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The Root Supports You 
Romans 11:16-18 

 
For if the firstfruit is holy, the lump is also holy; and if the root is holy, so 
are the branches. 17 And if some of the branches were broken off, and you, 
being a wild olive tree, were grafted in among them, and with them 
became a partaker of the root and fatness of the olive tree, 18 do not boast 
against the branches. But if you do boast, remember that you do not support 
the root, but the root supports you (Romans 11:16-18). 
 
Introduction 
 
 We see in this passage the Apostle using two illustrations—one from 
the law and one from nature.  In the law, the people of Israel were to bring 
the first loaf from their dough as a contribution.  That loaf (the firstfruit), 
being holy, gave warrant to consider the entire lump (all the dough) holy 
(Numbers 15:17-21).   

Paul then uses the parallel from nature.  If a root is holy, one can rest 
assured that the branches are holy.  So we see a relationship here between 
that which is produced and that which produces it—a holy root produces 
holy branches and a holy loaf sanctifies the lump of dough from which the 
loaf is derived.  The holiness of the loaf sanctifies all the dough. 

When people are going to get married they will often taste a portion of 
a wedding cake to see if they like it and want to serve it at their reception.  If 
the portion they eat tastes delicious, it gives us some information about the 
entire wedding cake—if the loaf is good (holy) the dough must be good 
(holy).   
 What the firstfruits, lumps, roots, branches and olives (trees) mean in 
all of this we will discuss in a moment, for now let us not lose sight of the 
point of this passage which culminates with the imperative “do not boast 

against the branches” because “you do not support the root, but the root 

supports you (Romans 11:18).   We see in this passage one of the many 
admonitions against boasting found in Scripture.  Here we are forbidden to 
boast against the branches because we are supported by the root.   
 Earlier Paul excluded any warrant for boasting by the Jew (Romans 
3:27-30).  Here is excluding any warrant for boasting by the Gentile.  If there 
is nothing new under the sun, it certainly includes conflicts among the people 
of God in His church.  Now onto the lumps and branches: 
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For if the firstfruit is holy, the lump is also holy; and if the root is holy, so 
are the branches (Romans 11:16). 
 
Firstfruit, Lump, Root, Branches 
 
 There is no unanimous consent as to what all these things mean.  Here 
are the prevailing positions. 
 

 Firstfruits=Patriarchs/Christ /Remnant of Jewish Christians 

 Lump=Israelites 

 Root=Patriarchs/Christ/Remnant of Jewish Christians 

 Branches=Israelites 

 Olive tree=People of God 

 Wild Olive=Gentile Christians 
 
 The message doesn’t necessarily change dramatically based upon 
which position one takes.  If the firstfruits or root is the Patriarchs (Abraham, 
Isaac and Jacob) rather than Christ (which might appear significantly 
different) it is only the Patriarchs based upon the promise of the Messiah that 
was given to them and so by extension still goes to Christ.   
 So this verse unfolds to the effect: The “firstfruits” (the Patriarchs 
through whom the covenant was made) were holy and therefore became the 
means by which God sanctified the “lump.”  That is to say that God set 
Abraham aside and it was through the promise made to Abraham that Israel 
became God’s chosen people, i.e. the holy “lump.” 
 
Redemption From Israel 
 
 To put this in historical, flesh and blood terms, in the Old Covenant 
redemption was found in Israel. 
 

He declares his word to Jacob, his statutes and rules to Israel. 
20 He has not dealt thus with any other nation; they do not know 
his rules. Praise the Lord (Psalm 147:19, 20)! 

 
 To be part of the holy lump meant to associate oneself with this holy 
nation.  Even further, the New Covenant believer should understand their 
beginnings flowing from that which came from Israel.  As Jesus taught: 
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You worship what you do not know; we worship what we 
know, for salvation is from the Jews (John 4:22). 

 
 It may seem odd that God would pick and preserve one nation through 
whom salvation (or more specifically, the Savior) would come.  But it makes 
all the sense in the world in terms of the exclusive and unique character and 
power of who and what a Redeemer would have to be.   

If a person has a disease and is sent into a massive hospital which 
contains the medicine which will cure him, it would be (given the size of the 
hospital, the alternative ineffective medicines, the ignorance of the patients, 
etc.) quite possible, even likely, that the patient would never find it or take 
the wrong medicine.  There is one room, one cabinet and one door which 
must be opened—and that door is Christ.  And all of redemptive history 
points directly to Him.  
 So the holiness hagia of the lump or the branches is contingent upon 
their relationship with the firstfruit or the root.  Yet the next verse should 
grab our attention since it presents this relationship as someone tenuous. 
 
