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The Election of Grace 
Romans 11:1-6 

Part Three 
 
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 (Romans 
9:6).  The confusion is made manifest when we see those wonderful 
promises—the covenant promises—aimed originally at Israel extended to 
the church in Romans 8.  A critical element in understanding our Bibles 
correctly is grasping the distinction between how God addresses people 
corporately versus how He addresses people individually.   
 As we learned earlier, the Israelite was not, by virtue of his ethnicity, 
excluded from the covenant blessings of God.  The gospel is universal.  
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… 
 



 

 

3 

 

…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). 
 The Apostle then brings to light that this distinction between visible 
and invisible—between mere outward inclusion and true faithfulness—is 
nothing new.  Paul brings up the example of Elijah and his failure to make 
this distinction.  We learned that we must careful in our counting but also 
how the faithless are marked out by an observable act—bowing the knee to 
Baal. 
 The Apostle now culminates his explanation by dialing in to the heart 
of the matter—who are the objects of God’s covenant promises and how 
have they become so?  And with his explanation he offers what it cannot 
be. 
 
Even so then, at this present time there is a remnant according to the 
election of grace (Romans 11:5).  
 
Designed For Comfort 
 
 Let us not forget the sentiment behind Paul as he writes these words; 
he would be himself “accursed from Christ…for (his) countrymen 

according to the flesh, who are Israelites” (Romans 9:3, 4).  His “heart’s 
desire and prayer to God for Israel is that they may be saved” (Romans 
10:1).  He is vehemently refuting the notion that God would “cast away His 
people” (Romans 11:1). 
 And the bedrock of his presentation is the foreknowledge of God as it 
is manifested in “the election of grace” eklogen chariots—that there is a 
remnant that God has graciously chosen to be His own.  It is a much hated 
and despised doctrine by both the world and, sadly, the church.   
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 But somehow when people grasp this doctrine of election—that 
eternal choices are made in the hidden chambers of eternity by God—they 
can become almost annoyingly excited about it; a disposition we must be 
careful about. 
 In Mark Rushdoony’s presentation during our recent conference he 
shared how he asked for his father’s (R.J. Rushdoony) advice on how to 
argue for the doctrines of grace (i.e. Calvinism) in a Bible study he was 
about to attend.  His father counseled him “Don’t argue it…it’s designed to 
comfort the dying.”  As if it was something too sacred for mundane 
dialogue. 
 But what can be of greater solace to the soul when a creature, on his 
deathbed becomes so intimately acquainted with his weakness—his lack of 
anything to offer or achieve—than to know that all that is necessary for his 
eternal peace has been accomplished by someone else?  And that ‘someone 
else’ is the Christ—the eternal Son of God made flesh, who cancelled… 
 

…the record of debt that stood against us with its legal 
demands. This he set aside, nailing it to the cross. 15 He 
disarmed the rulers and authorities and put them to open 
shame, by triumphing over them in him (Colossians 2:14, 15).  

 
 Yet we should not be insensitive to the natural consternation which 
comes to the minds of the men when confronted with such an infinitely 
gracious teaching—a teaching which assumes the absolute sovereignty of 
God.  The natural mind, and even the Christian mind, finds this notion 
almost indigestible.  There is very much a ‘who does God think He is’ 
sentiment rattling in our heads. 
 John Calvin called the matter under our observation the decretum 
horrible, or the horrible decrees, which in the Latin means ‘awe inspiring’.  
The authors of the Westminster Confession, no doubt, had a very pastoral 
concern when they wrote in WCF 3, 8 
 

The doctrine of this high mystery of predestination is to be 
handled with special prudence and care, that men, attending 
the will of God revealed in his Word, and yielding obedience 
thereunto, may, from the certainty of their effectual vocation, 
be assured of their eternal election. So shall this doctrine 
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afford matter of praise, reverence, and admiration of God; 
and of humility, diligence, and abundant consolation to all 
that sincerely obey the gospel. 

 
 It is a doctrine which should not be handled recklessly.  Most 
Christians I know who resist this teaching have been presented with a false 
caricature of it.  Perhaps this is a result of it being handled imprudently—
or perhaps, as Paul Simon wrote, “A man hears what he wants to hear and 
disregards the rest.”   

Whatever it may be, when the Lord answered Job for four entire 
chapters (Job 38-41) of how He was the absolute, sovereign, decision-
making God, the few responses we see from Job should serve to instruct us: 
 

Then Job answered the Lord and said: 4 “Behold, I am of small 
account; what shall I answer you? I lay my hand on my mouth 
(Job 40:3, 4). 

 
Then Job answered the Lord and said: 2 “I know that you can 
do all things, and that no purpose of yours can be thwarted. 3 

‘Who is this that hides counsel without knowledge?’ 
Therefore I have uttered what I did not understand, things 
too wonderful for me, which I did not know (Job 42:1-3). 

 
Common Objections/Interpretations  
  
 At the same time it might be helpful to address some of the common 
objections or interpretations of this teaching of election.  I was recently in a 
discussion with a lady who nervous that her church might be moving in a 
reformed direction and was not at all comfortable with predestination.   

I shared with her that the word “predestination” proorizo pro-before 
and horizo-to determine is used many times in the Bible (Acts 4:28, Romans 
8:29, 30, 1 Corinthians 2:7, Ephesians 1:5, 11).  It is not a man-made concept.  
She was quick to suggest that we all don’t agree on what it means.  Fair 
enough—although the natural reading seems quite clear—albeit 
challenging.    
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We certainly don’t have time to address all of the 
objections/interpretations.  Perhaps more will come up in question and 
answer.  Some include: 
 
Choosing Corporately 
 
 Some posit that God’s gracious election is not of individuals but of 
nations or the church—in other words it is corporate election.  God’s 
choosing of Jacob over Esau, it is supposed, was actually His choosing of 
Israel or Edom.  Of course one is hard-pressed to see how that solves the 
problem.  Would it not have at least included the choosing of Jacob as an 
individual over Esau?   

