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A. The Merciful Purpose (11) 

 

The theme of the concluding chapter in Paul’s discussion about Israel 

is summed up in the first verse of chapter 11: “God has not rejected His 

people, has He? (11:1a) 

 

Paul answers this question in three ways: (1) There is a present 

election (vv. 1-10), (2) a future reception (vv. 11-24), and lastly, (3) a final 

salvation for Israel (vv. 25-32) - all of which show that God has not rejected 

His people. 

 

1. There is a Present Election (11:1-10) 

 

11:1(a) I ask then: Did God reject his people? . . .  

 

Paul had said that Israel was fully accountable for her rejection of 

Messiah. for the gospel had gone out to all the earth (see notes on 10:18). 

Chapter 10 then ends with God’s dismal words, "All day long I have stretched 

out my hands to a disobedient and contrary people." The question is now 

asked if God has rejected His people – a natural question considering that 

the Jews refused to acknowledge Jesus as the culmination of salvation 

history and sole mediator of God’s righteousness. The apostle concludes that 

“Despite her disobedience, Israel remains ‘the people of God’ – in what 

sense, Paul will explain in the rest of the chapter” (Moo, 672, 673).  

 

In verse 1 “his people” must refer to the nation of Israel as a whole, 

not just the remnant of believers within it, for the previous context is clear 

that Paul has the nation in mind. Likewise in 10:21, God speaks of the same 

people as “a disobedient and contrary people” which can only refer to the 

nation. Lastly, it would be foolish to even ask if God rejected those whom He 

had elected for salvation, so he must have the nation in mind. 

 

In 11:1b Paul strongly rejects any notion that the nation of Israel has 

been discarded by God and replaced by the church. 
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 11:1(b) . . .  May it never be!  For I myself am an 

Israelite, a descendant of Abraham, from the tribe of Benjamin. 

 

 “May it never be” is one of the strongest negations possible in Greek.  

 

“For” gives the basis of Paul’s denial; namely, he himself is evidence 

that Israel has not been rejected for he is a believer but also “an Israelite, 

a descendant of Abraham, of the tribe of Benjamin.”  

 

11:2(a) God did not reject his people, whom he foreknew.  

 

This gives the reason behind Paul’s assertion that God would not 

abandon His people; He would not reject those whom He “foreknew.”  God’s 

plans for the future of Israel cannot be frustrated.  

 

Although some argue that Paul is saying that God has not rejected 

those individuals among the nation who were chosen for salvation, the 

context demands that Paul is speaking of God’s election of the people as a 

whole, for it is the national entity whose status is called into question by 

what Paul has said (9:30-10:21) and is the subject of Paul’s question in verse 

1. Furthermore, verse 28 seems to reassert the point that Paul is making 

here, and clearly refers to the election of the nation (Moo, 674).  

 

Thus, we discover that the meaning of “foreknowledge” is determined 

by the context. Here Paul uses it in the OT sense of God choosing a nation 

and promising it blessings and benefits, but this foreknowledge does not 

guarantee the salvation of every individual with it. In contrast, Romans 8:29 

also speaks of foreknowledge, but there all who are foreknown are saved.  

 

11:2b Don't you know what the Scripture says in the passage 

about Elijah-- how he appealed to God against Israel: 

11:3 "Lord, they have killed your prophets and torn down your 

altars; I am the only one left, and they are trying to kill me"? 

11:4 And what was God's answer to him? "I have reserved for 

myself seven thousand who have not bowed the knee to Baal." 

 

The sparing of the remnant is evidence that God had not abandoned 

the nation and His purposes for her are not over.  
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The story of Elijah is found in I Kings 19:1-18. There Jezebel 

slaughtered the prophets of God and was seeking to take Elijah’s life. Elijah 

felt as if everyone in the nation had given themselves over to false gods and 

he alone was left. However, God assured him that there was a remnant that 

had not yielded to Jezebel’s pressure to succumb to idolatry.  

 

11:5 So too, at the present time there is a remnant chosen by 

grace. 

 

Elijah’s experience becomes analogous to the condition of Israel as 

Paul wrote. Though much of Israel had rejected Christ, this should not be 

interpreted as rejection of the nation, for according to God’s grace, just as 

there was a remnant in Elijah’s day, there was also a remnant in Paul’s. 

