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17 But if some of the branches were broken off, and you, 
although a wild olive shoot, were grafted in among the 
others and now share in the nourishing root of the olive 
tree, 18 do not be arrogant toward the branches. If you 
are, remember it is not you who support the root, but the 
root that supports you. 19 Then you will say, “Branches 
were broken off so that I might be grafted in.” 20 That is 
true. They were broken off because of their unbelief, but 
you stand fast through faith. So do not become proud, but 
fear. 21 For if God did not spare the natural branches, 
neither will he spare you. 22 Note then the kindness and the 
severity of God: severity toward those who have fallen, but 
God’s kindness to you, provided you continue in his kindness. 
Otherwise you too will be cut off. 23 And even they, if they 
do not continue in their unbelief, will be grafted in, for 
God has the power to graft them in again. 24 For if you were 
cut from what is by nature a wild olive tree, and grafted, 
contrary to nature, into a cultivated olive tree, how much 
more will these, the natural branches, be grafted back into 
their own olive tree. 25 Lest you be wise in your own sight, 
I do not want you to be unaware of this mystery, brothers: a 
partial hardening has come upon Israel, until the fullness 
of the Gentiles has come in. 26 And in this way all Israel 
will be saved, as it is written, “The Deliverer will come 
from Zion, he will banish ungodliness from Jacob”; 27 “and 
this will be my covenant with them when I take away their 
sins.” 28 As regards the gospel, they are enemies for your 
sake. But as regards election, they are beloved for the sake 
of their forefathers. 29 For the gifts and the calling of 
God are irrevocable. 30 For just as you were at one time 
disobedient to God but now have received mercy because of 
their disobedience, 31 so they too have now been disobedient 
in order that by the mercy shown to you they also may now 
receive mercy. 32 For God has consigned all to disobedience, 
that he may have mercy on all.
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EXPLORATION
Romans 11:17-32 

Prepare for your group 
meeting by reading the 
passage two times.

The gospel 
makes us 
humble by 

reminding us 
of our need 
for the mercy 
only Jesus 
can provide.

Romans  
11:17-32 

HUMILITY & 
MERCY

TRUTH
Central
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.01 Mercy
Bring a small bag of candy to your group meeting, 
and tell students that anyone who can complete 
the task you give them can have a piece of candy. 
Ask for one volunteer at a time to try one of the 
tasks. Make each task difficult enough that most 
students won’t be able to complete it. Examples 
could include reciting the alphabet backward in 20 
seconds or less, naming the top 10 most popular 
songs from 2019, tying a double Windsor knot 
with a neck tie, building a tower out of cups as 
tall as them in 30 seconds or less, and so on. After 
most students fail these tasks, give them a piece 
of candy anyway. Point out that this is a small 
example of what we will talk about today: mercy. 
The gospel makes us humble by reminding us of 
our need for the mercy only Jesus can provide.

.02 Humility
Place students into two teams. Have each team get 
in a single file line. Give each team a ball. When 
you say go, the person in front with the ball will 
say the first letter of the alphabet and then pass 
the ball over their head to the person behind 
them. That student will say the next letter of the 
alphabet and pass the ball behind them and so on. 
Once the ball gets to the end, all students in the 
line will turn around and continue passing the ball 
behind themself until the get to the letter Z. See 
who can get through the whole alphabet fastest. 
After playing once or twice, play again, but this 
time they have to recite the alphabet backward, 
starting with Z. After completing this activity, 
point out how the rule change requiring them to 
recite the alphabet backward was humbling. It 
showed that students weren’t quite as good at the 
game as they might have thought after playing a 
few times with the regular rules. Today, we will see 
how the gospel makes us humble by reminding us 
of our need for God’s mercy.

OPTIONS
Explore

.01 SHARE ABOUT A TIME WHEN YOU 
DIDN’T GET THE PUNISHMENT YOU 
DESERVED FOR BREAKING A RULE OF 
A PARENT OR CARETAKER.

.02 WHY DO YOU THINK 
THIS HAPPENED?

Talk it Out

FOCUS
This week’s

If a parent, teacher, or caretaker has ever 
let you off the hook despite catching 
you clearly breaking a rule, you have 
an idea of what we will focus on this 
session: mercy. When you’re clearly 
caught speeding and the officer choses to 
give you a warning rather than a ticket 
or a teacher chooses not to give you a 
detention despite your being clearly 
late to class, you’ve received mercy. This 
is usually a humbling experience that 
encourages us to change our behavior. 
However, it is important to note that 
the mercy God offers us in Christ is a far 
deeper, far more important type of mercy 
because the One whose rules we have 
broken is the Creator of the Universe, 
and as a result, this mercy should humble 
us far more deeply. The gospel makes us 
humble by reminding us of our need for 
the mercy only Jesus can provide.



