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 We serve a powerful and awesome God.  One of the main 

things I hope we get from these weeks in Romans 9 is a deeper 

awareness of God’s sovereign freedom.  God does what He 

pleases.  He does all things for His glory.  And He is entirely right 

and good to do so.  My hope for our church is that we will be filled 

with praise to our great God.  There is much we cannot understand 

about God’s ways.  But let’s apply our minds and engage our 

hearts to embrace what God’s Word reveals to us here.   

 This chapter teaches very clearly the doctrine of 

unconditional election.  God chooses individuals for Himself, and 

He does so unconditionally.  There are no conditions which a 

person must meet in order to be chosen for salvation.  God chooses 

as He wills, not examining who will be the best behaved, or who is 

the smartest, or who has the best credentials, or who comes from 

the best family background.  No, before the foundations of the 

world, God decided who He would save, and He did so without 

considering any conditions that would depend on us.  This is part 

of the mystery of God’s purposes in salvation.  We may have our 

questions, which is to be expected.  We may have our objections, 

which is also to be expected.  But at the end of the day, what all of 

this should drive us to is the doxology at the end of Romans 11. 

“Oh, the depth of the riches and wisdom and knowledge of God! 

How unsearchable are his judgments and how inscrutable his 

ways! “For who has known the mind of the Lord, or who has been 

his counselor?” “Or who has given a gift to him that he might be 

repaid?” For from him and through him and to him are all things. 

To him be glory forever. Amen.” (Romans 11:33–36, ESV)  

 The first line in our mission statement as a church is that 

we exist to delight in the beauty of God’s greatness.  It is my 

prayer that a deeper understanding of Romans 9 will intensify our 

delight in the beauty of God’s greatness.  It is my hope that 

studying these deep truths about God will fuel our worship of Him. 

 Last week we started with the first 5 verses of this chapter.  

We saw Paul’s intense sorrow over Israel’s unbelief.  Paul loves 

his fellow Jews, and it grieves him deeply that most of them are 

not believing in their own long-awaited Messiah.  They have 

rejected Jesus, and so they are accursed.  Paul actually says, it if 
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were possible, he would be willing to sacrifice himself for their 

salvation.   

 It’s not only his love for his kinsmen that causes this pain 

in Paul’s heart.  Even more important is the problem it causes with 

regard to God’s promises.  The Israelites were recipients of many 

blessings from God.  But now their unbelief is calling that into 

question.  Have God’s promises to this people failed?  Has God 

broken His promises to His special covenant people? 

 Even the Messiah, who is from their race, and who is 

divine (verse 5 calls Him “God over all”), has come to earth, and 

yet His own people reject Him.  What are we to make of this?  If 

God is not faithful to His promises, then where are we to find 

hope?  What about the promises of Romans 8?  If God has failed 

His people, Israel, where does that leave us? 

 That’s the problem Paul presents in verses 1-5.  In verse 6 

he states very clearly his response to that perceived problem.  This 

is his thesis statement which he will defend in the remainder of 

Romans 9-11.  “But it is not as though the word of God has failed.”  

Verses 6b-13 is the first piece of establishing that point, and this is 

in two parts.  Verses 6-9 provide one illustration, that of 

Abraham’s sons—Isaac and Ishmael.  This is what we’ll be 

looking at this morning.  And then verses 10-13, which we’ll study 

next week, deals with another set of sons—Jacob and Esau, who 

were born to Isaac and Rebekah.   

 For today, I want to begin with the assertion in 6a that the 

word of God has not failed, and we’ll talk about God’s promises.  

Then we’ll consider the children of the promise in vv. 6b-9.            

God’s Promises 

 Paul starts verse 6 with a conjunction that marks a contrast.  

“But it is not as though the word of God has failed.”  The 

conjunction shows that he is going to say something in contrast to 

what comes before.  He has lamented this situation.  Now he’s 

going to say something in response to it.  Now he’s going to show 

us something that will help us to see it in a different light.  He’s 

going to show us that the apparent problem is not a real problem.  

