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I had a friend drop off some homegrown tomatoes this week. I always 

grow them myself, but every year around this time the weeds take my 

garden. So for the past month we had been eating store bought tomatoes, 

until this weekend. I was reminded of how much better a tomato grown in 

your own soil, at your own home is. It’s grown close enough that when it 

ripens, you can walk outside and pick it. Then you can walk back into your 

kitchen, slice it, and put it on a bacon sandwich or grilled burger. It just 

doesn’t get much better than that! When you take a tomato that has been 

picked at least two weeks before its time, put in a cardboard box, placed in 

a semi with diesel smoke, brought all the way across our country, and 

placed in a grocery store, it just isn’t the same.  

Now, I grow tomatoes, but I am not a gardener. I grow tomatoes because 

I love Kentucky homegrown tomatoes. While I’m not a gardener, I am a 

farmer; the difference being that farmers deal with large acreage, and 

gardeners deal with small acreage. Farmers use tractors, discs, and drills; 

eight to ten rows at a time. Gardeners use a tiller. Farmers use herbicides, 

pesticides, and fungicides. Gardeners use a hoe. Farmers use combines 

and semi-tractors with grain hoppers. We haul our produce to an elevator. 

Gardeners use their hands and baskets. They walk their produce to the 

kitchen.  

In 1973, the U.S. instituted a program called the Master Gardener 

Program. Each land grant college in each state is allowed to offer a 

program of specialized training to local gardeners in the area of 

horticulture. Once they are trained they practice the techniques taught and 

communicate those techniques to others, then they can be certified as a 

master gardener. Most master gardeners are people who have what we 

call a ‘green thumb.’ In England, they are called ‘green fingers.’ They are 



people who have the skill to grow things. I sometimes think I have a 

‘brown thumb!’ If you were to leave silk flowers in my presence, after a 

week, they would die too! I can keep tomatoes alive until around August, 

and then after that, it just goes bad.  

In Romans 11:17, we will discover that while Paul wasn’t a master 

gardener, he drew an illustration to reinforce his teaching that he started in 

the first verse of chapter 11.  

Scripture 

“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, 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.  Then you will say, "Branches 

were broken off so that I might be grafted in." That is true. They 

were broken off because of their unbelief, but you stand fast 

through faith. So do not become proud, but fear.  For if God did 

not spare the natural branches, neither will he spare you.  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.  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.  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.” 

 

Paul has been teaching that even though Israel has rejected God, God has 

not rejected ethnic Israel. According to verse 13, he is writing to the 

Gentile side of the Church. He is afraid that because the majority of Jews 

are not coming to faith in the Messiah, we Gentiles might have a wrong 

understanding. When you have a wrong understanding, you might form 

wrong beliefs. Once you formulate wrong beliefs, you begin to behave 

wrong, and he doesn’t want the Church to misbehave.  



Danger of Arrogance toward Israel 

In this passage, Paul tells us that in the Church, natural branches have 

been broken out of the olive tree and wild olive shoots have been grafted 

in. Paul is going to draw from the world of agriculture from his day to 

illustrate truth. Preachers and teachers use illustrations because they want 

to let light in on the subject they are teaching about. There are a lot of 

things that are just difficult to understand. But if the teacher can find the 

right illustration, it is like light going into a dark room while it is light 

outside, and then releasing the window shade. When the shade goes up, 

the light comes in and the room is full of light. Instead of things being seen 

dimly, things are now seen in their full light. That is what illustrations are; 

they are windows that let light in, and that is what Paul is trying to do. He 

is trying to let light in because he is dealing with a subject that is very 

difficult. Because the majority of the Jewish people do not believe in Jesus, 

Paul knows that when it comes to salvation of Gentiles and being brought 

into the Church alongside the Jews who do believe, there might be a 

chance that some of the Church would be “arrogant” towards Jews; anti-

Semitic, so to speak.  

Can you imagine someone in the Church having feelings of superiority to 

another race of people because they, in large, have rejected Jesus as the 

Messiah? Paul has just taught that the Jews saved during his time form a 

remnant, and that remnant has been chosen by God’s grace. Outside of 

that remnant, Jewish people do not believe in Jesus Christ, and God has 

hardened them in their unbelief so they will not accept Jesus as the 

Messiah. Then, beginning in verse 11, Paul shows how God used the 

hardening among the nation of Israel to actually bring salvation to the 

Gentiles. You notice in the book of Acts that every time the gospel goes to 

the Jews, the Jews reject it and the apostles immediately go the Gentiles. 

