THAT HE MAY HAVE MERCY

Romans 11:1-36

Key Verse: 11:36

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


In chapter 11 Paul continues to struggle with the question about the rejection of the Israelites, which began in chapter 9. He struggled mightily with the failure of his people. But isn’t it enough? They failed, and that was their truth. They rejected God, who had held out his hands for so long, and God moved on to the Gentiles, as we learn in 10:18-21. But Paul could not let go of the struggle. He was like a pit bull holding on to the question. Why? As we see in chapter 11, it was not just a question of the Israelites or the Gentiles or even himself, that Paul was concerned about. It was a question of God. The question of the failure of the Israelites was absolutely vital, because it cut to the heart of the identity and integrity of the one who called them to be is people.


When we witness the apparent failure of ourselves or others within the ministry, whether in matters small or large, what do we do? It seems we are either shaken by it, or we blow it off and forget about it. How many times have we held on to the question of failure until the truth of the glory of God overwhelmed us? In today’s passage, we can learn from Paul and ride with him, and the eternal glory of God may be revealed to us, who deal with the truth of failure on a daily basis.

I.  A Remnant Chosen By Grace (11:1-16)

What question is raised by Paul because of the failure of the Israelites? Verse 1a says, “I ask then: Did God reject his people?” This is a critical question. What value is there in being one of God’s people if God can reject his people? Who knows that tomorrow I may be one of the rejected people? And what kind of God calls his people one day and then rejects them the next, whether we call it his discretion or just his whim? 

How does Paul answer? Look at verses 1b-4. “By no means! 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.’” Paul answered unequivocally: “By no means!” What was his assurance? First he learned from himself. He said, “I am an Israelite.” Paul was an Israelite. He accepted God’s calling of him as more than just a personal matter. It meant God’s faithfulness to the Israelites. Second, he learned from Abraham and his descendants. God called Abraham with a promise to make him a father of many nations. Through him he raised up Isaac, Jacob, and his twelve sons, one of whom was Benjamin. He did this according to his own foreknowledge and plan. Third, Paul learned from Elijah. Elijah appealed to God against Israel. Why? Because they were killing God’s own prophets and tearing down the altars of God and worshiping Baal. Wasn’t he right? But God rejected Elijah’s appeal against those idol worshipers. Even at that time the Lord had reserved his own, who worshiped God, though they were not visible to Elijah. When Paul saw the work of God in himself and in history, he knew that God would never reject his people.

But if God had not rejected his people, he certainly was rejected. What was God doing in Elijah’s time or during Paul’s time by allowing himself, and therefore even his servants, to be humiliated? Look at verses 5 and 6. Let’s read those verses together. “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.” For us who live at this present time, we have to embrace this truth as a matter of life and as a matter of God himself. God is ever working even today in this way. How is God working? He is working through his remnant who are chosen by grace. The remnant is saved on the basis of grace. And the issue of grace is of absolute and eternal importance. The remnant are chosen by God. They are preserved by God. And they are used by God to reveal his grace in all the earth, though they may seem invisible even to God’s people. God’s grace is the almighty power of God that rules over all the rejection to reveal God. No amount of rejection of God can ever hide his grace and his face from shining brightly in this world. No amount of rejection of God will ever cause God to react and reject his people in exchange. For those who are chosen by grace, the rejection we see and even participate in by our ignorance, will never defeat God. Amen. How beautiful this eternal truth of God, this overruling truth of God is. We see God who suffers, at the same time we see the Sovereign God who rules with grace. When we experience the rejection of others, even God’s people, what should we do? Appeal to God against them? That’s what we do. We are like the plaintiffs in a trial, bringing the sovereign Judge down to mediate every matter. But what does God say to us at that time? “I have reserved for myself…” May God bless us to listen to him, to leave the court of appeals and repent, and when we experience the rejection be alert to God who chooses a remnant by his grace, that we pursue his sovereign grace with absolute focus until we are completely ruled by it and lost in the wonder of his grace.

