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Reserved For Myself 
Romans 11:1-6 

Part Two 
 
I say then, has God cast away His people? Certainly not! For I also am an 
Israelite, of the seed of Abraham, of the tribe of Benjamin. 2 God has not 
cast away His people whom He foreknew. Or do you not know what the 
Scripture says of Elijah, how he pleads with God against Israel, saying, 
3 “Lord, they have killed Your prophets and torn down Your altars, and I 
alone am left, and they seek my life”? 4 But what does the divine 
response say to him? “I have reserved for Myself seven thousand men who 
have not bowed the knee to Baal.” 5 Even so then, at this present time 
there is a remnant according to the election of grace. 6 And if by grace, 
then it is no longer of works; otherwise grace is no longer grace. But if it 
is of works, it is no longer grace; otherwise work is no longer work 
(Romans 11:1-6). 
 
Review 
 
 The Apostle Paul is answering the objection that God has somehow 
not kept His word—to be faithful to the promises made to Israel.  This 
objection comes to the fore in a very pointed way we observe one of the 
most glorious and gracious chapters in the entire New Testament—
Romans 8. 
 

 Israel was promised the Holy Spirit (Ezekiel 36:26-27) but in 
Romans 8:4 this promise is fulfilled in the church.   
 

 Israel had been promised a future resurrection (Ezekiel 37) but 
Paul tells the church God, who raised Christ will give life to 
your mortal bodies (Romans 8:10-11).   

 

 Israel was God’s son (Exodus 4:22) now believers in Christ are 
sons and daughters (Romans 8:14-17).   
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 An inheritance was promised to Israel (Isaiah 60) but now the 
believer is the “joint heir” with Christ (Romans 8:17).   

 

 Israel was God’s chosen people (Amos 3:2) but Paul aims this 
blessed designation to those who have faith in Christ (Roman 
8:29-30).   

 

 God had promised never to forsake Israel (Deuteronomy 31:6) 
but it is the church—the believer—who can have the assurance 
that nothing can separate them from the love of God in Christ 
(Romans 8:39).   

 
Romans 9-11 are Paul’s treatise on the faithfulness of God.  And all 

those sub-topics (sovereignty, election, prophecy) that Paul offers in this 
excursion become the mortar on which our comfort and God’s honor and 
glory are built. 

A critical element in understanding our Bibles correctly is grasping 
the distinction between how God addresses people corporately versus how 
He addresses people individually.   

For example, the Apostle Paul refers to the church at Corinth as 
“those sanctified in Christ Jesus” (1 Corinthians 1:2), yet just four 
chapters later instructs them to deliver a member of the church “to Satan 
for the destruction of the flesh, so that his spirit may be saved in the day 
of the Lord” (1 Corinthians 5:5).  It doesn’t appear that that person was, as 
an individual, sanctified in Christ. 
 Peter writes to those “who have obtained a faith of equal standing 
with ours by the righteousness of our God and Savior Jesus Christ” (2 
Peter 1:1), but in the very next chapter warns of “false teachers among 

you, who will secretly bring in destructive heresies” (2 Peter 2:1).  It 
seems one must conclude that those false teachers, as individuals, did not 
have a faith of equal standing. 
 As important as it is to be part of the corporate people of God, one 
should not think that inclusion in the corporate designation of those 
sanctified and faithful means that one’s soul, as an individual, is right with 
God.   
 This distinction is often referred to as the visible or invisible church; 
or to put it in simple biblical words, “For they are not all Israel who of 
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Israel” (Romans 9:6).  Paul continues making this distinction as chapter 11 
begins by strenuously arguing that God has not “cast away His people” 

(Romans 11:1).  If they have been cast away they are not, and never were, 
His (1 John 2:19).  They may have been part of a community, made up 
primarily (or maybe not primarily) of those who are faithful to the 
convictions of that community—but their faithfulness was, as Jesus it, mere 
lip-service and not from the heart (Matthew 15:8, 9). 
 As we learned in our last meeting, the Israelite was not, by virtue of 
his ethnicity, excluded from the covenant blessings of God.  Paul himself 
enjoyed the fullness of God’s grace and was of the Seed of Abraham and 
the tribe of Benjamin (Romans 11:1).  But that was not his testimony of 
peace with God—it was quite the opposite.  This was a testimony of 
everything Paul denied in order that he might be found in Christ… 
 

…not having (his) own righteousness, which is from the law, 
but that which is through faith in Christ, the righteousness 
which is from God by faith (Philippians 3:9). 