And are not groups of people made up of individuals?  Certainly 
there may be a sense where God (as we learned earlier) chooses an 
assembly or a collection, e.g. Israel or the church.  But would it not be 
necessary for there to at least be some individually elect among the 
corporate elect (as with Elijah’s complaint)?   

Without God choosing Abraham, Isaac and Jacob to be His faithful 
servants, there is no corporate Israel.  Without Jesus choosing the Apostles 
to be His faithful followers there is no corporate church.  In fact when the 
corporate entity finds itself bereft of the individual elect—those who truly 
have faith—it eventually loses the designation, as with Israel (Matthew 
21:43) and many churches (Romans 11:18-22).  
 
Foreseen Works 
 

Another option people prefer is that God elects based upon what He 
knows people will do in the future.  In this view God looks down the 
corridors of time and sees that a person will have faith or will perform 
good works, then chooses that person. 

I once heard a pastor teaching on this and comparing it to a race.  He 
said that God knows who is going to win the race then picks the person He 
knows will win.  “God’s picks winners beloved!” was his word of 
encouragement to his congregation.  This seems so antithetical (truly to the 
entirety of Scripture) but specifically to Paul’s teaching in 1 Corinthians. 
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For you see your calling, brethren, that not many wise 
according to the flesh, not many mighty, not many noble, are 
called. 27 But God has chosen the foolish things of the world 
to put to shame the wise, and God has chosen the weak 
things of the world to put to shame the things which are 
mighty; 28 and the base things of the world and the things 
which are despised God has chosen, and the things which are 
not, to bring to nothing the things that are, 29 that no flesh 
should glory in His presence (1 Corinthians 1:26-30). 
 
If our message is that God elects based upon His foreknowledge of 

something virtuous He anticipates in flowing from our own natures 
(whether than virtue is obedience, humility or even faith) how will we 
avoid being tempted to “glory in His presence”? 

Add to that, if God knows we will have faith, why would He need to 
choose us?  We were clearly doing fine on our own.  And how does verse 6 
allow for future works?  Works in the past or works in the future are still 
works.  If there is a teaching Paul seems to continually harp on, it is that we 
are saved by grace apart from the works of the law (Romans 3:28).  He 
continues his harping in verse 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 11:6). 

 
Works or Grace? 
 
 “Works” ergon is another word that is pummeled by the hammer of 
equivocation, as if Paul is speaking of a certain type of works—perhaps 
religious ceremonial works (e.g. circumcision or some other typological 
and, therefore, abrogated Old Covenant work).  And although there may 
be places where the works of the law may focus upon those types of things, 
it should be a horrible thought in the mind of any man that he can 
somehow approve himself before God through the force of his own will or 
actions of any kind. 
 “Works” might be best understood as anything that is generated 
from the will or mind of man—anything that begins with us.  This is why it 
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is so critical to recognize that faithful itself is a gift from God and not 
something produced in the factory of the fallen human soul. 
 Paul so places works against grace—that if it is one it is not the other.  
If it is works it is not grace and if it is grace it is not works.  And to seek to 
create an amalgamation of the two is like putting a drop of poison in a cup 
of pure water. 
 It’s been written: 
 

That there are but two possible sources of salvation—men’s 
works, and God’s grace; and that these are so essentially 
distinct and opposite, that salvation cannot be of any 
combination or mixture of both, but must be wholly either of 
the one or of the other.1 

 
 We will momentarily come to the Lord’s Table.  We will remember 
that it was His body that was broken, it was His blood that was shed.  
Would it not be unthinkable idolatry to somehow place the broken body 
and shed blood or any other person on the table or in the cup?   
 When a Christian examines himself in coming to the table, as we are 
called to do (1 Corinthians 11:28), we are not assessing whether or not we 
possess the requisite virtue—moral, volitional or otherwise—to sit at the 
Marriage Supper of the Lamb.  What we are to remember is not what we 
have done, but what has been done for us. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
1 Jamieson, R., Fausset, A. R., & Brown, D. (1997). Commentary Critical and Explanatory on the Whole Bible (Vol. 

2, p. 249). Oak Harbor, WA: Logos Research Systems, Inc. 
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Questions for Study 
 

1. Why would some think God had not been faithful to keep His 
promises to Israel (pages 2, 3)? 

2. Was the Apostle Paul excluded from the promises of God because he 
was an Israelite?  What took place for him/us to be found in Christ 
(pages 2, 3)? 

3. What happened prior to faith which yields comfort?  What is the 
difference between foresight and foreknowledge (page 3)? 

4. Why do you suppose people resist the doctrine of election?  Why do 
you suppose others are so comforted by it?  How is it comforting to 
the dying (pages 3, 4)? 

5. How should the teaching of predestination be handled?  How have 
you seen it handled (pages 4, 5)? 

6. Does election only apply to groups?  Explain your answer (page 6). 

7. Does God choose based upon what He foresees a person doing?  
Why is this a valid or invalid understanding of election (pages 6, 7)? 

8. What is a work?  What is grace?  Discuss these two things in light of 
election and salvation.  E.g. are we saved by grace and faith or grace 
through faith?  Why would that make a difference (pages 7, 8)? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


