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 We’re beginning Romans 11 this morning, and the question 

in verse 1 takes us right back to the overarching problem that Paul 

is dealing with in these three chapters (Romans 9-11).  Has God 

rejected his people?  By no means!  God has not rejected his 

people whom he foreknew.  In chapter 9 Paul said it this way: “But 

it is not as though the word of God has failed.”  The Israelites, who 

have the adoption, the glory, the covenants, the giving of the law, 

the worship, the promises, the patriarchs, and even the Messiah is 

from their race, in spite  of all those privileges the Israelites, by 

and large, are rejecting their Messiah.  So what’s going on here?  

Does this imply that God’s promises are no good? 

 This major question is important in thinking about the 

Jewish people.  It’s also very important for Gentile believers, 

because we need to know that God’s Word is sure.  We need to 

know that all of God’s promises are trustworthy, including the 

great promises of Romans 8, for instance, which we cling to and 

which give us hope in trials.  We need to know that our God is 

going to come through on the things He says He will do.   

 This is the explanation we have in Romans 9-11.  We have 

a detailed response to the troubling reality of Jewish unbelief.  The 

first response is the truth of unconditional election.  God chooses 

some and not others.  He chose Isaac, not Ishmael.  He chose 

Jacob, not Esau.  He did not choose to save every physical 

descendant of Abraham, only some.  God is free to do this.  He has 

mercy on whomever he wills, and he hardens whomever he wills.  

That is His divine prerogative.   

 In 9:30 Paul begins a new section, a second response to the 

issue of Jewish unbelief.  Here he explains why the Jews are at 

fault for this.  They have stumbled over the stumbling stone.  They 

pursued the law as if it were based on works and have sought to 

establish their own righteousness rather than submitting to God’s 

righteousness.  Chapter 10 speaks of the beautiful Gospel message 

which is going forth into the world.  People hear it and believe and 

call on the name of the Lord and are saved.  But Israel, even 

though they have heard, they do not believe.  Many Gentiles are 

believing, surprisingly.  But most Jews are not.  Chapter 10 closes 

with the picture of God holding out his hands all day long to this 

disobedient and contrary people.   
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 Chapter 11:1-10 gives us another hopeful word concerning 

Israel, and another response to the perplexing matter of their 

widespread unbelief.  Here we are told of a remnant.  If we look at 

the nation as a whole, it’s a very discouraging picture.  But we 

must not forget that there has always been a faithful remnant—

always a group of true believers within Israel.   

 In Genesis, even before Abraham is on the scene, we 

already see God preserving a remnant through the flood. 

“[The Lord] blotted out every living thing that was on the face of 

the ground, man and animals and creeping things and birds of the 

heavens. They were blotted out from the earth. Only Noah was left, 

and those who were with him in the ark.” (Genesis 7:23, ESV)  

That’s a remnant.  They are the ones who were spared.  They were 

the ones the Lord kept for Himself, even as the rest were 

destroyed.   

 We see this again at the end of Genesis, in the story of 

Joseph.  There was a famine in the land.  You remember the 

dramatic and painful story of how the Lord brought Joseph to 

Egypt.  Joseph’s own brothers sold him into slavery.  But in God’s 

plans, Joseph ended up in Egypt, and then in prison, and then 

eventually as second in command over all of Egypt.  Joseph was 

then in a position to provide for his family who would otherwise 

have been victims of the famine.  When Joseph finally spoke to his 

brothers and revealed his identity, he said, “And God sent me 

before you to preserve for you a remnant on earth, and to keep 

alive for you many survivors.” (Genesis 45:7, ESV)  

 This is the concept Paul appeals to now as another reason 

we must not doubt God’s faithfulness to His promises.  There may 

not be a majority of Israelites who are saved, but be assured there 

has always been a remnant.  There have always been some who are 

not just part of the physical nation, but who are true believers.  

