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The doctrine of the preceding verses is that God has the absolute right and 

freedom to choose whom He desires and that He does so based on His own good 

pleasure, not human merit. There are two plausible objections to the absolute 

sovereignty of God; first, it is not consistent with divine justice (Isn’t it unjust for 

God to choose some and not others?), and second, it is incompatible with human 

responsibility (How can man be held responsible if he can’t choose to believe?). The 

first objection is answered in verse 14, the second in verse 19. 

 

1. The Objections Answered (9:14-24) 

 

“The structure of Paul's argument is fairly clear. In v. 14 he anticipates 

an objection to what he has said in vv. 6-13. His response is that, contrary to 

appearances, God is not unrighteous in making his eternal choices without 

regard to distinctions in people. He cites two proofs ("for", vv. 15,17), from 

which he then derives two inferences ("so then", vv. 16,18). 

 

The charge of unrighteousness comes from Paul's assertion in vv. 6-13 

that, when God determines who will receive mercy, He does not base his 

decision on any human distinctives that a person might claim either by birth 

or effort. The objector evidently believes that a "righteous" God must elect 

people on the basis of moral distinctives for which they alone are 

responsible. To determine their eternal destiny independently of their deeds 

seems both irresponsible and unrighteous. Indeed, some have gone so far as 

to label the teaching in this text "immoral", and have felt compelled to 

ascribe the offensive verses to someone other than Paul.” (Sam Storms)  

 

a.  Isn’t it unjust for God to choose some and not others? 

 

9:14 What shall we say then? There is no injustice with God, is there? 

May it never be! 

9:15 For He says to Moses, "I will have mercy on whom I have mercy, 

and I will have compassion on whom I have compassion." 

 

Whatever we may think about God choosing some and not others, Paul is 

clear that God is not unjust in doing so.  
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Jacob did nothing to deserve being chosen; it even says he was chosen 

before he was born or had done anything good or bad.  Esau had done nothing that 

demonstrated he was worse than Jacob.  The only difference was that Jacob was 

shown mercy and Esau was not.  To give mercy to one when both deserve judgment 

is not unjust. 

 

We must remember Paul's grief in verses 1-5 is over the eternal 

condemnation of individual Jews. How can so few ethnic Israelites be saved if 

God's word is true? That is the problem. Verses 6-13 have been answering that 

question.  

 

“It seems evident to me that Paul solves the problem by appealing to a 

principle according to which God always operates. The principle was manifest in the 

election and elevation of Jacob over Esau and explains why not all physical 

Israelites are spiritual Israelites. The principle, again, is this: When God 

determines who shall and who shall not enjoy his blessings, be they earthly or 

heavenly, he does so according to his sovereign good pleasure and not according to 

anything in men.” (Sam Storms). 

 

God has mercy upon whom He desires (Exo. 33:19). 

 

Exodus 33:19 is not merely a description of the way God treated Moses or 

even of how he treats Israel. "Rather it is a solemn declaration of the nature of 

God” (Piper, Justification of God, 67). To show mercy independently of external 

constraints or conditions is what it means to be God! Therefore, "since God's 

righteousness consists basically in his acting unswervingly for his own glory, and 

since his glory consists basically in his sovereign freedom in the bestowal and 

withholding of mercy, there is no unrighteousness with God (Rom. 9:11f.). On the 

contrary, he must pursue his 'electing purpose' apart from man's 'willing and 

running,' for only in his sovereign, free bestowal of mercy on whomever he wills is 

God acting out of a full allegiance to his name and esteem for his glory" (Piper, 

Justification of God, 101). 

 

The OT is full of examples where God extended mercy to some when all 

deserved judgment. For example, in Exodus 32 the Israelites were involved in 

idolatry and all deserved to be destroyed. God, however, only destroyed 3,000 and 

had mercy on the rest by allowing them to live (Exo. 33:19). If God hadn’t had 
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mercy, the entire nation would have ceased to exist. Anyone who objects to God 

having mercy on some and not others would have to accept that all would be judged.  

 

Paul concludes,  

9:16 So then it does not depend on the man who wills or the man who 

runs, but on God who has mercy. 

 

In the case of Jacob and Esau, we see that mercy was selective (9:10-13). 

Though neither of the brothers deserved mercy, God chose to give mercy to 

Jacob.  

 

Now Romans 9:16 states the principle: God’s favor is not received because of 

man’s desire to receive it. It is not “man who wills” (that is, it is not the result of 

man’s will or volition) or “man who runs” (it is not gained by man’s active exertion or 

his efforts to obtain it) but it is God alone who decides who will receive mercy. 