 

11:6 And if by grace, then it is no longer by works; if it were, 

grace would no longer be grace. 

 

In the context, what is important to see is that “the remnant has its 

origin, not in the quality of those saved, but in the saving action of God” 

(TDNT, IV, 203).  If Israel could ever earn her salvation apart from God, 

then grace would not be needed. Grace and works are opposites as far as a 

means of salvation. Grace by definition is “unmerited favor.” If it were 

possible for humans to secure their blessings from God by their own efforts 

(for example by keeping the Law), then grace would cease to be grace.  

 

11:7 What then? What Israel sought so earnestly it did not 

obtain, but the elect did. The others were hardened, 

 

Verse 7 is the beginning of the last section of the paragraph. There 

are three entities mentioned: (1) Israel as a collective whole, (2) the elect 

(the believers), and (3) those who were hardened.  

 

There were those among Israel who sought salvation – some by grace 

and some by works. Those who sought to merit salvation could not gain it (cf. 

9:30-31; 10:3). These had a spiritual insensitivity that prevented them from 

responding to God and His message of salvation by grace. As a result they 
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were hardened. A remnant (the elect), however, did find salvation because 

they depended upon divine grace.  

 

In other words, as a corporate group Israel had rejected God’s offer 

of salvation in Christ, but there were some among the nation who had 

believed. 

 

11:8 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." 

 

Romans 11:8 explains how the unbelieving among Israel had their 

hearts hardened. It comes from a number of OT passages (Isa. 6:9-10, Deut. 

29:4; and Isa. 29:10; cf. Matt. 13:14) that correspond to the condition in the 

apostolic age (“to this very day”). A spirit of stupor, eyes that cannot see, 

and ears that cannot hear are all punitive inflictions from God upon the 

nation of Israel for their rejection of the Son of God.  

 

11:9 And David says: "May their table become a snare and a 

trap, a stumbling block and a retribution for them. 

11:10 May their eyes be darkened so they cannot see, and their 

backs be bent forever." 

 

Verses 9-10 are quoted from Psalm 69:22-23. This OT passage speaks 

of Messiah’s lamentation over His dejection and is a judgment upon those 

who reject Him. The overall meaning is clear; the blessings of those who 

reject Christ shall become a curse. Specifically, their meals (which are 

considered joyous occasions) shall become a snare and their youthful vigor 

shall diminish – their eyes will become dim and their backs bent over. In the 

Psalms David is speaking of his enemies. What a tragedy that the judgments 

were later applied to Israel in an apostate condition. 

 

2. There is to be a Future restoration (11:11-24) 

 

11:11 I say then, they did not stumble so as to fall, did they? 

May it never be! But by their transgression salvation has come to the 

Gentiles, to make them jealous. 
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This verse begins in the same way that the first verse in the chapter 

does and for the same reason. In verse 1 Paul said that the rejection of 

Israel did not include the entire nation. Here Paul assures us that Israel’s 

rejection is not final. Though the Jews have stumbled they did not fall. That 

is, their present rejection does not mean that it is irrevocable ruin. The rest 

of the chapter will be to prove his point.  

 

The antecedent to the third person plural pronouns (i.e. “their” & 

“they”) must refer to Israel as a whole and not just those who are hardened. 

Though the stumbling of the Jews was disastrous for the nation, it 

benefited the other nations, for it was through Israel’s rejection of the 

gospel that salvation has come to the Gentiles (Cf. Jn. 1:11; Acts. 13:46; 

28:28; Isa. 49:4-6; Ro. 1:16). At the same time, the Gentiles’ reception of 

the gospel benefits the Jews, for it makes them jealous of what the 

Gentiles have and prompts Israel to seek salvation (Ro. 10:19). 

 

11:12 Now if their fall is riches for the world, and their failure 

riches for the Gentiles, how much more their fullness! 

 

Paul argues from lesser to greater. If the fall of the Jews has 

resulted in so much good to the rest of the world (the Gentiles received the 

Jew’s Messiah, their salvation, their king, etc.), how much more may be 

expected when Israel is restored!  

 

11:13 But I am speaking to you who are Gentiles. Inasmuch then 

as I am an apostle of Gentiles, I magnify my ministry, 

11:14 if somehow I might move to jealousy my fellow countrymen 

and save some of them. 