10

96 // Explore the Bible: Students

Read Romans 11:17-21.

.03 WHAT REASON DID PAUL GIVE GENTILE BELIEVERS NOT TO BOAST? WHAT CAN 
WE LEARN FROM THIS?

.04 HOW DOES THE UNBELIEF OF MANY JEWS IN PAUL’S DAY SERVE AS A 
REMINDER AND A WARNING FOR US TODAY?

Cultural Context: Why did Paul refer to Israel as an olive tree? For more information on the 
significance of this symbolism, see the Cultural Context note in the Commentary.

Paul reminded Gentile believers that they needed to be humbly grateful for God’s salvation, recognizing 
the Jews were cut off because of their unbelief. Salvation is fully dependent upon God and His grace. In 
other words, we have done nothing to earn God’s love and acceptance, so we should never brag about it. 
We all face the temptation to look down on people who don’t believe in Christ for their sinful lifestyles or 
incorrect thinking on any number of issues. Paul’s warning here is a reminder that the only reason we have 
any correct beliefs is because God graciously revealed to us our need for Jesus. The gospel reminds us that 
we did not and cannot earn God’s love. Therefore, we have no reason to brag about the fact that we have 
His love. The grace God has shown us in Christ is something we should demonstrate to others through 
loving and serving them, not something we should hold over them as we brag about how much better we 
think we are.

Read Romans 11:22-24.

.05 WHY DID PAUL CHALLENGE THE CHURCH AT ROME TO THINK ABOUT BOTH 
GOD’S KINDNESS AND SEVERITY? HOW MIGHT NEGLECTING TO ACKNOWLEDGE 
EITHER ATTRIBUTE OF GOD HINDER OUR FAITH?

Paul wanted his Gentile readers to acknowledge that they were recipients of God’s unmatched kindness—
doing so would keep them humble. However, Paul also wanted to acknowledge that unbelieving Jews were 
subject to His severity. We need to remember that our right standing with God and any spiritual benefits 
we have are not the result of our hard work but God’s grace. It is important for students to recognize that 
our God is gracious and just. While He invites all to believe and embrace life and forgiveness in Christ, He 
does not turn a blind eye to rebellion. Knowing the Jews were God’s chosen people, and their unbelief will 
still result in God’s judgment, should motivate us to stand firm in our faith.

CONVERSATION
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Romans 11:17-21
17-18. Paul had been teaching the Gentiles about the difficulty many Jews were having accepting Jesus 
as the Messiah. They were entrenched in the Law and struggled to see Him for who He really was. To 
illustrate his point, Paul used the image of an olive tree. Normally, a farmer would graft cultivated branches 
into a wild tree. But Paul reversed the order to describe what had happened in the church. In this tree, 
some of the branches had broken off, but God did not destroy the whole tree. Instead, He grafted wild 
branches into the trunk. Here, the broken branches represented the Jews who had rejected Christ. The wild 
branches represented the Gentiles. God had included Gentile believers. Even though they were not part of 
the tree originally, they still grew into healthy branches. 

19-21. Paul feared that this grafting process could leave the Gentiles with a superiority complex. After all, 
many of the Jews had rejected God’s plan for salvation, while many Gentiles had embraced Christ. Some 
could have thought God now loved the Gentiles more. Paul was clear that God was not finished with the 
Jews. Paul warned them not to boast, because their salvation fully depended on God’s kindness and grace. 
With the olive tree, the branches do not sustain the root. Instead, the root sustains the branches. The same 
was true with the Gentiles. They had been blessed by God’s work among the Jews, and they received their 
spiritual nourishment from Him. The only standing the Gentiles had was by grace through faith. So, to 
believing Gentiles, Paul wrote: Do not be arrogant, but beware. Because salvation comes through faith in 
Jesus alone, there is no room for arrogance expressed toward unbelievers.