Salvation came to Gentiles because the Jews, in large, rejected the 

message. The Jewish rejection of the gospel brought salvation to us. The 

ultimate plan in bringing salvation to us by hardening Israel wasn’t for us 

to be the end, but for it to be the means of Israel getting saved. In the 

wisdom of God, He knew that if He hardened Israel and saved Gentiles, the 

Gentiles would live a transformed life and the Jewish unbeliever would see 



the change and would be jealous and come back to God. What a plan! I 

can see how that could make me arrogant as a Gentile.  

Now this didn’t happen, but just imagine if in high school, my wife had a 

guy break up with her and she wanted to make him jealous. She could 

have anyone in the school she wanted, and she chose to make that boy 

jealous by going out with me. This scenario doesn’t say anything about 

him, or anything about her, but is says a whole lot about me, amen! Out of 

all of the men at Calloway County High School, I am the best looking; the 

guy a girl would want. So when I walk in that room with her, that guy will 

look at me and know that I am better than he because she chose me to 

make him jealous…wow!  

This word, “arrogant”, is the Greek word katakauchaomai. The root 

sound of that is ‘cocky.’ When someone is cocky or arrogant there is a 

feeling of superiority; a feeling of being better than someone else, 

particularly the person I am in the vicinity of. Normally, the reason a 

person is cocky or boastful is because they do something better or have 

more of something than the other person. Normally, if you believe you do 

something better than anyone else, you change your talk and your walk. 

You might think how can a Christian be arrogant? Don’t tell me that you 

haven’t met an arrogant Christian! Every word out of their mouth is “I, I, 

I.”  

 Wild Olive Shoot 

Even though Paul has reminded the Church they have been chosen by 

grace, foreknown by God before the foundation of the world, predestined, 

called, justified, and glorified, they are looking at a group who were God’s 

original chosen people and the vast majority are not coming to faith in 

Christ. They (the Gentiles) have come to faith in Christ, so as they look at 

this group of people who did not, they thought there must be something in 

me that makes me better than them. That thought can lead to behavior 

that says salvation is of man rather than of God. The next thing you know, 

we are taking credit for doing something that differentiates us from the 

people who are not doing what we are! Paul said, “Do not be arrogant” 

because God broke “some” of the actual branches and grafted you in. But 



He calls you a “wild olive shoot” and you now “share in the nourishing 

root.” Sometimes, you just need to remember not only who you are, but 

who you were. Some of us have been who we are for so long, we have 

forgotten who we were.  

 Cultivated Olive Tree 

See, in this analogy, Israel is a cultivated olive tree. You need to know how 

valuable cultivated olive trees were in the Middle Eastern world. They grew 

predominately in the Mediterranean area because olive trees like cool, wet 

winters and hot, dry summers. When they mature after being pruned, they 

are about fifteen to twenty feet tall. One cultivated olive tree will produce 

about forty-five pounds of oil. In the biblical day, that oil would sustain an 

entire Palestinian family. You were considered to be prosperous and 

blessed to have an olive tree. Therefore, God compares Israel to an olive 

tree in Jeremiah 11 and Hosea 14. Olives were picked when ripened, 

normally in December. The fig would darken and turn black and would 

yield a 50% content of oil. Oil was used for lighting, cooking, cosmetics, 

and medicine.  

Paul wasn’t a master gardener, nor am I. I don’t believe Paul was a 

dendrologist, but he knew that olive trees were valuable to a family living 

in the Mediterranean area. I didn’t study dendrology either, so the only 

dendrology I got was from my Papaw. He would take me into the woods 

and name the trees. He taught me how to look at the bark and leaves to 

identify them, but I failed miserably. The only thing I really know about 

olive trees is that they give oil.  