In light of the grace of God, what can we learn about what God might be doing in the matter of the Israelites? We said that they rejected God, but God did not reject his people. What then? Look at verses 7-10. “What then? What Israel sought so earnestly it did not obtain, but the elect did. The others were hardened, 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.’  And David says: ‘May their table become a snare and a trap, a stumbling block and a retribution for them. May their eyes be darkened so they cannot see, and their backs be bent forever.’” Israel sought earnestly. Verse 6 suggests that their pursuit was by works, and in this way they rejected the grace. Romans 9:31 shows that they pursued a law of righteous and stumbled upon the stumbling stone. They desired to be righteous, but what they were doing in their pursuit was seeking to establish their righteousness at the expense of God’s righteousness. (Ro 10:3)


What would God do with such a people? He hardened their hearts in their pursuit. He gave them a spirit of stupor, eyes that couldn’t see and ears that couldn’t hear. He caused them to stumble and get snared in their pursuit of God. Did God reject his people then? By no means! He ruled over their rejection of him. As we said, God would never be ruled by the rejection of men. He would never respond in kind to men’s rejection, for that would be the same thing as being ruled by their rejection. So when we do something wrong and expect a lightning bolt, what should we do? We should repent our stupor and come back to God and be awakened to him. God is not so petty.


Then if making his people stumble was not his rejection of them, what was God doing by making them stumble? Look at verses 11-16. Let’s read those verses together. “Again I ask: Did they stumble so as to fall beyond recovery? Not at all! Rather, because of their transgression, salvation has come to the Gentiles to make Israel envious. But if their transgression means riches for the world, and their loss means riches for the Gentiles, how much greater riches will their fullness bring! I am talking to you Gentiles. Inasmuch as I am the apostle to the Gentiles, I make much of my ministry in the hope that I may somehow arouse my own people to envy and save some of them. For if their rejection is the reconciliation of the world, what will their acceptance be but life from the dead? If the part of the dough offered as firstfruits is holy, then the whole batch is holy; if the root is holy, so are the branches.”


Here is the beautiful example of our God, who rules all things by his grace. When his own people transgressed God and refused to submit to him, what did God do? Make them irrecoverable? Not at all! Rather he ruled over their transgression. He used their transgression to open the riches of his grace to the Gentiles. By his grace he made them to fulfill the purpose for which he called them, by their rejection of him. They certainly rejected God. But what is their rejection? God bore their rejection of him. He sent his Son to be crucified at their hands. But in this way God reconciled the world to himself. God did it with the hope that his own people would be envious of the riches of his grace and want some. He did it with the hope that God’s holiness may work through the whole batch of dough—Jew and Gentile—to the praise of God himself. God let his people stumble so that through their stumbling God’s life and the truth of resurrection would be made known. Think of all these things—reconciliation, resurrection, holiness—the things of God. How could these things ever be made known to us and in this world that continually rejects God? Thank God who is ruling all things by his grace. 

When we speak of the remnant chosen by grace, what do we think of? The leftovers whom God had to call because his first choice screwed up so badly? Or God who is so weak that he could only persuade just a few people to believe him? May God bless us to live as his remnant chosen by grace as we are. May God bless us to know his sovereign grace day by day.

II.  God has bound all men over to disobedience (11:17-36)

First, do not be arrogant, but be afraid. (17-24) Paul described himself as the apostle to the Gentiles. But he struggled with the question of the failure of the Israelites. Paul had a hope that his people would be saved by his ministry to the Gentiles. (11:13-14)