Romans 11:22-24
22. To help the Romans avoid pride, Paul challenged them to examine God’s perfect balance between 
kindness and severity. God is not so kind that He overlooks evil, and not so harsh that He condemns without 
cause. Instead, He shows a stern but righteous attitude toward those who have fallen. He loves all, but those 
who reject His offer of salvation will face the consequences of their decision. At the same time, God can be 
immeasurably kind. The Romans had experienced that firsthand when He welcomed them into His family. 

COMMENTARY

The olive tree has long been a symbol for the nation of Israel. This is perhaps tied to the tree’s 
resilience, as olive trees are resistant to drought, diseases, and fire. The roots of an olive tree will 
regenerate the tree even after the ground is destroyed. Olive branches were also a long-standing 
national symbol of peace—a dove brought Noah an olive branch after the flood to show that the 
waters had receded. In Jeremiah 11:16-17, Israel is referred to as a good and fruitful olive tree but 
Jeremiah also warned that due to the nation’s idolatry, its branches would be broken off.

CULTURAL CONTEXT
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.06 WHAT HOPE DID PAUL HOLD OUT FOR THE JEWS WHO DID NOT BELIEVE? WHAT 
ARE THE IMPLICATIONS FOR US AND FOR THE PEOPLE AROUND US?

While Paul’s focus here was to warn his readers to stand firm in their faith in light of the judgment of God 
that will fall on all who remain in unbelief, he does hold out hope for the Jews. He points out in verse 23 
that the same invitation of salvation that resulted in the Gentiles being grafted into the people of God is 
offered to those Jews who currently do not believe. This is an important reminder to us with regard to our 
friends and family who do not believe—they are not without hope. They are invited to embrace the new 
life and the fellowship of God’s people that Jesus made possible through His life, death, and resurrection. 
Paul’s warning about the dangers of unbelief should motivate us to deepen the roots of our faith and 
spread the life-giving news of the new life Jesus Christ offers all who believe.

Read Romans 11:25-32.

.07 WHAT MYSTERY DOES PAUL REVEAL TO HIS READERS (VV. 25-27)? HOW WOULD 
THIS KEEP THEM FROM BECOMING PRIDEFUL?

Discipleship Moment: Consider sharing an example from your own walk with Christ of how the 
gospel has humbled you.

Paul declared a three-part mystery: the partial hardening of Israel’s heart, that the hardening will 
continue until a specific time, and that there will be a future salvation of Israelites. Paul reminded the 
Gentile believers that they did not own salvation, but that salvation was by God’s grace and was offered to 
all. Again, we see that reminding ourselves of the truth of the gospel keeps us humble. Knowing that we 
did not deserve the salvation we have received keeps us grateful and keeps us from withholding the gospel 
from others on the basis of how we perceive them.

Theological Context: What did Paul mean when he said, “all Israel will be saved”? To understand 
this, we need to have a grasp of what he means by “Israel.” See the Theological Context note in 
the Commentary.

CONVERSATION
continued

Leader Pack / ITEM 10: Romans 11 concludes Paul’s appeal to Jews and Gentiles to live in 
harmony. For more reasons Paul wrote to Rome, see the Why Did Paul Write to the Romans? poster.
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In response to what God had done for the Gentiles, Paul challenged them to remain in his kindness. This 
didn’t mean the Romans could lose their salvation (Rom. 8:37-39). But they could leave the protection of 
God’s umbrella and feel the sting of His correction. They needed to stay loyal and grateful to the Lord.

Despite their stubbornness and rebellion, Paul reminded his Gentile readers that the unbelieving Jews 
were not hopeless. God will restore anyone who comes to Him in faith (Rom. 10:17). This was true for 
the Gentiles who had accepted Christ, and it was true for Jews who repented of their unbelief and turned 
back to God. They would be grafted in as quickly and as easily as any Gentile. For Paul, this wasn’t just 
theoretical; it was his testimony. He had rejected Christ and persecuted His followers. He had dedicated 
his life to protecting the Law and eliminating those he considered heretics. But God had been gracious to 
him. When Paul came to Christ in faith, he was grafted back into the tree. Since God has all authority, He 
can graft in anyone who believes. He had done it for the Gentiles, and He would do it for the Jews. Paul saw 
no reason why God couldn’t (or wouldn’t) bring the natural branches back to their own olive tree. If faith can 
move mountains, it certainly can restore a branch.