Within ethnic Israel, even though the majority have been 

rebellious, God has always preserved a faithful remnant.     

 Let’s see now what Paul says about this. 

God’s Remnant in Paul’s Day 

 Verse 1 is the question of whether God has rejected his 

people.  Paul responds with the very strong words, “By no means!”  

He used this phrase in 9:14, “What shall we say then? Is there 

injustice on God’s part? By no means!” (Romans 9:14, ESV)  
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 And he will use it again in 11:11, “So I ask, did they 

stumble in order that they might fall? By no means!” (Romans 

11:11, ESV)  

 This is part of Paul’s teaching style.  He raises questions 

and objections that he knows are in the minds of his readers.  And 

then he passionately puts those objections or misunderstandings to 

rest.   

 We can see why this question would come up.  From 9:30 

there have been some pretty devastating statements about Israel.  

Does that mean, then, that God is done with them?  Are they lost 

forever?  Has God rejected them entirely?  Absolutely not! 

 One very powerful indication of this is Paul, himself.  In 

verse 1 he presents himself as exhibit A of the fact that God has 

not rejected His people. 

“For I myself am an Israelite, a descendant of Abraham, a member 

of the tribe of Benjamin.” (Romans 11:1, ESV)  

He’s saying, “I’m an ethnic Jew.  I am a physical descendant of 

Abraham.  I’m a member of the tribe of Benjamin.”  You can’t get 

more Jewish than that.   

 Do you remember Paul’s background?     

Read Acts 22:3-21, where Paul shares his testimony with a Jewish 

crowd after he was arrested in the temple.   

 Paul’s conversion and his calling in ministry are both so 

interwoven with the themes of Romans 9-11.  Paul, himself, was a 

Jew.  He was part of the remnant of believing Israel.  The Lord 

miraculously and dramatically saved Paul and set his whole life on 

a new path.  He had been persecuting Christians.  Then he was 

being persecuted as a Christian.  He was part of unbelieving Israel.  

Then God converted him and made him part of the believing 

remnant.  And God called him to be an apostle to the Gentiles.   

 As we have seen in Romans 9-11 so far, and as we’ll see 

even more in the remainder of chapter 11, there is an interplay of 

Gentiles being saved and Jews being saved.  Paul, the Jew, the 

apostle to the Gentiles, was living this out in his ministry and 

wrote about it in these great chapters. 

 The point in these specific verses at the beginning of 

Romans 11 is that Paul is a striking example of the Jewish 

remnant.  Proportionally, there may not be a great number of 
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Jewish believers.  But God’s powerful grace is unmistakable in the 

case of someone like Paul.   

 In addition to Paul, we should also remember that there 

were many, many other Jews who were converted.  We read these 

reports in the book of Acts.  In Acts 2 Peter was preaching to his 

fellow Jews and it says there were added that day about three 

thousand souls (Acts 2:41).   

 This helps us to see the nature of God’s remnant in Paul’s 

day.  Peter and Paul and the rest of the apostles and thousands 

more were responding the message of Jesus the Messiah.  Many 

others were rejecting this message—true.  But let us not forget 

God’s remnant. 

God’s Remnant in Elijah’s Day 

 And this remnant was not only present in Paul’s day.  God 

has been preserving a remnant for Himself down through the ages.   

 In verse 2 Paul makes his point again.  He made the point 

in verse 1 with a rhetorical question, Has God rejected his people?  

By no means!  Now he states it plainly.  God has not rejected his 

people whom he foreknew.   

 We talked about this word “foreknew” in Romans 8:29 

where it says, “those whom he foreknew he also predestined to be 

conformed to the image of his Son . . .”  By looking at how that 

concept is used in Scripture, we understand that it’s not talking 

about mere mental knowledge.  It’s a term of covenantal love.  