 

 Paul’s ministry was focused on Gentiles, but that did not mean that he 

had no concern for his fellow countrymen. In fact, he realized that it was 

through his preaching to the Gentiles that the Jews would also come to 

faith; for it would be their jealousy over the fact that the blessings of their 

God had been given to other people that would cause them to believe. The 

Jews’ salvation will in turn result in further blessing to the Gentiles. Paul’s 

ministry is therefore magnified. 
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11:15 For if their being cast away is the reconciling of the world, 

what will their acceptance be but life from the dead? 

 

This verse takes up the idea of verse 12 and establishes Paul’s claim in 

13 and 14.  

 

Paul earnestly seeks to stir Israel to jealousy and see his countrymen 

saved, for if Israel’s rejection of Messiah resulted in the world being 

reconciled to God, then how much greater will be the worldwide blessing 

when Israel believes! It can be called nothing short of life from the dead! 

 

The meaning of this last phrase “life from the dead” is highly debated. 

John Murray states, “The restoration of Israel will have a marked beneficial 

effect, described as ‘life from the dead.’ Whatever this result may be it 

must denote a blessing far surpassing in its proportions anything that 

previously obtained in the unfolding of God’s council.” It is “an 

unprecedented quickening for the world in the expansion and success of the 

gospel” (Murray). 

 

Since Paul is talking about the historical reconciliation of Israel, this 

is probably a reference to an event in history as well. . . perhaps the blessing 

that will come to the world when Christ rules from Zion in the millennium. 

The blessing of the world is determined by the destiny of Israel.    

 

 

11:16 For if the firstfruit is holy, the lump is also holy; and if 

the root is holy, so are the branches. 

 

 “The Jews were commanded to offer a certain portion of all the 

produce of the earth to God, as an expression of gratitude and 

acknowledgement of dependence. This offering was called the firstfruits. . .” 

(Exo. 23:19) (Hodge, 366). They were also to offer a portion of meal, wine, 

oil, or dough in the same way (Num. 15:21; Neh. 10:37; Deut. 18:4). In these 

cases where food was set apart to honor God, it was considered holy. The 

principle Paul wants to convey is that if a portion of the offering is holy, 

then the entire offering is holy.  
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The term “holy” has two meanings. (1) It meant to be consecrated, set 

apart, or devoted for the service of God. (2) It also meant to be morally 

pure. In the former sense it is applied to persons, places (e.g. Jerusalem), 

and things (e.g. the temple and its contents), almost without number in the 

OT. This is the meaning that Paul had in mind.  Because the nation of Israel 

was God’s covenant community, it was called holy (i.e. it was set apart for 

God’s service) even if some in the nation were morally corrupt or unbelieving. 

If one portion of the Jewish nation is holy (set apart to be used by God), the 

rest is too and it is precisely for this reason that Paul hoped that they would 

come to salvation (cf. 11:25). 

 

The question is who are the firstfruits and the roots and who are the 

lump and the branches? The most plausible explanation is that the 

firstfruits and the roots are the patriarchs of the Jewish nation. The 

covenant that God made with them was also to their descendants (the lump 

and the branches). Because the patriarchs were holy, their descendants are 

too.  
 

Paul’s point is clear. Though the Jews were in a state of unbelief, their 

restoration is to be expected because of their special relationship to God. 

Their relation to the patriarchs guarantees their recovery. There can be no 

irremediable rejection of Israel.  “They stand now, therefore, and ever have 

stood, in a relation to God which no other nation ever has sustained; and, in 

consequence of this relation, their restoration to the divine favor is an event 

in itself probable, and one, which afterwards Paul teaches (ver. 25), God has 

determined to accomplish.” (Hodge, 367) 

 

11:17 But if some of the branches were broken off, and you, 

being a wild olive, were grafted in among them and became partaker 

with them of the rich root of the olive tree,  

11:18 do not be arrogant toward the branches; but if you are 

arrogant, remember that it is not you who supports the root, but the 

root supports you. 

 

The branches that are broken off refer to those among Israel whose 

hearts are hardened and have rejected Messiah. They represent the partial 

rejection by the nation. The wild olive is a reference to the Gentiles. 