Of course, Israel’s unbelief is still grievous.  But Israel’s unbelief 

does not call into question God’s faithfulness.  It looks like God’s 

Word to Israel has failed.  But that’s not the case. 

 What was God’s Word to Israel?  Well, we’re going to be 

spending quite a bit of time this morning in the book of Genesis.  

In these verses Paul quotes from Genesis twice.  And also in this 
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reference to God’s Word, the background is the promises God 

made to the patriarchs in the book of Genesis. 

 The book of Genesis basically breaks down into two parts.  

Chapters 1-11 are about the origin of the universe and humanity in 

general.  Then chapters 12-50 are about the origin of God’s special 

people, and that story begins with a man named Abram, whose 

name God later changed to Abraham.  Then there was Isaac.  And 

then there was Jacob, whose name God changed to Israel.  These 

are the patriarchs—the fathers of the Israelites.   

 I mentioned that Romans 9 teaches unconditional election.  

Well Genesis illustrates this truth very clearly in the lives of these 

patriarchs.  God chose Abram unconditionally.  Abram was not 

seeking the Lord.  He was a pagan, idolater.  He worshipped other 

gods (Joshua 24:2-3).  But the Lord, in His own sovereign plans, 

chose to call Abram and bless him.   

“And I will make of you a great nation, and I will bless you and 

make your name great, so that you will be a blessing. I will bless 

those who bless you, and him who dishonors you I will curse, and 

in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed.”” (Genesis 

12:2–3, ESV)  

 Now, a pivotal part of Abraham and Sarah’s story is the 

fact that they were unable to have children.  That is a very difficult 

situation to be in.  For a couple who longs to have children, but are 

unable to, that can be a severe trial.  For Abraham and Sarah, they 

felt even more pressure because of the Lord’s promise that their 

descendants would grow into a great nation.  How was that going 

to happen if they were unable to conceive even one child?   

 In Genesis 15 Abram suggests to the Lord that Eliezer of 

Damascus, a member of his household, be the heir.  But God 

reiterates the promise and clarifies it.   

“This man shall not be your heir; your very own son shall be your 

heir.” (Genesis 15:4, ESV)  

 Well, Abraham and Sarah still couldn’t figure this out.  

Sarah was still barren.  So they took matters into their own hands.  

They decided they needed to help God out with His plan.  Sarah 

was actually the one who took the initiative in this sinful scheme.  

She told Abraham to sleep with her servant Hagar.  Abraham did 

so, and Hagar conceived and gave birth to Ishmael.   

 It seemed the problem had been solved—the problem of an 

heir, that is.  Anytime a married man goes and sleeps with another 

woman, it’s going to create a whole host of other problems.  And 
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you see those in the story of Abraham and Sarah and Hagar.  But it 

seemed, at least, that they now had an heir who was Abraham’s 

own son.   

Thirteen years passed, during which time Abraham 

assumed Ishmael was the son of promise.  But then God reiterated 

the promise yet again, and clarified it even further.   

“I will bless [Sarah], and moreover, I will give you a son by her. I 

will bless her, and she shall become nations; kings of peoples shall 

come from her.”” (Genesis 17:16, ESV)  

Abraham fell on his face and laughed at this idea.  And he 

said to the Lord, “Oh that Ishmael might live before you!”  God 

responded, “No, but Sarah your wife shall bear you a son, and you 

shall call his name Isaac [which means “he laughs”].  I will 

establish my covenant with him as an everlasting covenant for his 

offspring after him.”   

Isaac was born, just as God had promised.  Later God 

declared the promise to Isaac. 

“Sojourn in this land, and I will be with you and will bless you, for 

to you and to your offspring I will give all these lands, and I will 

establish the oath that I swore to Abraham your father. I will 

multiply your offspring as the stars of heaven and will give to your 

offspring all these lands. And in your offspring all the nations of 

the earth shall be blessed,” (Genesis 26:3–4, ESV)  

And He declared the promise yet again to Isaac’s son, 

Jacob.   