Thus the word is used to describe God’s covenantal commitment to 

His chosen people, the Israelites.  In Amos 3:2 the Lord says, “You 

only have I known of all the families of the earth . . .”  That 

obviously doesn’t mean that God was unaware that other nations 

existed on the earth.  It means that God had chosen them 

specifically, uniquely.  And that’s the point here in Romans 11:2.  

God has chosen this people, and He will not un-choose them.  He 

will not reject them. 

 Now Paul calls our attention back to the Old Testament 

prophet Elijah, who was very discouraged because of all his 

apostate kinsmen.     

 1 Kings 17ff tell the story of Elijah.  The wicked King 

Ahab was ruling over Israel at the time.  Ahab married a very 

wicked woman, Jezebel, who was not an Israelite.  She was from 

Sidon.  Ahab joined Jezebel in worshipping a false god—Baal. 
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“[Ahab] erected an altar for Baal in the house of Baal, which he 

built in Samaria. And Ahab made an Asherah [which was a pole 

symbolizing a female deity associated with Baal worship]. Ahab 

did more to provoke the LORD, the God of Israel, to anger than all 

the kings of Israel who were before him.” (1 Kings 16:32–33, 

ESV)  

 Elijah was called to the difficult task of being God’s 

spokesman to rebuke and discipline Ahab.  It was a difficult task, 

because of course, prideful wicked leaders don’t like to be rebuked 

or disciplined.  And Ahab’s wicked wife, Jezebel, certainly didn’t 

like it either.  She wanted nothing more than to see Elijah 

slaughtered.   

 Elijah announced that there would be a drought.  And then 

the Lord instructed Elijah to go and hide by the brook Cherith.  

There God provided for Elijah through ravens who brought food to 

him twice a day.  Later Elijah went to Ahab again and told him to 

gather the 450 prophets of Baal and the 400 prophets of Asherah 

and to bring them to Mount Carmel.  You may remember the story 

of the face-off that happened that day.  It was Elijah verses 

hundreds of these prophets who served the false gods. 

 He started by rebuking the people, “How long will you go 

limping between two different opinions? If the LORD is God, 

follow him; but if Baal, then follow him.” And the people did not 

answer him a word.” (1 Kings 18:21, ESV)  

 Then the contest began.  Two bulls would be sacrificed.  

One would be presented to Baal, the other to the Lord.  Whichever 

God responded with fire would be shown to be the true God.  The 

prophets of Baal went first, but from morning until noon nothing 

happened, despite their passionate pleas to Baal.  Elijah mocked 

them: “Cry aloud, for he is a god. Either he is musing, or he is 

relieving himself, or he is on a journey, or perhaps he is asleep and 

must be awakened.”” (1 Kings 18:27, ESV)  

 Then Elijah made a trench around the altar of the Lord and 

had jars upon jars of water dumped over the sacrifice until the 

trench was full.  And then Elijah prayed,  

“O LORD, God of Abraham, Isaac, and Israel, let it be known this 

day that you are God in Israel, and that I am your servant, and that 

I have done all these things at your word. Answer me, O LORD, 

answer me, that this people may know that you, O LORD, are God, 

and that you have turned their hearts back.”” (1 Kings 18:36–37, 

ESV)  
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 And then fire fell from heaven and consumed the entire 

offering, and the people responded, “The Lord, he is God.”  And at 

Elijah’s word they slaughtered all the prophets of Baal.   

 Well, you can imagine that neither Ahab nor Jezebel were 

very happy about this.  Jezebel actually sent a death threat to 

Elijah, swearing that she intended to kill him immediately.   

 This turned out to be almost more than Elijah could bear.  

Even though the Lord had shown Himself in such a remarkable 

way on Mount Carmel, Elijah was still so discouraged by the 

overall situation in Israel.  He was afraid, and he just wanted to die.  

He was done.  But the Lord sustained Him.  This brings us to the 

part of the story that Paul quotes from: 

Elijah said to the Lord, “I have been very jealous for the LORD, the 

God of hosts. For the people of Israel have forsaken your covenant, 

thrown down your altars, and killed your prophets with the sword, 

and I, even I only, am left, and they seek my life, to take it away.”” 

