THAT HE MAY HAVE MERCY ON THEM ALL

Romans 9-11

Key verse: 11:32

“For God has bound all men over to disobedience

so that he may have mercy on them all.”


The day when the risen Christ called him was the beginning of the new creation for apostle Paul. He could see the gospel of God that is witnessed in the Scriptures but had been hidden to him. He could hear what the Scriptures testify in unison, that the Son was coming to save men from sin by his suffering and by his resurrection. He could understand all things, see all and hear all. He prostrated himself before the risen Christ and worshiped him as he remembered the truth of God in the Scriptures. He finishes chapter 8 with the triumphant doxology that nothing “in all creation will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord” (8:39).


But the triumphant apostle begins chapter 9 this way: “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” (9:1-2). At first glance he seems to be contradicting what he said in 8:39. As we read through and reach 11:32 we learn that the Apostle is testifying to God who embraces all people in his mercy, the Jew and the Gentile. In other words, the Apostle is testifying in chapters 9-11 to a deeper truth of the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord. In the great sorrow and anguish of our Lord Jesus on the cross is shown God’s mercy for us. In the triumphant message of the resurrection of our Lord Jesus is shown the great sorrow and anguish of our God on those who do not submit to God’s righteousness. What if some will never submit to his righteousness? God’s righteousness will prevail. The cross and the resurrection are the two events which reveal the glory of the One and Only. We are not baffled with the present tense in 9:2. We are astonished with great joy at the discovery. Indeed, God is in all, and all things are through him. Nothing slips through his fingers. God is all in all. The day will come when the Son himself will be made subject to him who put everything under him, so that God will be all in all (1Co 15:28). Amen. Come, Lord Jesus (Rev 22:20).

1.  It is not as though God’s word has failed (9:3-29)



The sorrow and anguish in Paul’s heart was because of the people of Israel, his brothers, those of his own race. His sorrow was that of Christ who was cursed and cut off for our sakes. “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.” Paul was not expressing his own emotion or attachment. This attitude of taking Christ’s mind and heart as his own and thinking in accordance with it is consistent throughout his writing, particularly in chapters 9-11. This is the secret of how he could reach to the knowledge that is impossible for a man, that from God and through God and to God are all things. It is true that “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven… Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they will be filled” (Matt 5:3,6)


We see the example of the benefit of adapting to the gospel way of thinking in the following verses of 9:4b-5. What did the people of Israel do? They did not submit to God’s righteousness that was revealed to them in Christ Jesus. So how do we think of them? We consider them as the losers. What does God think of them? “Theirs is the adoption as sons; theirs the divine glory, the covenants, the receiving of the law, the temple worship and the promises. There are the patriarchs, and from them is traced the human ancestry of Christ, who is God over all, forever praised! Amen.” Their rejection was the historical fact. Their failure was obvious. But when Paul considered their flat failure with Christ’s mind and heart he could say, “It is not as though God’s word had failed.” As he said about Abraham in 4:18, against all hope, he in hope could believe. Paul could see through and understand that we are talking about possibility when we speak of hope. There is no hope. Paul could see that Christ is our hope. 


As he grasped Christ’s hands tightly and traveled through the land of the Scriptures he encountered Genesis 21:12 in which YHWH said to Abraham, “It is through Isaac that your offspring will be reckoned.” He was familiar with the verse but could understand what it means for the first time. He could understand that not all who are descended from Israel are Israel. Nor because they are his descendants are they all Abraham’s children. In other words, it is not the natural children who are recognized by God as his children, but it is the children of the promise who are regarded by God as Abraham’s offspring. Paul could relate Genesis 21:12 with 18:10 of the same book. For this was how the promise was stated: “At the appointed time I will return, and Sarah will have a son.”


Then as he mediated on Genesis 25:23, Paul could trace God’s truth that is expressed in the election of Jacob over Esau: “The older will serve the younger.” He could gain the prophetic insight for the understanding of the election of Jacob as he remembered Malachi 1:2-3, “Jacob I loved, but Esau I hated.” Then he remembered what God said to Moses in Exodus 33:19, “I will have mercy on whom I have mercy, and I will have compassion on whom I have compassion.” Paul could understand that the election means God has mercy on whom he wants to have mercy, and he hardens whom he wants to harden. God elected Pharaoh for the purpose to display God’s power and to let the world know his name as is stated in Exodus 9:16, “I have 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.”