I remember my wife sending me to the grocery one time. Now, I don’t go 

the grocery very often. There aren’t many things I dislike more than going 

shopping for food. It is rare when I go to the grocery, so I am the guy in 

the grocery that is lost. I am the guy you don’t like because I am always 

asking where something is. My wife sends me a list and just enough money 

to buy what is on the list. I like things that aren’t on the list: Ding Dongs, 

Snickers, and ice cream bars. I remember going one time and olive oil was 

on the list. I thought it was going to be like getting Sprite…no. I find the 

olive oil and I am standing before a section of shelves that is probably 



about twenty feet wide, and eight foot tall. I stare at the bottles; there is 

olive oil for cooking, for seasoning, and for flavoring. Now, the only thing 

my list says is olive oil. I assume it is for cooking, but that didn’t narrow it 

down much because there is olive oil, virgin olive oil, and extra virgin olive 

oil. What does that mean? I called my wife and said, “What kind do you 

want?”  

Can you imagine being in the biblical world and when you want olive oil for 

cooking, you just went in the backyard? When your wife was getting ready 

in the morning, you just went to the backyard. When the kids got sick, you 

went to the backyard. When you wanted light, you went to the backyard. 

You shook the tree and took a stick and knocked the olives off. You put 

them in baskets and then took them to the vat you had back there. You 

crushed them and then stored the oil. For the next year, all of the basic 

needs of your family were met.  

An olive tree could start by a seed, but most didn’t. Most started by 

grafting. The first five to seven years are important, and it doesn’t reach 

peak production until it is forty to fifty years of age. They can live to be 

hundreds and even thousands of years old. People believe that there are 

still olive trees in Israel that were there at the time of Christ. Olive trees 

were so valuable that they were used in certain parts of the temple 

according to Kings in the Old Testament.  

Paul reminds the Gentile side of the Church that they were not a cultivated 

olive tree. God didn’t spend your life cultivating you as a nation to get you 

ready for the birth of the Messiah. You were running wild, you were pagan! 

You thought you had been blessed by God because He was letting you do 

what you wanted to do. Now you have learned that God was letting you be 

as sinful as you wanted to be as a pagan, as a Gentile, because you were 

under His wrath. A wild olive tree was inferior in every part to a cultivated 

olive tree. The wood is used for nothing; the fruit is good for nothing. It is 

absolutely worthless. God took you, a wild olive tree, and grafted you in to 

the cultivated tree.  

Now, master gardeners have a fit with this. They know that you never take 

a wild olive branch and graft it into a cultivated root because the root 



supplies the nourishment, but the fruitfulness of the tree is determined by 

the branch. You put a wild olive branch in a cultivated tree and you get a 

lot of bad fruit and bad wood. A master gardener knows you should take a 

cultivated branch and graft it into the root of the wild olive tree so the 

branch draws strength, vigor, and fertility from the wild and it produces an 

abundance of good fruit. So the Gentile is thinking wow, the Jews need 

me! We support them, and they can't produce without us. Paul said you 

have missed it; God didn’t put the Jew in you, He put you in the cultivated 

tree. In verse 19, Paul says that you say that He broke off branches so that 

you would get in, and that is right. But He only broke them off because of 

their unbelief. Don’t ever forget that you only stay in and stand through 

faith. Therefore, do not become prideful, but stand in awe!  

Stand in Awe 

This word awe is translated in other translations by the word “fear.” It is 

our English word phobia. Do you have a phobia, things you are scared of 

that the moment you see it, you have a tendency to run? My wife has a 

phobia of snakes. I try to tell her there is a good snake, but she doesn’t 

believe that at all! When she stops running from seeing a snake, her hands 

are clutching a hoe. She was so proud the other day when she actually 

touched a snake. It was getting ready to go under the rocks of her flower 

garden, and she was afraid if she didn’t get it before it went in, she might 

never get it. She reached down and grabbed it and pulled it out. She had 

her hoe in the other hand and she killed it. I asked her what kind it was 

and she said, “It’s a dead snake!” My wife has a phobia, a reaction to 

snakes.  

The Bible is teaching that when we, as Gentiles, think about the only 

reason we are in, we should never be proud, but should stand in awe. The 

reason is because it isn’t based on anything that we did, but because God, 

the master gardener, contrary to nature, grafted us into the root of 

Abraham and made us a partaker of the blessing of the covenant of 

salvation that is done in Christ Jesus! We should have a phobia of this God! 