(1 Kings 19:14, ESV)  

The Lord responded with the assurance, “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, ESV)  

    Maybe you feel like Elijah sometimes.  In your family, or 

at your job, or in your neighborhood.  You feel like you are by 

yourself as a believer in the true God of Scripture.  You are 

downtrodden because you see very little spiritual life around you.   

 Be encouraged, brothers and sisters.  God is at work!  God 

is saving people, Jews and Gentiles.  It may not be in the way that 

we hope for and pray for, but God is at work.  I would love to see 

dozens . . . hundreds of people coming to Christ every week in 

Pittsburgh.  I don’t see that kind of revival going on, but I pray for 

it.  What am I to do, what are we to do, when we labor in ministry 

week after week, year after year, and we don’t experience the kind 

of “results” we long for?   

 It seems like it’s a matter of seeing the glass half empty or 

half full.  Are we going to hang our heads and complain and give 

up because there’s so much apathy and so little revival?  Or will 

we press on with the knowledge that God is saving His elect, and 

He will use us to bring others to faith, and He is bearing fruit 

through our lives, even if we can’t see much of it right now.     

 Let’s thank God for His preserving grace.  He always 

preserves for Himself a remnant.  And this is all of grace. 
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God’s Remnant Chosen by Grace 

 In verse 5 Paul transitions from the Old Testament 

illustration back to his present situation.  There was a remnant then 

and there is still a remnant now.  And there’s another very 

important thing we need to realize about God’s remnant.  Those 

who are part of the remnant are chosen by grace.  Verses 5-6 are a 

great summary of so much of what we’ve been learning in Romans 

9-11.  Chosen by grace.  God, in His mysterious plans, has selected 

certain individuals to save.  His chosen ones.  His elect ones.  What 

is the basis for His selecting process?  This is largely a mystery to 

us.  But what we do know is that He doesn’t choose based on 

anything about us.  He doesn’t see who has the best church 

attendance or who has memorized the most Bible verses or who 

gives the most money to charity or who does the best job educating 

their children or who witnesses to their neighbors the most or who 

is most successful in avoiding lust and anger and gluttony.  He 

doesn’t choose based on any of those things or anything like it.   

 This is what grace means.  Grace is a gift.  Grace means 

gift.  To say that you’ve earned a gift is a complete contradiction.  

That’s what verse 6 means.  “But if it is by grace, it is no longer on 

the basis of works; otherwise grace would no longer be grace.” 

(Romans 11:6, ESV)  

 Part of the definition of grace is that it excludes works as a 

basis for being chosen.  God doesn’t choose based on who has 

done the most good works.  Praise God for that!  Because, apart 

from what God does in us, we don’t have any good works to offer.  

So it has to be grace.  It has to be all of grace.   

 If you are a Christian today, it’s not because you were good 

enough, or smart enough, or dedicated enough.  No.  It’s because 

God graciously chose you and called you to Himself.  And that is a 

gift which you did not earn and you can never pay back.  If you 

tried to earn it or tried to pay it back, then it’s no longer a gift.   

 For Christmas my parents bought presents for our kids.  

Grandparents love to do that.  One memorable gift was a little pair 

of cowboy boots that they gave to Micah, our 6 month old.  I’m not 

sure if those boots will get much use, but it was funny to see his 

chubby little legs stuffed into them while we tried to snap a few 

pictures.  What if Micah, who is now 6 months old (he was only 

4.5 months old at Christmas), wanted to pay for those boots.  What 

if he wanted to reimburse his grandparents for the expense of that 

Christmas present?  Well, first of all, he’s not capable of doing that 

(which is what makes this a fitting illustration).  He doesn’t have 

any money, and even if he had some money, he wouldn’t know 



8 
 

how to make his hands pick up a bill and give it someone.  He’s 

not that coordinated yet.  But even more to the point is the fact that 

to reimburse someone for the expense of a present they’ve given 

you—that means it’s not a present anymore.  It’s no longer a gift 

but something you’ve purchased. 