 

9:17 For the Scripture says to Pharaoh, "For this very purpose I raised 

you up, to demonstrate My power in you, and that My name might be 

proclaimed throughout the whole earth." 

 

God’s dealings with Pharaoh show that God is not unjust.  

 

God’s dealings with Pharaoh also show that God is not unjust. Pharaoh, like 

Jacob, is an example of selective mercy; but the story of Pharaoh describes a 

situation where mercy wasn’t given.  

 

Pharaoh was not a worse person than people who had received mercy, but for 

wise and benevolent reasons God chose to withhold mercy from him. God did not 

make Pharaoh wicked, but He did nothing to make him good. God placed such a man 

in power and sustained his life in order to display His power in the miraculous 

deliverance of Israel from the Egyptians. By means of the many plagues He visited 

upon the Egyptians and the defeat of the Egyptian armies in the Red Sea, His name 

spread to all the earth (Exo. 15:13-16). In this case God’s plan foreordained that 

God would be glorified when mercy was not given. 

 

9:18 So then He has mercy on whom He desires, and He hardens whom 

He desires. 
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Even in the hardening of Pharaoh’s heart, the conclusion is the same; it isn’t 

in man’s power to obtain mercy. All that Pharaoh could do was to continue in his 

wicked path, and God allowed him to do just that. In every plague delivered to 

Egypt by the hand of Moses, the extent of the hardness of Pharaoh’s heart 

became even more evident. The manner in which Pharaoh’s heart was hardened is 

not mentioned, but is most likely the same hardening described in Romans 1:18ff. 

(see notes); God judged men by allowing willful rejection to produce its ugly 

results. As Pharaoh sinned he was given over to greater excess in sin and, 

therefore, received harsher consequences. Although these could be described as 

“natural consequences” of sin, God is behind such laws and the results can be 

attributed to Him (cf. Davis, Moses and the Gods of Egypt, 77-78). It should be 

remembered that men are not lost because they are hardened, they are hardened 

because they are lost (Fruchtenbaum). 

 

To summarize: Paul has shown that Israel’s rejection wasn’t because the 

Word of God had failed or the gospel was untrue, but because Israel had failed to 

believe. God had not shown mercy to all of Abraham’s descendants but He has the 

absolute right and freedom to choose whom He desires to give His promises. In 

verses 14 -18 he has shown that this is consistent with divine justice. God is not 

unjust to show mercy or withhold it. That is, giving men something they don’t 

deserve (mercy) is not unjust; withholding what they don’t deserve is not unjust 

either. Justice is giving men what they do deserve; judgment is just. Now, in verses 

19-24 Paul will show that such action is compatible with human responsibility.  

 

b.  How can man be held responsible if he can’t choose to believe? 

 

9:19 You will say to me then, "Why does He still find fault? For who 

resists His will?" 

 

The words “you will say to me” are Paul’s diatribe style – a style of writing 

that asks hypothetical questions of an imaginary opponent and then answers them.  

The objector in Paul’s mind has questions about the concept of absolute 

sovereignty which seems to remove human responsibility. If God hardens people, 

then people can’t help but disobey since no one can resist God. If that is true, then 

how can God blame them for their disobedience? On what basis could God judge 

man if he has no choice but to do what God has determined he will do? (i.e. “Why 

does He still find fault?”) 
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This would not be an issue if Paul had simply said that God knew who would 

choose to believe, or that God’s choice was based on man’s faith. The fact that Paul 

offers such a formidable question confirms that he didn’t believe that men have 

the power to choose God, but that God chooses men. 

 

Paul never tries to relieve the tension between human will and God’s 

sovereignty. He has affirmed that God is sovereign, but he will go on to show that 

he believes that men are responsible to their own willful failure (Ro. 9:30-10:21). 

He is willing to hold both teachings as true. (see appendix 10 for a more complete 

treatment on the Sovereignty of God an Human responsibility) 

 

In response to the accusation that God cannot blame us for sin if He is the 

cause of our actions, Paul first rebukes the spirit of the question (vs. 20-21).  

 

9:20 On the contrary, who are you, O man, who answers back to God? 

The thing molded will not say to the molder, "Why did you make me like this," 

will it? 

9:21 Or does not the potter have a right over the clay, to make from 

the same lump one vessel for honorable use, and another for common use? 

 

“On the contrary”, that is, in contrast to the objection expressed in verse 

19, Paul asks, “What right does anyone have to question God?” 