 
 In order to establish the faithfulness of God and the comfort and 
assurance of his readers (and of himself) Paul appeals to something even 
prior to faith—he appeals to the foreknowledge of God (Romans 11:2a).  As 
discussed last time, this is not mere foresight but foreknowledge.  That is to 
say that it wasn’t something God knew but someone God knew.  He knew 
His own from eternity past—“He chose us in Him before the foundation 
of the world” (Ephesians 1:4). 
 Now the Apostle will bring to light that this distinction between 
visible and invisible—between mere outward inclusion and true 
faithfulness—is nothing new.  He makes a biblical argument: 
 
Or do you not know what the Scripture says of Elijah, how he pleads 
with God against Israel, saying, 3 “Lord, they have killed Your prophets 
and torn down Your altars, and I alone am left, and they seek my life”? 
4 But what does the divine response say to him? “I have reserved for 
Myself seven thousand men who have not bowed the knee to Baal” 
(Romans 11:2b-4).  
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I would like to make just two points that we see jump out in these 
verses:  Firstly, how we have to be careful in our counting; secondly how 
the faithless are marked out by an observable act. 

 
Careful in our Counting 
 
 Elijah’s complaint is based upon, what appeared to him, to be a 
complete, utter and aggressive departure from the truth—and this apostasy 
was performed by those who were said to be the apple of God’s eye 
(Deuteronomy 32:10; Psalm 17:8; Zechariah 2:8).   

The people of God were killing prophets, tearing down altars and 
forsaking the covenant (1 Kings 19:10).  Elijah’s own life was very much in 
danger.  We a similar dismal assessment in Psalm 12: 

 
Save, O Lord, for the godly one is gone; for the faithful have 
vanished from among the children of man. 2 Everyone utters 
lies to his neighbor; with flattering lips and a double heart 
they speak (Psalm 12:1). 
 

 This can result in a disposition commonly referred to as an Elijah 
Complex—“I and I alone am left to serve the Lord”—which can easily lead 
to pride.  It is a source of concern that we live in a culture of Christians so 
quick to trumpet our own faithfulness.  It is a cryptic trap. 
 

He also told this parable to some who trusted in themselves 
that they were righteous, and treated others with contempt 
(Luke 18:9). 

 
 Nonetheless, Elijah receives a divine response that God has things 
well in hand.  The Almighty has “reserved for (Himself)” katelipon emauto 
a remnant (7000—likely not an exact number but a full and complete 
number).  The language here indicating that it is God’s decisive action 
which is the source of the faithful remnant.  It would be like me finding a 
quarter then complaining that I’m the only one with any money only to 
find that God has an entire treasury of quarters that I just haven’t seen.  It’s 
been said: 
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Let it also be remembered by us, that they are foolish and 
presumptuous who calculate the number of the elect 
according to the extent of their own perception: for God has a 
way, easy to himself, hidden from us, by which he 
wonderfully preserves his elect, even when all things seem to 
us past all remedy.1 

 
 And again: 
 

Since then the grace of God prevails so much in an extreme 
state of things, let us not lightly give over to the devil all 
those whose piety does not openly appear to us.2 

 
 We can so easily be mistaken when it comes to numbering the true 
church—the faithful remnant.  Some churches have sold their souls to fill 
their temples and boast that God is at work.  Others so utterly despise the 
idea of church growth and cultural interaction that they have unwittingly 
committed themselves to evangelistic insignificance.   
 In a week our church is conducting a conference on Christ and 
Culture.  Many of us bemoan (and rightfully so) how benign the church 
has become and the consequent, systematic dismantling of things good and 
godly in our land.  Yet we must be careful not to measure God’s success by 
our own outward observation.  It was a mistake made by Elijah, made by 
Paul’s contemporaries and it is, little doubt, made today. 
 It is a not-so-slight plague of western hubris to measure kingdom 
advancement by calculations limited from New York to Los Angeles.  An 
earthquake kills 20,000 in India and we watch in sorrow and seek to 
provide aid, but any tremor in California is accompanied by yet another 
prediction of the Second Coming. 
 God may have an entirely different plan as to how He will 
accomplish bringing the “ends of the world…and all the families of the 
nations” to worship Him (Psalm 22:27). 
 I find the prognostication of Fenggang Yang, a professor of sociology 
at Purdue, to be quite encouraging. 
 

                                                           
1
 Calvin, J. (1998). Romans (electronic ed., Ro 11:2). Albany, OR: Ages Software. 

2
 Calvin, J. (1998). Romans (electronic ed., Ro 11:2). Albany, OR: Ages Software. 
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By my calculations China is destined to become the largest 
Christian country in the world very soon.  

