardening in part until the full number of the Gentiles has come in. And so all Israel will be saved, as it is written: “The deliverer will come from Zion; he will turn godlessness away from Jacob, when I take away their sins.”” This really is a mystery as Paul says, but it’s a mystery that has been and is to be completed. When I thought about the hope of the gospel, it has been pretty ambiguous for me. But the statement, “The deliverer will come from Zion,” gives me the clear vision of the gospel work. This was the foundation of God’s covenant to Israel. This was the promise and the guarantee that he would fulfill the promise. This is the hope we are supposed to have as missionaries and to plant in the hearts of the college students. When he calls each of us to be a missionary, God has promised us the whole world through his covenant. Jesus is the fulfillment of the Covenant, which has such powerful influence on both the Jews and the Gentiles. May I only participate in Jesus in my service to God, who will complete the work of God himself. How can I only participate in Jesus instead of pursuing my own? May God help me to deny myself and welcome Christ as Paul did here.

11:28-29 say, “As 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, for God’s gifts and his call are irrevocable.” Israel was obviously the enemies of the gospel of Jesus. What does it mean that they are still loved because “God’s gifts and his call are irrevocable”? Going back to chapter 9, 9:11-12 say, “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.”” As God favored Israel and chose them over other nations, they were supposed to behave, which they didn’t. However, “not by works but by him who calls,” the salvation came to the Gentiles and then to the Jews to fulfill his covenant to Israel, so that all men might only worship and praise the God of mercy, the God of the eternal power that covers all space, all time, and all power to the eternity. So Paul makes his conclusion in 11:32: “For God has bound all men over to disobedience so that he may have mercy on them all.”

Although Paul explores the depth of God’s mercy in these three chapters as much as a human being can, he saw that he was talking about something that was impossible for him to talk about: “Oh, the depth of the riches of the wisdom and knowledge 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.” The summary of the doxology is that it is thanksgiving. To be exposed to something that is of God and be awed is the heavenly inheritance given to us. There is a clear reason for us to give thanks to God – the gospel of our Lord Jesus. From this one single source could Paul explore and unfold the full realm of God’s sovereign mercy. Mercy is an abstract idea. However, the gospel is the embodiment of God’s mercy. Thanks be to God. 

Thus Romans chapters 9-11 have such a wonderful and complete mystery, as known to us as the good news of Christ. The gospel has enabled me to turn to God and give thanks to him. But in Paul’s doxology, we find something that is more than mere good news. In the doxology one cannot find a hint of shadow of  sorrow and anguish he had in chapter 9 because of Israel’s sin. Once the gospel comes into one’s heart, it pokes and bothers him as it makes the person conscious of his sin and of God. This is grace. In chapter 9, Paul was a little more advanced that he concerned about his brothers, not himself, to the point of “great sorrow and unceasing anguish.” For him, the next step was to completely abide in the realm of God’s mercy, which he actually could not fathom. I thank God for helping me to finally realize that He has finished his work. Have I ever heard the Lord’s voice saying, “It is finished,” when he was about to die on the cross after taking the wine vinegar? In the miserable picture of Jesus’ death on the cross was the full glory of God. Jesus is Lord. Not by our works, but by him who calls, I am sure that our labor in the Lord will bear the fruit of life, even through our seemingly unproductive fishing and our prayer for China project. To the eternal God of love and power be the glory forever and ever! Amen.