Through faith in Jesus, the Jewish Messiah, the Gentiles are enjoying the 
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blessing of the rich root of the olive tree. That is, because they have been 

grafted in, they are enjoying the promises that God made to the patriarchs 

(cf. Eph. 2:11-22). This privileged position, however, could tempt the Gentiles  

to look down upon the Jew for his unbelief, but it must not be forgotten 

that God’s attitude to the Jew has not changed. The Gentiles must not 

forget that their salvation is dependent upon God’s choice of Israel, Israel 

is not dependent them. 

 

A warning now follows. The Gentiles who have been grafted in are in 

danger of repeating the sin of the Jews by boasting of their privileged 

position.  

 

11:19 You will say then, "Branches were broken off so that I 

might be grafted in."  

11:20 Quite right, they were broken off for their unbelief, but 

you stand by your faith. Do not be conceited, but fear;  

11:21 for if God did not spare the natural branches, neither will 

He spare you.”  

 

The reason some Jews have been broken off is due to their unbelief. 

But simply because they were broken off, this does not leave room for the 

Gentiles who replaced them to boast. God did not graft the Gentiles in 

because of their superiority. They were grafted in because of the grace of 

God. Therefore, the Gentiles should be thankful and cautious for they are 

not in a more secure position than the Jews were. If God rejected some of 

the Jews because of their unbelief, the Gentiles will fare no better if they 

fail to believe.  

 

 11:22 Behold then the kindness and severity of God; to those 

who fell, severity, but to you, God's kindness, if you continue in His 

kindness; otherwise you also will be cut off. 

 

Those among Israel who rejected God will experience the severity of 

His judgment. But the Gentiles should not think that they will always be in 

His favor. God never made a covenant with them securing His blessing. They 

will experience His kindness if they continue in faith. Those who reject the 

Savior will, like the unbelieving Jews, also be cut off. In other words, the 
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continuance of God’s blessing depends upon the response of the next 

generation. 

 

The present experience of the Gentiles and Jews can just as easily be 

reversed. The Gentiles could become objects of God’s severity and the Jews 

objects of His kindness, as verses 23 and 24 state.  

 

 11:23 And they also, if they do not continue in their unbelief, 

will be grafted in; for God is able to graft them in again.  

11:24 For if you were cut off from what is by nature a wild olive 

tree, and were grafted contrary to nature into a cultivated olive tree, 

how much more shall these who are the natural branches be grafted into 

their own olive tree?  

 

The reception of God’s favor is contingent upon belief. If Israel turns 

to God in faith and embraces Christ, they will be grafted in again. This is not 

unreasonable for if God is able to graft wild branches into cultivated root 

stock, He can surely graft the natural branches back in.  

 

3. There is to be a Final Salvation for the nation (11:25-36) 

 

11:25 For I do not want you, brethren, to be uninformed of this 
mystery, lest you be wise in your own estimation, that a partial 
hardening has happened to Israel until the fullness of the Gentiles has 
come in;  

11:26 and thus all Israel will be saved; just as it is written, "The 
Deliverer will come from Zion, He will remove ungodliness from Jacob." 

 

It is possible for the Gentiles to be ignorant of the mystery of God; 

namely, that a portion of Israel would be hardened for a season to allow 

those elected among the Gentiles to be saved. Such ignorance could easily 

result in pride. For this reason Paul makes it clear that a time would come, 

after the fullness of gentile salvation is complete (i.e. there will be a time 

when God determines that the number of gentiles who will be saved is 

complete; the mass of the elect in the gentile world have come to faith), 

that God would again turn His attention to the nation of Israel and bring 

about national conversion. In verse 26 it is the time when the Redeemer will 
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come for the sake of Zion and completely fulfill His covenant with them (Isa. 

59:20-21 and a clause from Isa.27:9 in 27b).  

 

 

Though some object to the idea that Paul is really saying that all 
Israel  (i.e. the whole nation, ethnic Israel) will be saved, this view is 

substantiated by the following (see Hodge, 271-272): 

 

 1. In the previous context, Paul had already mentioned that the 

conversion of the Jews was a probable event and it would be in the highest 

degree beneficial and glorious to the world (11:12, 16). 

 2. It is Paul’s intent to say that Israel will be restored in the 

same sense as it was rejected – as a nation, not merely as individuals. 