Romans 11:25-32
25-27. Paul saw God’s work among the Jews as a mystery—a previously unknown truth that needed to be 
revealed. Since the Romans were brothers and sisters, he didn’t want them to be ignorant of God’s plan. By 
resolving their ignorance, Paul would also protect them from conceit. In His sovereignty, God had allowed 
Israel to harden their hearts against Him. This opened the door for the Gentiles to accept the gospel. 
But this was only a partial hardening—meaning some Jews (like Paul) would acknowledge Jesus as the 
Messiah. Eventually, the hardening would disappear and Israel would have a chance to respond. 

God had blessed Israel so the entire world would be blessed (Gen. 12:1-3). For Jews and Gentiles alike, 
citizenship in heaven is based on faith. To illustrate his point, Paul quoted two Old Testament prophecies. 
Hundreds of years before Jesus came, Isaiah predicted that a Deliverer (the Messiah) would come and 
turn godlessness away from the Jews (Isa. 59:20). When they returned to God, the prophet Jeremiah said 
He would be faithful to take away their sins (Jer. 31:31-34). He had made a covenant with them and would 
honor it when the time was right.

COMMENTARY

“Israel” is often used in reference to Jewish people; it is used 70 times in the New Testament in 
reference to Jews, Hebrews, or Israelites. It is not a title for the church. In Romans 11:26, “all Israel” 
means there will be a future conversion to Christ among the Hebrew nation. It does not mean every 
single Jew living will be saved. Salvation is defined as the new “covenant” (vv. 26-27) that the Messiah 
made possible. Any future salvation of Israelites would come through faith in Christ—Paul could not 
have been clearer on this point (Rom. 10:9).

THEOLOGICAL CONTEXT
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.08 ACCORDING TO PAUL, WHO IS ULTIMATELY IN CONTROL OF THE SITUATION 
WITH MANY JEWS REMAINING IN UNBELIEF? WHY IS IT IMPORTANT FOR US TO 
REMEMBER THIS?

The fact that many Gentiles were believing while many Jews remained in unbelief did not catch God by 
surprise. The language Paul used throughout these verses reminds us God is ultimately in control, working 
His plans for His glory. This does not mean people aren’t able to choose to follow Jesus. It is important to 
note that Paul always speaks of those who do not believe as being responsible for their unbelief. If this is 
difficult for you and your students to wrap your minds around, now might be a good time to remember 
another theme from the Book of Romans—God is holy. He is not subject to the same limitations that we 
are as human beings. So, we shouldn’t be surprised to find that we do not fully understand how He can be 
sovereign over belief and unbelief, while also giving us free will and holding us responsible to believe.

.09 WHAT IS THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN DISOBEDIENCE AND MERCY? WHAT 
DOES THIS PASSAGE REVEAL ABOUT THE DEPTHS OF GOD’S MERCY?

.10 WHAT DOES ROMANS 11:25-32 TELL YOU ABOUT YOUR PAST AND YOUR 
FUTURE? HOW SHOULD THIS SHAPE THE WAY WE LIVE IN THE PRESENT?

These verses contain a lot of good news. The fact that God mercifully gives grace to the lost and 
wandering, even His rebellious people, reminds us that no one is beyond the reach of God’s grace. Gentiles 
and Jews are not as different as either group tended to think. Both are disobedient and in need of God’s 
grace. The only means of escape from this disobedience is God’s mercy, found through faith in Christ 
alone. Students who are in Christ are recipients of God’s grace. Students who are not in Christ can receive 
God’s grace if they will only believe.

CONVERSATION
continued

Leader Pack / ITEM 7: Romans 11 concludes Paul’s thorough explanation of the gospel. For 
more examples of how the gospel takes center stage in Romans, see The Gospel in Romans poster.
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Interpreters understand verse 26 in different ways. Part of the difficulty is interpreting the verse in light 
of the “remnant” in Romans 9:27 and 11:5. What we can affirm by Scripture is that God will not save 
everyone, only those who put their trust in Jesus (Rom. 10:9,13).

28-32. Paul noted that God saw Israel from a “now, but not yet” perspective. On one hand, they were 
currently enemies of the gospel. God was sovereignly using that rebellion to bless the Gentiles. It was an 
example of God’s bringing things together for good and His glory (Rom. 8:28). But God still held a special 
place for the Jews in His heart. Through His election—His choice to make them His people—they were 
blessed. Because the patriarchs accepted His promises in faith, the nation was still beloved by God. God 
had a history with the Jews, and He would not reject them. 