And if some of the branches were broken off, and you, being a wild olive 
tree, were grafted in among them, and with them became a partaker of the 
root and fatness of the olive tree, 18 do not boast against the branches 
(Romans 11:17-18a). 
 
Broken Off?  
 
 Branches broken off?  It is widely held belief (most certainly among 
Reformed Christians) that true regenerate believers will persevere in the 
faith. 
 

My sheep hear my voice, and I know them, and they follow me. 
28 I give them eternal life, and they will never perish, and no one 
will snatch them out of my hand. 29 My Father, who has given 
them to me, is greater than all, and no one is able to snatch them 
out of the Father’s hand (John 10:27, 28). 

 
 Yet here we see branches broken off.  Even further we are told that if we 
do not continue in His “goodness” we “also will be cut off” (Romans 11:22).  
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Is the Apostle contradicting himself—especially after that glorious chapter 
where we are told that… 
 

…that neither death nor life, nor angels nor rulers, nor things 
present nor things to come, nor powers, 39 nor height nor depth, 
nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from 
the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord (Romans 8:38b-39). 

 
 No, there is no contradiction, but there is a distinction to be made—
without which the Bible becomes a very difficult book to read.  And that 
distinction is between the visible and the invisible church. 
 Consider the branches that were cut off—the lion’s share of the 
Israelites.  Are we to assume that they were actually believers—regenerate, 
born again people who stopped believing in Jesus and then were cut off?  No, 
there was no indication that they ever believed.  They were the covenant 
people—a holy people—who honored God “with their lips but their heart is 

(was) far from me (Him)” (Matthew 15:8).  So they found themselves 
extracted from the people of God—put outside the city gate as it were—cut 
off branches. 
 It is quite common among Christians for us to think we know the heart 
of our neighbor—who is saved or not saved.  And there is certainly a time 
when the church is called to make a judgment.   
 

If he refuses to listen to them, tell it to the church. And if he 
refuses to listen even to the church, let him be to you as a 
Gentile and a tax collector (Matthew 18:17). 

 
 Let us not ignore the language our Savior uses.  “…let him be to you as 
a Gentile and a tax collector” esto soi hosper or “let be to you as indeed…”  
That I or the church is to think of him this way carries a great deal of weight 
for this is the instruction of Christ—let it not be belittled.  Yet at the same 
time, we must recognize our own limitations, for to know the heart is the 
prerogative of the Lord and Him alone.  “I the Lord search the heart and test 
the mind” (Jeremiah 17:10a). 
 
A Holy Community 
 
 So what do we make of this in summary?  We have in this observable, 
material world a holy covenant community.  It is a place where the word is 
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preached, sacraments administered, praises sung, prayers offered and 
promises cherished.  In the Old Covenant this community was Israel 
(Romans 9:4, 5).  In the New Covenant this community is the church (1 
Corinthians 12:28; Ephesians 4:11-13; Matthew 28:19-20).  This is to be 
considered a holy community.   
 This is part of the argument that I have found difficult for my Baptist 
friends to grasp.  The same word is used to describe the children of at least 
one believing parent—the children are “holy” hagia (1 Corinthians 7:14).  
Should we regard them as actually saved?  That seems to be the model the 
Scriptures give.  The members of the holy community are to be considered 
branches attached to the root unless and until their unbelief is made manifest 
and they are cut off.   
 It is within the boundaries of these holy communities that God 
ordinarily does His work—it is not primarily through television, radio, 
publishers or para-church organizations.  Outside of the church, as our 
confession teaches “there is no ordinary possibility of salvation” (Acts 2:47).  
This may sound odd today in a culture where the Christian faith is merely 
viewed as accessing information for my own spiritual well-being rather than 
being part of a body (1 Corinthians 12:12-31).  But during the writing of this 
epistle and throughout the history of Christendom, there was no ordinary 
access to the gospel apart from the church.   
 
Grafted In 
 
 Some of the branches (not all, but some of the Jews) were broken off 
and the “wild olive tree” was “grafted in.”  The covenant community had 
become corrupt—not entirely but predominantly.  The message of the gospel 
now extended beyond Israel to the “highways and byways” (Matthew 22:9) 
and those from every nation found themselves at the feast—enjoying the 
“fatness of the olive tree.”  This would be the riches of heaven and peace 
with God through Christ eternally—all the peace, joy and comfort of being a 
child of the Most High. 
 