“Your offspring shall be like the dust of the earth, and you shall 

spread abroad to the west and to the east and to the north and to 

the south, and in you and your offspring shall all the families of the 

earth be blessed.” (Genesis 28:14, ESV)  

What I want us to see in these passages from Genesis is that 

these are some of the concrete things Paul would have had in mind 

when he said, “it is not as though the word of God has failed.”  In 

Romans 9:4 Paul was listing some of the tremendous privileges of 

the Israelites.  

“They are Israelites, and to them belong the adoption, the glory, 

the covenants, the giving of the law, the worship, and the 

promises.”  And then he adds, “To them belong the patriarchs,” 

So he has at the forefront of his mind those covenants, 

those promises, made to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.  And now he’s 
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wanting to show why the current situation does not call into 

question God’s faithfulness to those promises. 

As a preliminary word of application here (even though we 

haven’t yet delved into Paul’s reasons why God’s word has not 

failed), I want to exhort us to cling to and rest in God’s promises.  I 

want us to believe Paul’s inspired statement here in verse 6 that “it 

is not as though the word of God has failed.”  Are you discouraged 

this morning?  Are you facing a difficult trial . . . a financial 

hardship or a health problem that is causing you pain, or a 

relationship that is causing emotional anguish?  Are you 

discouraged in your faith?  Are the holidays a difficult time for 

you, maybe a lonely time?   

My encouragement to you today is to take all of those 

burdens to the Lord and rest in the great promises He makes to His 

people.  God’s Word has not failed, and it will never fail.  There 

may be times when it superficially appears to have failed.  But 

that’s when we remind ourselves of the Lord’s words in Isaiah 55,  

“For my thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your ways my 

ways, declares the LORD. For as the heavens are higher than the 

earth, so are my ways higher than your ways and my thoughts than 

your thoughts.” (Isaiah 55:8–9, ESV)  

And the following two verses in Isaiah 55 speak of the 

power and efficacy of God’s Word. 

““For as the rain and the snow come down from heaven and do 

not return there but water the earth, making it bring forth and 

sprout, giving seed to the sower and bread to the eater, so shall my 

word be that goes out from my mouth; it shall not return to me 

empty, but it shall accomplish that which I purpose, and shall 

succeed in the thing for which I sent it.” (Isaiah 55:10–11, ESV)  

Let’s believe the Word of God.  Let’s hold onto His Word.  

Let’s search the Bible for promises, and savor those promises as 

we battle temptation and as we fight for joy in the Lord.  Believe 

today that God is working all things together for your good, even 

the difficulties of whatever trial you are facing right now.  Believe 

that Jesus is coming back for us, to set all things right and to 

bestow upon us the blessings of our eternal inheritance with Him.  

These are promises to those who belong to Christ.  So if you are in 

Christ by faith, then you can hold onto this hope.   

And there’s no other hope like this.  Everything else will let 

you down somehow, at some time.  But God’s promises will stand.   
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“The grass withers, the flower fades, but the word of our God will 

stand forever.” (Isaiah 40:8, ESV)  

 It is not as though of word of God has failed. 

Children of the Promise 

 Now we must move on to the distinction Paul makes in vv. 

6b-9.  If one were to look at the predicament of Israel from a 

certain angle, it might appear that God’s promises to them have 

failed.  But Paul brings to light a very important aspect of those 

promises which clarifies the picture.   

 The point of clarification is to distinguish ethnic Israel and 

believing Israel.  In other words, it’s to distinguish the large group 

consisting of all those who are physical descendants of Abraham, 

with a smaller group within that group consisting of those who are 

actually chosen by God.  This is where we begin to see the points 

about unconditional election.  And the purpose is to show why 

God’s Word has not failed. 