The question remains why God so deeply desired to proclaim his name to the ends of the earth. After all, the people on earth were all the objects of his wrath ever since sin came into the world. They were called “the Gentiles”, which was originally a general term for “nations.” God desired to proclaim his name to the nations because of his unfailing mercy on his creation. Israel was one of the nations, but was chosen exactly because of the very reason of his mercy on his creation. If so, there was the underlying reason of God’s mercy on his creation both in his election of Jacob and of Pharaoh.


In view of God’s mercy, Jacob is no better than Esau, Pharaoh has nothing to say back to God, for “unless the LORD Almighty had left us descendants,” that is, “the elect”, the world would have been ended a long time ago in the way Sodom and Gomorrah had. That is what the Apostle explains in 9:22. The election of Pharaoh reveals God’s great patience with which he bears the people in the world, the objects of his wrath, prepared for and destined for destruction. The word “patience” implies hidden anger and so is greatly misleading. That is why the Apostle uses the adjective “great” in front of it. God’s patience is different from our patience. God’s patience actually means God’s mercy which shines forth like the sunshine, which is like the rainbow he hung in the sky after the Flood . In the words “great patience” the Apostle expresses the mystery that God has mercy on the objects of his wrath. It is the very mystery that God is just and that he justifies the sinners who believe. The same God who expelled Adam and Eve made garments of skin for them and clothed them with it, protected Cain, has been sustaining us to this day. Let men worship him with gratitude.


The Apostle goes deeper in the understanding of the election of Pharaoh in 9:23-24. He says, “What if he did this to make the riches of his glory known to the objects of his mercy, who he prepared in advance for glory—even us, whom he also called, not only from the Jews but also from the Gentiles?” Who are those whom the Apostle calls “us”? They must be the believers. Aren’t they men on earth, the objects of God’s wrath? Indeed, they were those who were originally not God’s people, who were originally not God’s loved ones (9:25). But by God’s mercy they are called into the understanding of God’s mercy shown all through the years in the election of God’s chosen people Israel, and in the election of Pharaoh or Esau as well.    

2.  Christ, the stumbling stone (9:30-10:21)


When we trace the thoughts of the Apostle to this point we are dazzled with his brilliance to track down the profound mystery of God’s mercy. But the discovery of God’s mercy being the foundation of all the election and rejection doesn’t satisfy the frustration regarding the failure of Israel. That is why the Apostle raises the question in 9:30-31. “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? Really! Why not? The Apostle answers this tough question, actually the unanswerable question, in the rest of today’s passage, but in 9:30-10:21 he first traces the truth that Christ is the end of the law.  Before we proceed to learn what it means that Christ is the end of the law, we should learn that the lofty intelligence of the Apostle is the result of his adherence to Christ. His example reminds us of how deep is the love of Christ for us. Man is given the grace through the forgiveness of sin that he now can know the mind of Christ, and so even the mind of God. In other words, now man is given the access to know God. If so, we should put aside all the lesser things which hinder us from knowing the mystery of the gospel of Christ Jesus, and run the race with all our strength and mind and heart. The reward will be so great that we may not be able to measure the greatness of it.


The Apostle says in 9:32-33 that Israel fell by stumbling over Christ Jesus, who is “the stumbling stone.” The Israelites rejected Christ because of their zeal for God. How could that happen? It was because their zeal was not based on knowledge. They did not know the righteousness that comes from God and sought to establish their own. That is why they did not submit to God’s righteousness that was revealed in Christ’s suffering and in his resurrection. They couldn’t believe in the message that Christ must suffer for their sins and that their sins could be taken away. If they were wrong, they had to straighten up. If they sinned, they had to do something about it. They couldn’t believe that they could be acceptable to God without merit. They couldn’t believe in the resurrection of Christ Jesus either. Only a sinner would be crucified, punished by God. A crucified Christ cannot rise, even by God. In summary, they couldn’t believe that the one who trusts in God will never be put to shame (9:33; 10:11).


As he again walked through the land of the Scriptures the Apostle could see that the rejection of Christ is God’s all time truth regarding men. It was more than an historical event. What was shown in the rejection of Jesus Christ is that man rejects God’s righteousness, and does not pursue the righteousness that comes from God.


The Apostle remembers Leviticus 18:5, which speaks of the righteousness that is by the law: “The man who does these things will live by them.”  Then he remembered Deuteronomy 30:12 and understood that YHWH never demanded his people to be righteous up to the level of heaven, or repent of their sins with death. He realized that when a man tries go up to the heavenly level he is attempting to bring Christ down. He is attempting to bring Christ up from the dead when a man takes all the responsibility on himself.