 3. It is described as a great event that attracts universal 

world-wide attention, the salvation of some individuals does not fit that 

description.  

 4. Paul uses the opening address “I do not want you to be 

uninformed” when he wants to stress something of great importance (cf. I 

Cor. 10:1; 12:1).  

 5. The gradual conversion of a few Jews is not a mystery in a 

Scriptural sense  

 6. The next verse cannot be understood as spiritual Israel. Paul 

has referred to ethnic Israel 10 times in chapters 9-11. This is also clearly 

the meaning in 25 b. A switch from the nation to “spiritual” Israel is very 

unlikely.  

 7. The context is clearly making a comparison between national 

Israel and the Gentile world – some of the Jews being cut from the root 

stock and Gentiles being grafted in, and the threat of pride arising among 

the non-Jews. It would be unbearable to now suddenly switch to a “spiritual” 

Israel claiming that Paul is referring to both believing Jews and Gentiles. 

 8. If Paul is simply referring to the elect within the nation, he 

is stating a purposeless truism – of course all who are chosen for salvation 

will be saved.  

 

It should also be noted that Paul’s emphasis is on the salvation of the 

nation as a whole, not necessarily every single Israelite. He says “all Israel 

will be saved” not “every Israelite. The distinction is both real and 

important. The nation is seen as an entity and so “all Israel” would simply 
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mean a large representative number (Moo, 722-723). Likewise, it seems 

unlikely that Paul would be speaking of the nation that has existed through 

the centuries, and be implying that every Jew who has ever lived will be 

saved. Rather, he is referring to those who constitute the nation when the 

time of the Gentiles is full. In this interpretation it is probably those 

Israelites who are alive when the final resurrection occurs (11:15).  

 

 

 

 

11:27 "And this is My covenant with them, When I take away 
their sins." 

 

God had promised the nation of Israel that He would purge them of 

their sin (Isa. 27:9).  All that the prophet intended to prove had already 

been foretold by the prophets.  

 

11:28 From the standpoint of the gospel they are enemies for 
your sake, but from the standpoint of God's choice they are beloved for 
the sake of the fathers; 

11:29 for the gifts and the calling of God are irrevocable. 
 

In the following verses, Paul sums up what he has been saying.  

 

In their present condition, Israel is an enemy of God for rejecting the 

gospel (cf. 11:11, 15).  But they were in this place so that the Gentiles might 

be saved. Therefore, Paul says it is “for your sake.” However, from the 

perspective of election, they are still God’s beloved people.  This is due to 

their connection to the patriarchs with whom God had made His covenant. 

Although God knew there would be a defection among His people, this did not 

mean that He had forgotten His promises (11: 25-27). 

 

The reason that Paul is assured that the nation of Israel will be 

restored is because God does not change. His gifts and calling (election) are 

irrevocable. The individuals whom He has chosen will most certainly be saved; 

and the nation He has chosen must also remain as His people. 
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11:30 For just as you once were disobedient to God, but now have 
been shown mercy because of their disobedience, 

11:31 so these also now have been disobedient, in order that 
because of the mercy shown to you they also may now be shown mercy. 

 

These verses, likewise, contain a repetition of the previous thoughts. 

The situation of the Jews and Gentiles is nearly parallel. Formerly, the 

Gentiles were disobedient but had been shown mercy because of Israel’s 

disobedience. Now, the nation of Israel is disobedient, but they will be 

shown mercy on account of the Gentiles. In other words, the unbelief in 

Israel was the means by which salvation went to the Gentiles; in a similar 

fashion, the Gentiles will be the means of salvation to the disobedient Jews. 

The difference is that the Gentiles obtained mercy through Israel’s 

unbelief, whereas Israel will obtain mercy because of the Gentiles belief. 

 

11:32 For God has shut up all in disobedience that He might show 
mercy to all. 

 

God has so ordered history that all people, the Gentiles first and the 

Jews later, should reveal their true nature as sinners and stand out in 

different eras in respect to their unbelief. Yet it was also in the design of 

God to reveal His mercy to each. Both had sunk into the state that grace 

alone could save them, and both groups had received the grace they needed. 