 Here’s the explanation, in verse 6b: “For not all who are 

descended from Israel belong to Israel.”  That sounds like a 

confusing statement.  It sounds like a distinction without a 

difference.  It sounds very odd if we translate the words more 

literally.  “For not all those from Israel, these are Israel.”  What is 

clear is that Paul is making a distinction within Israel.  He is 

distinguishing between Israelites and Israelites.  But it is not a 

distinction without a difference.  Fortunately he goes on to explain 

what the difference is.   

 Verse 7 is still somewhat obscure.  “not all are children of 

Abraham because they are his offspring.”  Normally, we would 

think of children and offspring as referring to the same group of 

people.  But apparently there’s a difference here.   

 The quotation from Genesis 21:12 takes us back to the 

story of Isaac and Ishmael, and here’s where the point becomes 

clearer.  Abraham had these two sons.  They were both children of 

Abraham.  But only one was the heir chosen by God.  In that verse 

which Paul quotes from Genesis 21, God makes the point very 

clearly that Isaac, not Ishmael, will be the son of promise.  The 

promises to Abraham will carry on through Isaac and Isaac’s 

descendants.   

 Another thing to notice in this verse is that when it says, 

“Through Isaac shall your offspring be named,” the word 

translated “named” is the Greek word kaleō, which also means 
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“called.”  It’s the same word used in Romans 4:17, also speaking 

of Abraham, 

“as it is written, “I have made you the father of many nations”—in 

the presence of the God in whom he believed, who gives life to the 

dead and calls into existence the things that do not exist.” (Romans 

4:17, ESV)  

And in Romans 8:30, 

“And those whom he predestined he also called, and those whom 

he called he also justified, and those whom he justified he also 

glorified.” (Romans 8:30, ESV)  

 The use of that word in Romans 9:7, which Paul is quoting 

from the Septuagint, the Greek translation of the Old Testament, 

clues us in that Paul’s thinking of the spiritual blessings bestowed 

on Isaac as opposed to the mere physical blessings promised to 

Ishmael.  There is a spiritual calling that applies to one of 

Abraham’s sons, but not to both of his sons.  We’re beginning to 

see the Israel within Israel.   

 Verse 8 adds some helpful descriptions of these two 

groups.  On the one hand are the children of the flesh.  Ishmael was 

a child of the flesh.  Paul makes the point that it is not the children 

of the flesh who are the children of God.  That phrase, “children of 

God” is always used by Paul to refer to believers.  So he’s making 

the distinction between physical descendants and true believers.  In 

the second half of verse 8 he describes this group as the children of 

the promise.  They are the ones who are counted, or reckoned, as 

offspring.   

 Verse 9 cites another statement from the Genesis narrative, 

this time from Genesis 18:10, 14.  This is the astounding promise 

God made to Abraham, concerning his wife Sarah.  It was on this 

occasion that Sarah laughed at the Lord’s promise.  But the 

promise stood.  Sarah would have a son.  The son of the slave 

woman was not to be the child of promise.  Isaac, the son born to 

Sarah, would be the son of promise. 

 Paul knows how to make his point and how to defend it 

from the Old Testament.  His fellow Jews would have assumed 

that physical lineage was all that mattered.  If you are an Israelite, 

then the promises are for you. 

We see this assumption in a heated discussion that Jesus 

had with some Jews in John 8. 
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“They answered him, “Abraham is our father.” Jesus said to them, 

“If you were Abraham’s children, you would be doing the works 

Abraham did, but now you seek to kill me, a man who has told you 

the truth that I heard from God. This is not what Abraham did.” 

(John 8:39–40, ESV)  

 Jesus challenged their assumptions about their lineage.  

They thought that since they physically had Abraham as their 

forefather, they must have God as their heavenly Father.  But Jesus 

actually told them that their father was the devil. 

 There’s a very important spiritual reality about Abraham’s 

offspring that goes far beyond being a physical descendant of the 

man Abraham.  We learn in Galatians 3 that Jesus, Himself, is the 

ultimate offspring of Abraham.  And we learn that all of us who 

are in Christ by faith (no matter what our ethnic background), we 

are Abraham’s offspring, heirs according to promise (Galatians 

3:29).   