 

Often in scripture biblical writers respond to the feeling behind the 

question rather then answer the question directly. The objection that God is unjust 

is only more evidence of the gross sinfulness of man in his irreverence of God. “It 

supposes that He is under obligation to extend His grace to all. Whereas He is 

under obligation to none. All are sinners, and have forfeited every claim to His 

mercy, it is therefore, the prerogative of God to spare one and not the other” 

(Hodge, 318).  It is God’s right to do what He wants with what is His, just as a 

potter has the sovereign right over the clay. Is there anything more absurd than 

the clay complaining about its shape to its Creator? (cf. Isa. 29:16; Jer. 18:6) 

 

In the verses that follow, Paul builds upon the imagery of the potter to 

reinforce his point in verse 20. 
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9:22 What if God, although wishing to demonstrate His wrath and to 

make His power known, endured with much patience vessels of wrath prepared 

for destruction? 

9:23 And He did so in order that He might make known the riches of 

His glory upon vessels of mercy, which He prepared beforehand for glory, 

9:24 even us, whom He also called, not from among Jews only, but also 

from among Gentiles. 

 

In verses 22-24 humanity is divided into two categories: vessels of wrath 

and vessels of mercy. The first group is prepared for destruction; the second is 

prepared for mercy. Although God desires to demonstrate His wrath and make His 

power known by judging those who are in rebellion against Him (cf. Ro. 2:5), He 

endured them with patience (9:22) in order that He might make His glory known to 

us (vessels of mercy – 9:23). In the previous illustration (9:17) God endured the 

evil heart of Pharaoh in order to show mercy to those whom He had chosen.  

 

God’s ultimate purpose for the believer’s life is "to make known the riches of 

his glory for vessels of mercy, which he has prepared beforehand for glory.”  “The 

word "prepared" underlines that this is all of mercy. We did not make ourselves fit 

to know God’s glory. God did. And he did it out of "the same lump" of clay that 

others came from who do not see or love the glory of God (Romans 9:21) . . . God’s 

purpose is not to be known as glorious and then exchanged for images. His purpose 

is to be known as glorious and treasured as glorious.” (sermon by John Piper,  Ro  9:23-24 , 

February 23, 2003 - John Piper. © Desiring God. Website: desiringGod.org).  
 

It is important to notice that it doesn’t specifically say that God created 

evil men in order to destroy them. Rather, Paul only says that evil men are prepared 
by God for destruction. In other words, Paul avoids making God the Creator of 

sinful men. “When God passed over Esau and chose Jacob before they were born, 

there was no decree that an innocent Esau would be judged. Rather what God 

decreed was to pass Esau by, to withhold his electing love, and to give him up to 

wickedness. And as Esau acted in wickedness, he was accountable for that 

wickedness and deserved the indignation and judgment of God.”  (sermon by John Piper,  Ro  

9:6-12 , December  8, 2002 - John Piper. © Desiring God. Website: desiringGod.org). God did not make Pharaoh 

evil, but as a punishment for his sin did not extend mercy which brought more of 

his evil nature out and proved that he was fit to be judged (Ro. 9:17; 2:5). That is 

all that can be done with people who are not given mercy.  

 

http://www.desiringgod.org/
http://www.desiringgod.org/
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 It is clear that those prepared for mercy have been predestined to receive 

mercy in order to display the riches of God’s grace. Those prepared for wrath are 

prepared to receive what they justly deserve (destruction). However, for logical 

consistency it must be admitted that if God has predestined some but not all to 

election, it follows that some are not predestined to election.  Since all salvation is 

based upon the eternal election of God and not all men are elect from eternity, 

does that not mean that from eternity there are non-elect who most certainly will 

not be saved? Has not God chosen from eternity not to elect some people? If so, 

then we have an eternal choice of non-election. The inference is clear and 

necessary, yet some shrink from drawing it. [see appendix 8 for a fuller discussion] 

 

The point that Paul is making is that no man can claim that God is unjust, for 

everyone is deserving of judgment. Likewise, no one can claim that they deserve 

grace, for they do not. When accusations are made that the sovereignty of God 

nullifies human responsibility, Paul responds offensively by stating that God has 

the right to do what he wants. In other words, instead of going on the defensive, 

he shows that the standard by which God must be judged is God Himself!  He is the 

Potter. He has the right to judge sinful men or He has the right to withhold 

judgment and even use their sin to make known His glory to us. Even though Paul 

doesn’t reason as we may think he logically should, he can accomplish the same 

purpose by showing that God is fair.  

 

Note: The punishment of the wicked is not an arbitrary act of God imposed 

upon men for no other reason than to make them miserable, it is a response of a 

holy God against sin and is the means of showing His displeasure of it (Hodge, 319). 