Look at verses 17-24. “If some of the branches have been broken off, and you, though a wild olive shoot, have been grafted in among the others and now share in the nourishing sap from the olive root, do not boast over those branches. If you do, consider this: You do not support the root, but the root supports you. You will say then, ‘Branches were broken off so that I could be grafted in.’ Granted. But they were broken off because of unbelief, and you stand by faith. Do not be arrogant, but be afraid. For if God did not spare the natural branches, he will not spare you either. Consider therefore the kindness and sternness of God: sternness to those who fell, but kindness to you, provided that you continue in his kindness. Otherwise, you also will be cut off. And if they do not persist in unbelief, they will be grafted in, for God is able to graft them in again. After all, if you were cut out of an olive tree that is wild by nature, and contrary to nature were grafted into a cultivated olive tree, how much more readily will these, the natural branches, be grafted into their own olive tree!”
Here the branches represent men, or believers. The Gentiles are those who have been grafted into an olive tree that is not their own, and that by the grace of God. They literally found themselves to be a part of what God was doing in his judgment of Israel, though they weren’t even looking for God. So what does Paul teach the Gentile believers in the parable in verses 17-24? Basically he teaches them to fear God. God was able to graft them into the olive tree. God accepted them, nourished them and gave them a holy life in the gospel. In the gospel the almighty God of Israel became their God, who had been ignorant of God and enemies of God. Paul teaches the Gentiles to consider God in the matter of their position, not to compare themselves as now being better than Israel, and so become arrogant. He teaches the truth of the fear of God. What is it to fear God? According to these verses it means to consider God by whom we stand as God’s people. We stand by faith. That is, we stand by God, through whom we find ourselves belonging to the people of God, though we did nothing and God did everything. Through the word of God we learn that we simply stand by power of God who is ruling over everything by his grace. May God bless us Gentiles to fear him.
Second, so that he may have mercy on them all. (25-36) Then what is God doing with Israel? Look at verses 25-27. “I do not want you to be ignorant of this mystery, brothers, so that you may not be conceited: 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. And this is my covenant with them when I take away their sins.’” The mystery of the gospel is the revelation of the glory of God. God hardened Israel. But through them he sent the Deliverer. Through the Deliverer who they were hardened against God would bring in the full number of the Gentiles. Through the Deliver they crucified God would take away their sins. So this is what God is doing in the hardening of his people Israel. God did not reject them. When they rejected God, God revealed the mystery of the gospel that takes away their sins.

Now look at verses 28-32. “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. Just as you who were at one time 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 as a result of God’s mercy to you. For God has bound all men over to disobedience so that he may have mercy on them all.” These verses begin with the words, “as far as the gospel is concerned.” Paul could discern God in the mater of the gospel, whether that was the Gentiles or Israel. He learned that the Israelites were enemies of God as far as the gospel is concerned so that salvation might come to the Gentiles by their disobedience. But that is what God was doing. And the Israel people are always God’s elect, loved by God, sustained by God to this day by the gift of his power and grace, and that can never be revoked. Paul had been struggling with the question of the rejection of God by the people of Israel. But here he ended in God, who ruled over their rejection to have mercy on the Gentiles, and who would certainly deliver them through his mercy as well. We learned that God rules by his grace. Here Paul phrases it in a new way. Look at verse 32 again. “For God has bound all men over to disobedience so that he may have mercy on them all.” What does it mean? We are reminded of Paul’s previous questions to the effect that, if this is what God bound me over to, who can blame me for being a sinner? But that is only the foolish desire to justify sin. Verse 32 teaches the complete submission to God and his sovereign mercy, with full recognition of my disobedience, but instead of the endless struggle to live a justified life, or to live an improved life, instead live a surrendered life. When Paul submitted his question, “Did God reject his people?” he learned God who saves by his mercy alone, and who has mercy in the gospel. It is his sovereign mercy, greater than sin, which overturns the disobedience of men and saves through it. It is the gospel of God who delivers from sin by being crucified at the hands of disobedient men. God bound all men over to disobedience so that he may have mercy on them all, that is, that he may bind sinners to himself, and his glory revealed in this way for all men to see and for all eternity.

What is Paul’s conclusion in verses 33-36? Let’s read those verses together. “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.” If we look at these verses carefully, we can see what it is to give glory to God. How can a man give glory to God for his mercy that rules us to eternal life? There is humor for us in these verses, for us who always find ourselves trying to approach God, with all seriousness, by understanding him and searching out his judgments and knowing his mind, but who can’t surrender to God. May the sovereign mercy of God rule our hearts until we can say, “To him be the glory forever! Amen.”