 

Romans 1-3:19 has demonstrated the painfully sinful condition of the 

human heart. Romans 3:20-5:21 revealed the grand work of Christ on the 

cross to provide a righteousness and justification by faith alone, apart from 

works of the law. Romans 6-8 told of the mighty sanctifying work of the 

Holy Spirit to conquer sin and make us secure in the love of Christ. Romans 

9-11 described the great defense of the God’s sovereign grace and promise-

keeping faithfulness. Paul now breaks forth in praise of God’s wisdom and 

knowledge. 

 

11:33 Oh, the depth of the riches both of the wisdom and 
knowledge of God! How unsearchable are His judgments and 
unfathomable His ways! 
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 Verse 33 can be translated in two ways: (1) the way above where the 

riches refer to the wisdom of God and the knowledge of God, or (2) it could 

be translated as the depth of the riches, and [the depth of] the wisdom, and 

[the depth of] the knowledge of God. Both are possible. If the second 

translation is preferred, then the riches of God may be a reference to the 

mercy or kindness of God.  

 

God is beyond our ability to perceive. All the wisdom of man combined 

could not begin to reach the depths of God’s knowledge and wisdom.  

 

11:34 For who has known the mind of the Lord, or who became 
His counselor? 

 
This verse is designed to confirm what has just been said in verse 33.  

 

“The specific thing you cannot give to God here is counsel. And this is 

the one thing that sinners presume most often to give God: counsel. 

They don’t offer love or delight or faith or hope. They offer counsel. 

They tell God outright or by implication: “I don’t like the way you run 

the world; I think you should do it like this.” The world is filled with 

God-advisers. The one thing Paul explicitly says we cannot give, and 

dare not give, is what proud sinners most often give: they tell God how 

he should run the world, and warn him that if he doesn’t run it their 

way they won’t believe in him.  .   .  Don’t advise. Don’t threaten God. 

Trust him. All else is suicide.” (sermon by John Piper,  Ro  11:33-36 , March 28, 2004 - 

John Piper. © Desiring God. Website: desiringGod.org)  

 
11:35 Or who has first given to Him that it might be paid back to 

him again? 
 

“Since all is from God and through God, he owns all things and we can 

never give him anything that is not already his. Which means that we 

can never put him in our debt. There is absolutely no negotiating with 

God. We have no bargaining position. We are utterly owned and we are 

squatters on his territory. Every breath we take is a gift. Every virtue 

we perform is grace. “God is not served by human hands as though he 

needed anything, for he himself gives to all men life and breath and 

http://www.desiringgod.org/
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everything” (Acts 17:25).” (sermon by John Piper,  Ro  11:33-36 , March 28, 2004 - John 

Piper. © Desiring God. Website: desiringGod.org)  

 

11:36 For from Him and through Him and to Him are all things. 
To Him be the glory forever. Amen. 

 
“Do you love the thought that you exist to make God look glorious? Do 

you love the thought that all creation exists to display the glory of 

God? Do you love the truth that all of history is designed by God to 

one day be a completed canvas that displays in the best way possible 

the greatness and beauty of God? Do you love the fact that Jesus 

Christ came into the world to vindicate the righteousness of God and 

repair the injury that we had done to the reputation of the glory of 

God? Do you love the truth you personally exist to make God look like 

what he really is—glorious? . . . This is why God created the universe. 

This is why he ordained history. This is why he sent his Son. This is 

why you exist. Forever to see and savor and show the glory of Christ, 

who is the image of God.” (sermon by John Piper,  Ro  11:33-36 , March 28, 2004 - John 

Piper. © Desiring God. Website: desiringGod.org)  

 

“This is where God wants us to be when we have heard Romans 1-11. 

Amazed at mercy, and worshipping God through Jesus Christ. This is 

the response that will make us able to live out the practical moral 

demands of Romans 12-15.  

Morality in the Christian life is not simply the willpower to do right 

things, because God has the authority to command them. Christian 

morality is the overflow of worshipping the sovereign, merciful God. 

Christian life is the fruit of a mind and heart transformed by seeing 

and savoring the all-sufficiency and sovereignty and mercy of God 

revealed in Jesus Christ.’ (sermon by John Piper,  Ro  11:33-36 , March 28, 2004 - John 

Piper. © Desiring God. Website: desiringGod.org)  
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