 
 The warrant for this is taken from the observation that… 
 

…China's Protestant community, which had just one million 
members in 1949, has already overtaken those of countries 
more commonly associated with an evangelical boom. In 2010 
there were more than 58 million Protestants in China… Prof 
Yang, a leading expert on religion in China, believes that 
number will swell to around 160 million by 2025. That would 
likely put China ahead even of the United States…"Mao 
thought he could eliminate religion. He thought he had 
accomplished this," Prof Yang said. "It's ironic – they didn't. 
They actually failed completely." 

 
 I mention this merely for us to recognize that that which is 
happening before our eyes is not necessarily an appropriate or accurate 
way to calculate the accomplishments of a God who has His secret will and 
reserves for Himself that/those who are necessary for that will to come to 
pass.   

This brings us to our final point—that there are observable things 
that God reveals which mark out who are His and who are not His. 
 
But what does the divine response say to him? “I have reserved for Myself 
seven thousand men who have not bowed the knee to Baal” (Romans 11:4).  
 
Observable Apostasy 
 
 Faith, justification, adoption, regeneration (being born again) may all 
be invisible to the human eye, but the fruit of such glorious immaterial 
truths becomes abundantly observable.  We can say we love God.  Love is 
invisible; who would know?  Of course God would.  But Jesus would not 
have our love for Him remain some inert, invisible affection.  It must 
transition into an observable act. 
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If you love me, you will keep my commandments (John 
14:15). 

  
Though man is saved by grace through faith according to the 

foreknowledge of God—God may very well mark out those who are not 
His by virtue of an observable act. 
 

Yet I will leave seven thousand in Israel, all the knees that 
have not bowed to Baal, and every mouth that has not kissed 
him (1 Kings 19:18). 

 
 Bowing knees and kissing idols may all sound very harmless.  But 
such idolatry tills the ground of the corrupt human heart to descend to 
unthinkable atrocities. 
 

And he defiled Topheth, which is in the Valley of the Son of 
Hinnom, that no one might burn his son or his daughter as an 
offering to Molech (2 Kings 23:10). 

 
 In the event in question… 
 

…the ancients would heat this idol up with fire until it was 
glowing. Then they would take their newborn babies, place 
them on the arms of the idol, and watch them burn to death.  

 
A week ago Thursday (October 8th) a group of clergy gathered 

outside a Cleveland abortion clinic to bless the facility.  With the typical 
smokescreen accusational language of shame and hate they donned their 
robes and religious titles in support of choice, while conveniently never 
addressing what people are choosing to do.  These are the knees that have 
bowed the knee to Baal and the mouths who have kissed his image.   
 We have in our culture countenanced by bizarre notion that even 
though our acts are atrocious, we can be comforted because God knows 
our hearts.  If God’s knowledge of our hearts is where we find our comfort, 
we either have an inflated view of our hearts or a distorted or even defiled 
view of who God is and what He requires of man.  Be that as it may, we 
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should not court such a disjointed notion of the faith which resides in our 
hearts and the actions which extend to our members.  It’s been observed: 
 

But that no one may under this error indulge his own sloth, as 
many seek hiding-places for their vices in the hidden 
providences of God, it is right to observe again, — that they 
only are said to be saved who continue sound and unpolluted 
in the faith of God. This circumstance in the case ought also 
to be noticed, — that those only remained safe who did not 
prostitute their body, no, not even by an external act of 
dissimulation (to feign—hypocrisy), to the worship of idols; 
for he not only ascribes to them a purity of mind, but that 
they had also kept their body from being polluted by any 
filthiness of superstition. 3 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                           
3
 Calvin, J. (1998). Romans (electronic ed., Ro 11:2). Albany, OR: Ages Software. 
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Questions for Study 
 

1. What objection is the Apostle Paul answering in chapters 9-11 of 
Romans?  Why would that objection by raised (pages 2, 3)? 

2. Discuss and define the difference between the visible and the 
invisible church.  Why is that distinction important (pages 3, 4)? 

3. Why does the Apostle bring up his religious heritage?  What 
difference did it make?  Where did he find his comfort (page 4)? 

4. What is an Elijah Complex?  What are the dangers of having one 
(page 5)? 

5. What errors can we run into when we seek to calculate those who are 
left to serve the Lord (pages 6, 7)? 

6. Are faithfulness and apostasy observable in any sense?  Explain your 
answer.  Give examples (pages 7-9). 

 
 