Salvation is not based on demographics like culture or ethnicity. Instead, redemption is rooted in His 
gracious gifts and calling. He has promised salvation as a free gift to anyone who will receive it, and He 
will keep that promise as He keeps all His promises. Paul said these promises are irrevocable. They cannot 
change or be altered—even by a nation steeped in rebellion. When God’s grace is combined with faith, it 
always produces eternal results—that will never change for Jews or Gentiles. 

Like the Jews, the Romans had disobeyed God. They had rejected Him and lived in rebellion against Him. 
They had been His enemies, but they had accepted the gospel in faith. When that happened, God accepted 
them into His family. He was gracious and gave them a seat at His table. The Jews would enjoy the same 
patience from God. Despite their disobedience—which had benefited the Gentiles—the Jews could still 
return to God. If they would humble themselves and respond to God’s offer of salvation in faith, they 
would also receive mercy. 

COMMENTARY
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CENTRAL
TRUTH

The gospel makes us 
humble by reminding 
us of our need for 
the mercy only Jesus 

can provide.

.11 WHAT IS THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN GRACE AND MERCY? HOW HAS GOD BEEN 
BOTH GRACIOUS AND MERCIFUL TO YOU?

.12 HOW WILL YOU DEEPEN YOUR APPRECIATION FOR GOD’S MERCY THIS WEEK? 

.13 HOW MIGHT YOU SHOW GOD’S MERCY TO A FRIEND OR FAMILY MEMBER 
THIS WEEK?

.14 WHAT WOULD IT LOOK LIKE FOR US TO HELP ONE ANOTHER HUMBLY LIVE OUT 
AND BELIEVE THE GOSPEL?

NOW WHAT?

The Student Leader Pack is available for purchase on lifeway.com/

explorethebible. It includes valuable posters that are referenced throughout 

the Leader Guide, Family Connection guides that equip families to discuss 

the Bible together on-the-go, a Midweek expository verse-by-verse study 

of Exodus which complements this study, and PowerPoint templates with 

graphics from the quarter study to help prepare slides for teaching.
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DEVOTIONS
Daily

Paul creates the picture of God’s family as a tree: the original 
root, the Israelites, is where it all began. As they chose unbelief, 
though, those branches were broken off. In their place, new 
branches—Gentiles—were grafted in. God’s perfect gardening 
skills give Him the power to add and remove branches as 
faith dictates. 

To someone who doesn’t understand God’s plan, it may seem 
like the plan had failed. God had chosen the Israelites to be 
His people, but when He presented His Son for salvation, they 
rejected Him. However, the plan is not finished; there will be 
room for the Israelites to be grafted back into God’s family 
when His time is right. We praise God that both Gentiles and 
Israelites make up the family of God.

For all the differences between the Jews and the Gentiles over 
thousands of years, their storyline with God is the same: they 
once lived in unbelief and sin, but God showed mercy to them. 
It’s the story for every single person who chooses to believe in 
Jesus for salvation. Every believer owes God all the credit for 
his or her salvation.

Here in the middle of his teaching on sin and belief and God’s 
mercy, Paul can’t help but break out a hymn of praise. He praises 
God for the depth of His wisdom and knowledge, His path that 
we can’t see, and the mind that conceived a plan we could never 
understand. In dwelling on God’s plan for humanity, we see a 
clear glimpse of His holiness and glory.

We present our bodies and minds to God as a living sacrifice. 
In doing so, we can grasp our own faith more clearly: We are 
part of God’s master plan and part of the body of Christ. Each 
believer plays a specific role in ministering to the world, and 
we all work together to bring glory to Christ Jesus. Because 
we have received salvation, we choose to participate in the 
body’s work.

ROMANS  
11:17-24

ROMANS  
11:25-27

ROMANS  
11:28-32

ROMANS  
11:33-36

ROMANS  
12:1-1-7

Day One

Day Two

Day Three

Day Four

Day Five

TO LEADERS

Memorize.
Romans 11:36

Connect.
Send out a 
group message 
encouraging 
your students 
to complete 
this week’s 
Daily Devotions. 
Be sure to 
complete the 5 
Bible readings 
yourself so 
that you 
might set an 
example for 
your students 
of making God’s 
Word a priority.

Challenge

Challenge your students to choose five days this week to set aside time to dig deeper into God’s Word in the 
devotions included in their Daily Discipleship Guides (item 005646504). These devotions are perforated so 
that your students can tear them out if you prefer to hold on to their Daily Discipleship Guides for them. A 
summary of their devotions is provided below so you can review what they will be studying on their own.