Be merciful to me, O God, be merciful to me, for in you my soul 
takes refuge; in the shadow of your wings I will take refuge, till 
the storms of destruction pass by. 2 I cry out to God Most High, 
to God who fulfills his purpose for me. 3  He will send from 
heaven and save me; he will put to shame him who tramples on 
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me. Selah God will send out his steadfast love and his 
faithfulness (Psalm 57:1-3)! 

 
Wild olives trees (gentiles) grafted into to the already existing flow of 

that gracious covenant first revealed directly after the fall (Genesis 3:15) and 
more fully expressed to Noah (Genesis 6:18; 8:20, 21), Abraham (Genesis 12), 
Moses (Exodus 19-24), David (Psalm 2; Jeremiah 23:5) then reaching its 
culmination in Christ (1 Corinthians 11:24, 25).   

The Apostle thought it was important for the gentile Christian to know 
at least two things here.   

Firstly, that the flow of redemptive history didn’t begin with them.  If 
anything they were added as something deemed “contrary to nature” 
(Romans 11:24).   

There is a river flowing through history (Ezekiel 47).  We are not to seek 
to change the flow of the river.  The river is the source of life and bigger than 
us all—it flows from the lips, body and blood and resurrection of Christ and 
it heals the nations.  And we are called to make camp on the banks of that 
river. 

 
And on the banks, on both sides of the river, there will grow all 
kinds of trees for food. Their leaves will not wither, nor their 
fruit fail, but they will bear fresh fruit every month, because the 
water for them flows from the sanctuary. Their fruit will be for 
food, and their leaves for healing (Ezekiel 47:12). 

 
 Secondly, that there was nothing about them that qualified them to be 
partakers of the fatness of the olive tree.  It would seem that they began to 
view themselves as superior to the branches that had been cut off.  They are 
cautioned: 
 
…do not boast against the branches. But if you do boast, remember that you 
do not support the root, but the root supports you (Romans 11:18). 
 
Do Not Boast 
 

It is worth pointing out that the admonitions in Scripture against 
boasting are based upon our condition.  When we read that we should not 
boast in our salvation (Ephesians 2:8, 9) it is because we genuinely have no 
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room for boasting.  We are saved by grace through faith.  It is not as if we can 
boast but are being encouraged not to boast.   

We might tell a great athlete that it is unbecoming to boast when 
interviewed by the press even though we all know that he can legitimately 
boast—being better than the others.  But the call not to boast in Scripture is 
not a request by God to avoid telling the truth because it might appear 
unseemly.  We are not to boast because the root supports.   

One might say the root cannot be the Patriarchs or the church or a holy 
community because it is not the church because it is not the church which 
supports us but Christ.  I don’t have time here to address this fully, but in 
short, those who truly belong to Christ will never be cut off—and as we have 
seen that cannot be said of the branches in this passage. 

How much more critical is it then—recognizing that the church is called 
to be that which “supports” bastazeis—that which provides continuous, 
prolonged assistance and help by supplying the needs of someone—to make 
sure that the church truly remains a herald—those who proclaim Christ and 
Christ alone as the “hope of the glory of God” (Romans 5:2).  It will be a 
community where the “lampstand” for Christ will shine or a community that 
will descend into a “synagogue of Satan” (Revelation 2:5, 9).   

I once visited a church in Italy that had angels in the upper corners 
behind the pulpit looking towards it with a book and quill in hand, as if to 
recover every word that came from the pulpit.   

It’s been said of the pastoral ministry: 
 
His throne is the pulpit; he stands in Christ's stead; his message 
is the word of God; around him are immortal souls; the Savior, 
unseen, is beside him; the Holy Spirit broods over the 
congregation; angels gaze upon the scene, and heaven and hell 
await the issue. What associations and what vast responsibility! 
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Questions for Study 
 

1. Discuss the various illustrations Paul uses and what they stand for.  
How is one sanctified by the other (pages 2, 3)? 

2. Why is it important to understand that salvation is from the Jews 
(pages 3, 4)? 

3. Explain what it means that branches are broken off.  Does this mean a 
Christian can lose their salvation (pages 4, 5)? 

4. To what extent should the church determine whether people are 
Christians (page 5)? 

5. What does it mean to be part of a covenant community?  What does it 
mean that that community is holy (pages 5, 6)? 

6. What does it mean that the wild olive tree was grafted in and what are 
the implications (pages 6, 7)? 

7. Why were the wild olive trees cautioned not to boast?  What is the root 
that supports them and how (pages 7, 8)? 

 
 