There ought to be a sense where we stand before Him with fear and 

trembling at the very core of our being because we understand that we got 

in because of Him and what He did. If God had done what was according 



to nature, there wouldn’t be even one of us Gentiles in. How dare you 

believe you are in because of something you did! You go to church Sunday 

after Sunday, and you have an air of superiority. You preach, you teach, 

you serve, and you think that makes you just a little bit better. You believe 

that because you’ve been given a gift, you think you are superior to 

someone else. Oh I know you would never say it, but you act like it. You 

can't hide cockiness.  

People can see through Paul’s humility all the time. He knows there has to 

be an attitude change in the Church because we will never influence our 

Jewish neighbor for Christ with a feeling of superiority. Then he tells us not 

to forget that Israel got prideful too. They began to take the blessing of 

the covenant for granted. They began to think they were better than the 

Gentiles, and believe that salvation was of them. They believed they could 

keep the Law that God gave them, so God broke off branch after branch. 

Many God fearing, righteous according to the Law, Jews are out; broken 

off, severed from the lifeline of the root of Abraham. They are severed 

because they don’t believe, and you are in because you do believe. There 

was a time when God came to you through an effectual call of the gospel, 

and you responded by faith in a crucified Messiah, and God grafted you in. 

Paul said that if God didn’t spare the natural branches, you had better be 

careful when you get arrogant and cocky because He may not spare you 

either.  

I teach the eternal security of a believer from the bottom of my heart, but 

some of you might think that this contradicts that. It absolutely does not. 

Remember what Paul said in Romans 1:16, “For I am not ashamed of the 

gospel, for it is the power of God for salvation to everyone who believes, to 

the Jew first and also to the Gentile.” It is the gospel that is the power of 

God that brings about salvation in a person’s life. It brings about salvation 

in the life of a believer. Believer isn’t a noun, it is a present tense verb. The 

only person who has the hope of salvation is a person who continues to 

believe the gospel. If you are a child of God, you have had a moment of 

faith. But if it was saving faith, that moment issued into a life of faith, and 

you are currently living a life of faith. Do you understand that? You didn’t 

get saved because you did something in Bible school, or a revival, or a 



moment of faith. Your faith starts in a moment, and it has a moment, but a 

real faith issues into a life of faithfulness before God. It is a continual trust 

and reliance upon God. Therefore, the Bible warns us, all over the place, 

about a false faith and thinking we are in when we really aren’t. Don’t tell 

me how sincere you were fifty years ago when you have been living like 

the devil for the last fifty years! The faith that justifies is a faith that has a 

God behind it who transforms us from a sinner to a saint.  

Paul tells the Church not to be prideful or arrogant, the only reason you are 

in is because you responded to God’s grace by faith! The moment you get 

arrogant, take credit for this, or quit trusting, you are out…wow. Does this 

contradict eternal security? No, but it clearly presents that there is a 

human responsibility for a person who is eternally secure in Christ Jesus. It 

reveals a false faith. Think about this master gardener God. He can take a 

wild olive shoot and put it in the root, and the only reason we are in is 

because He grafted us in. So don’t ever think that you deserve salvation. 

Don’t think that your kids, or anyone, deserves salvation, and don’t think 

that America deserves salvation!  

Salvation in the Gentile world is an act of God who is gracious and kind, 

but He is also a God of severity. The word, “sever” means ‘to cut off 

quickly.’ He has been talking about grafting and being cut off, then he 

reminds us that one day we will stand before God, a God of kindness and 

severity. Have you ever heard the phrase, “In a New York minute?” God 

will send you to hell in a New York minute and not think twice because you 

have rejected the only salvation there is. That salvation is in His Son alone. 

Don’t underestimate who He is! Yes He is kind, but He is kind to those who 

continue in the faith. You didn’t sign up for a moment, you signed up for 

the rest of your life. The good news is that the same God that can break 

off a branch and graft you in, can also take one of those branches and 

graft it back in. According to nature, it couldn’t be done; a branch cut off 

and left by the wayside would harden and petrify. This is why Jewish 

salvation today is by God’s grace as well! The Jews, as ethnic Israel, are a 

petrified people. They have no life in them, but God can take that petrified 

person and graft them back in again! Man can’t do this; if he is to make 

something, he has to start with something. But when it comes to the God 



of creation and of salvation, He started with nothing, and from nothing He 

made everything. If He can take nothing and make everything, what can 

He do with a dead branch, or a wild olive shoot? What a God! We owe our 

salvation to an amazing God! He has a green thumb; He is truly the Master 

Gardener. 