God does not enjoy the suffering of the wicked for He is by nature merciful and 

endures the wicked with longsuffering (9:22).  At the same time, if He uses the 

wicked to display His glory and holy anger toward sin as He did with Pharaoh, He is 

free to do so. 

 

“God chose not to choose all because he wanted to put on eternal display 

both the justice of his wrath and the glory of his mercy. Had he chosen none, his 

mercy would not have been seen. Had he chosen all, his wrath would not have been 

seen. In choosing some, but not all, both are seen, and therein is God most greatly 

glorified (and only in the case of the latter are we truly satisfied).” (Sam Storms, Divine 

Election: How and Why does God Choose? - Nov 6, 2006; Series: Divine Election) 
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2. The Proof Given (9:25-29) 

 

Paul had just concluded his previous section by showing that God had the 

right to indiscriminately chose vessels of mercy from among both the Jews and the 

Gentiles. He now uses the OT to prove the same point. 

 

9:25 As He says also in Hosea, "I will call those who were not My 

people, 'My people,' And her who was not beloved, 'beloved.'" 

9:26 "And it shall be that in the place where it was said to them, 'you 

are not My people,' There they shall be called sons of the living God."  (cf. 

Hos. 1:10; 2:23) 

 

Paul finds an OT parallel between the circumstances of the Gentiles and a 

time in Israel’s history when the blessings of God were being withheld. In the days 

of the prophet Hosea, God said that He would not have mercy on Israel (Hos. 1:6) 

because of her gross sin.  But that was not the final word. There would come a day 

when those who did not receive mercy would be loved. Those who are not God’s 

people would be called sons of the living God. As it was with Israel, so it is with the 

Gentiles; God has called “those who are not My people, My people, and her who was 

not beloved, beloved.” [However, Paul also may be intending for the quote from 

Hosea 1:10 to be a reference to Israel in anticipation of their national repentance 

spoken of in chapter 11.] 

 

Paul now turns to Isaiah to show that the election of Israel does not include 

the whole nation, but only a remnant (cf. Ro. 9:6).   

 

9:27 And Isaiah cries out concerning Israel, "Though the number of the 

sons of Israel be as the sand of the sea, it is the remnant that will be saved; 

9:28 for the Lord will execute His word upon the earth, thoroughly and 

quickly." 

9:29 And just as Isaiah foretold, "Except the Lord of Sabaoth had left 

to us a posterity, We would have become as Sodom, and would have resembled 

Gomorrah." 

 

Isaiah 10:22-23 (Ro. 9:27) predicted the depletion of the people of Israel 

by the armies of Assyria, God’s instrument of judgment at that time. Though 

Israel had vast numbers of people (like the sand of the sea) only a remnant would 
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be spared from the wrath of God. If God had not saved them, the whole nation 

would have been utterly destroyed as Sodom and Gomorrah were (Isaiah 1:9).  

  

3. The Conclusion Drawn (9:30-33) 

 

9:30 What shall we say then? That Gentiles, who did not pursue 

righteousness, attained righteousness, even the righteousness which is by 

faith; 

9:31 but Israel, pursuing a law of righteousness, did not arrive at that 

law. 

9:32 Why? Because they did not pursue it by faith, but as though it 

were by works. They stumbled over the stumbling stone, 

9:33 just as it is written, "Behold, I lay in Zion a stone of stumbling 

and a rock of offense, And he who believes in Him will not be disappointed." 

 

 That which in all human probability would not occur, did! The Gentiles who 

were not looking for righteousness are the ones who attained it. On the other 

hand, the Jews who tried to attain righteousness (the “law of righteousness” most 

likely just means the principle of righteousness), didn’t because they tried to get it 

by their own strength, not by faith. They refused to submit to the method of 

justification that God proposed.  

 

They stumbled over Christ, the Rock, who is the foundation of true faith and 

life. Paul quotes from Isaiah 8:14 and 28:16. The Lord provided a foundation stone 

for the nation and placed it in Zion (Jerusalem) but Israel completely missed it.  
 

Piper explains the practicality of what Paul writes when he says the “most 

forceful statements in the Bible about unconditional election and the sovereignty 

of God in salvation are made here in the service of God’s faithfulness to his 

promises. Paul doesn’t deal with controversial doctrine in the abstract – as if it 

would simply be interesting to know – he deals with it because it is needed to help 

us understand and enjoy God’s faithfulness. In Paul’s mind these great doctrines 

had a direct bearing on the way we live. If that’s not the case with you, you might 

want to rethink what does shape your responses to life and your plans or living. If 

not the great truths about God, what then?” (sermon by John Piper,  Ro  9:6-12 , December  1, 2002 - 

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