 Hopefully Paul’s point in Romans 9:6-9 has become clear.  

The explanation for Israel’s widespread unbelief, and why that 

does not call into question God’s faithfulness to His promises, is 

because God never promised to save every physical descendant of 

Abraham.  Even from the start, it was Isaac, not Ishmael.  Isaac 

was the chosen son, miraculously conceived, and unconditionally 

elected by God to be the one through whom the promises would 

continue. 

 With that being the story of Abraham’s own two sons, it 

helps us understand the situation where a large segment of 

Abraham’s further descendants are cut off from the promised 

Messiah.  Not all the physical descendants of Abraham are the true 

offspring of Abraham in the spiritual sense.     

 What does this mean for us?  An application point that we 

can carry over to the church is the fact that there is a similar reality 

in the visible church.  Theologians speak of the visible church and 

the invisible church.  The visible church includes all those who 

give a credible profession of faith, all those who claim to be 

followers of Jesus.  The invisible church consists of those who are 

truly in Christ.   

This may sound odd to you, if you have not thought about 

it before.  This may sound like a distinction without a difference.  

But there is a real difference, because not all those who profess to 

be Christians truly are Christians.  We might say it like this, 

echoing Paul’s language.  Not all those who are in the church are 

the church.   
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 Something we value very much here at Three Rivers Grace 

is regenerate church membership.  We want to be as confident as 

possible that those who are received into membership here at Three 

Rivers Grace are truly believers.  That’s why we have a 

membership class.  That’s why we conduct membership interviews 

with those who want to be members.  We don’t want the 

membership of this church to consist of a lot of people who merely 

profess faith but who don’t actually have a new heart.  We want to 

make sure that individuals are not just affirming some beliefs about 

the Gospel.  We want to see how the Gospel has impacted their 

lives.  What’s the fruit?  What’s the evidence of a changed life?   

 And yet, our discernment is fallible.  None of us can see a 

person’s heart like God can see a person’s heart.  Therefore there’s 

always the very real possibility that a person will become a 

member of a church and not really be saved.   

 So my warning to you, as it was last week as well, when we 

were looking at Israel’s privileges which do not, in and of 

themselves, amount to salvation.  My warning is that you not put 

your hope in external privileges or connections.  You might say, 

But my parents are believers, my grandparents are believers, my 

siblings are believers.  I’ve heard it said, God has no 

grandchildren.  He has children.  Just because your parents are 

Christians does not mean that you are a Christian.   

You might say, But I am a member of a church.  I serve in 

the church.  I have Christian friends.  I listen to Christian music.  I 

shop at the Christian bookstore.  I have Christian bumper stickers 

on my car! You might say, But I’ve been baptized.  I partake of the 

Lord’s Supper.  

 What I’d like each of us to consider is what Jesus would 

say to us if we were to tell Him all those things.  Would it be like 

those Jews who said, “Abraham is our father”?  Would Jesus look 

at our Christian connections and say, I don’t care who you’re 

related to or who you hang out with, the fact is that you do not 

belong to me.   

 Friends, don’t put your hope in superficial things.  Don’t be 

an individual who tragically spends their life associated with the 

church, but not truly part of Christ’s church.  Repent of your sin.  

Trust in Jesus.  And you will be called a child of God. 

“He came to his own, and his own people did not receive him. But 

to all who did receive him, who believed in his name, he gave the 

right to become children of God, who were born, not of blood nor 
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of the will of the flesh nor of the will of man, but of God.” (John 

1:11–13, ESV)  

 Receive Him today.  Believe in Him.  If you have questions 

about what that means, we’d love to talk to you more.  Don’t just 

go through the motions of church culture.  Lay down the idols of 

your life and receive Jesus as the great treasure He is.  And you 

will be a true child of God. 