The Apostle realized that YHWH himself encouraged men to trust in Christ in Deuteronomy 30:14. “The word is near you; it is in your mouth and in your heart.” The Apostle realized that the word is the gospel message. Then he advanced in his understanding that the Lord Jesus is the Lord of all. Let’s read 10:9-13. “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. For it is with your heart that you believe and are justified, and it is with your mouth that you confess and are saved. As the Scriptures says, ‘Anyone who trusts in him will never be put to shame.’ For there is no difference between Jew and Gentile—the same Lord is Lord of all and richly blesses all who call on him, for ‘Everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved.’” What is written in Deuteronomy was what he learned from encountering the risen Christ.


He remembered the grace of Jesus Christ that he himself was given the knowledge when he was deadly serious to establish his own righteousness, to the point of murdering the believers including Stephen. As he remembered the grace of the risen Lord he saw that the Lord had been speaking to men ever since the creation of the world, and that the Lord is God. We can trace his reasoning in 10:14-21. Let’s read 10:14-15 first. “How, then, can they call on the one they have not believed in? And how can they believe in the one of whom they have not heard? And how can they hear without someone preaching to them? And how can they preach unless they are sent? As it is written, ‘How beautiful are the feet of those who bring good news!’” The beauty he is talking about is the beauty of the Lord. He could see that the Lord who sent Ananias to him to tell him the message of Jesus’ calling of him to be his apostle is the One who Isaiah prophesied about.


The Apostle could see that not all the Israelites accepted the good news even though they heard it, even though they understood it. Why not? The Apostle now understands Deuteronomy 32:21, which says, “I will make you envious by those who are not a nation; I will make you angry by a nation that has no understanding.” The Apostle is reminded of Isaiah 65:1- 2, where YHWH says, “I was found by those who did not seek me; I revealed myself to those who did not ask for me. All day long I have held out my hands to a disobedient and obstinate people.” Isaiah describes the stubborn and obstinate people as those who pursue their own imaginations.


In summary, the Apostle sees that Christ is the stumbling stone from the beginning of God’s creation. He is the one who held out his hands to the Gentiles and to the stubborn people of God.

3.  So that he may have mercy on them all (11:1-36)


We have learned that the Apostle encountered the question of why God’s chosen people rejected God by adhering to Christ. We have seen that the Lord was there from the beginning to meet the ever stubborn and obstinate people, who are supposed to be the people of God. Now in chapter 11 the Apostle wrestles with the question whether God rejected his people, that is, by design.


His answer is clear and loud. “By no means!” How could Paul be sure that God did not reject Israel, who did not submit to God? He says in 11:1b-6, “I am an Israelite myself, a descendant of Abraham, from the tribe of Benjamin. God did not reject his people, whom he foreknew. Don’t you know what the Scripture says in the passage about Elijah—how he appealed to God against Israel: ‘Lord, they have killed your prophets and torn down your altars; I am the only one left, and they are trying to kill me’? And what was God’s answer to him? ‘I have reserved for myself seven thousand who have not bowed the knee to Baal.’ So too, at the present time there is a remnant chosen by grace. And if by grace, then it is no longer by works; if it were, grace would no longer be grace.”


At first glance his assurance is based on too much of an imagination. Even if we discount his faith in the word of the Lord the assurance seems unsupported by any objective facts except by his subjective mood. But we should pay attention to the word grace in verse 6. The Apostle knew that it was by the grace of God that he became a believer. His own conversion was, therefore, not an accidental happening. The grace that has been with men is at work, yesterday, today and will at work tomorrow.  The grace that has come to us in person in the gracious Lord Jesus, for sure, has saved the remnant. But the same Lord made Israel to be stupid, blind and dumb. Why?


The reasoning of the Apostle in 11:11-32 is somewhat confusing. But in verse 32 we learn that the Lord has withdrawn his grace from Israel whom he had made to be stubborn. The Lord made them to fall so that salvation may reach the Gentiles. In turn the salvation of the Gentiles would make Israel envious of the grace of the Lord. As he meditated on the will of the Lord by holding on to the unchanging truth of him, that is, his grace on men, Paul could see the hope, a great hope. He reasons that if the transgression means riches for the world, and their loss means riches for the Gentiles, the restoration of Israel will be beyond imagination. How great will it be? It will be as great as God himself. In their stubborn refusal was God’s unfailing mercy, as well as in the acceptance of the Gentiles. No one should boast. No one should become sorrowful. No, everyone should sing praises of the one and only God, our Lord Jesus. Let’s read 11:33-36.