 To be chosen by grace means that we have received an 

infinitely valuable gift from God Himself.  We should never 

pretend that we deserve this gift.  Nor should we ever pretend that 

we are paying Him back for it.  We simply say, Thank You!  And 

we marvel at His goodness to us.  Why me?  What a surprise that 

He would choose me!   

 What makes this all the more shocking is the picture of 

God’s hardening that we see in verses 7-10.  This is the dark 

backdrop which makes God’s grace shine forth so brilliantly.     

 There are the elect, the chosen ones, those who are part of 

the remnant.  And then there are the rest of the Israelites who have 

been hardened.  Paul quotes from the Old Testament to describe 

this hardening.  “God gave them a spirit of stupor, eyes that would 

not see and ears that would not hear, down to this very day.”” 

(Romans 11:8, ESV)  

 They are still fully responsible for their rebellion and their 

spiritual blindness.  But it’s also true that God hardens whom He 

will, as He also has mercy on whom He will.  The quotation from 

David, from Psalm 69, is David’s plea for God to destroy his 

enemies.  Paul apparently sees in those words a description of 

those among Israel who are hardened to the point of no return.   

“And David says, “Let their table become a snare and a trap, a 

stumbling block and a retribution for them; let their eyes be 

darkened so that they cannot see, and bend their backs forever.”” 

(Romans 11:9–10, ESV)  

 That is certainly not Paul’s prayer for his fellow Jews.  His 

prayer for them is for their salvation.   

“For I could wish that I myself were accursed and cut off from 

Christ for the sake of my brothers, my kinsmen according to the 

flesh.” (Romans 9:3, ESV)  

“Brothers, my heart’s desire and prayer to God for them is that 

they may be saved.” (Romans 10:1, ESV)  

 But there is still the difficult reality that God hardens many.  

There are those who are vessels of wrath prepared for destruction.  
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And for them it is true that their eyes will be darkened and their 

backs will be bent forever.   

 Let’s turn back for a moment to Romans 9:22-23, because 

those verses also speak of God’s grace and God’s hardening.   

“What if God, desiring to show his wrath and to make known his 

power, has endured with much patience vessels of wrath prepared 

for destruction, in order to make known the riches of his glory for 

vessels of mercy, which he has prepared beforehand for glory—” 

(Romans 9:22–23, ESV)  

 What we can see more clearly here is the relationship 

between God’s mercy and wrath.  We can see here that God’s 

patience with vessels of wrath is a secondary goal which serves a 

higher goal.  Notice the purpose statement in verse 23, “in order to 

make known the riches of his glory for vessels of mercy, which he 

has prepared beforehand for glory.” 

 Verse 22 is the backdrop to verse 23.  God showing His 

wrath is the backdrop to Him showing the riches of His glory for 

vessels of mercy.  And the same is true in our passage for this 

morning.  God’s hardening of the rest of the Israelites highlights 

the grace He bestows on the remnant.   

 Statements like we’re reading here in verses 8-10 can be 

troubling and perplexing.  Statements about God’s wrath, God’s 

hardening, God’s destruction that He will bring upon many.  These 

are hard truths that are taught in Scripture.  At the end of the day, 

we have to decide if we’re going to try to fashion God according to 

our preferences, or if we’re going to worship the God who has 

revealed Himself in this Book.   

 If we humble ourselves under God’s Word we will slowly 

begin to see things from a different perspective.  This doesn’t mean 

all of our questions will be resolved.  But if we take the Bible at 

face value and accept the fact that we really are so sinful that we 

deserve eternal punishment, then the wrath of God will not be so 

offensive.  God is not unjust to send people to hell.  What will 

strike us now as utterly perplexing is the fact that God has mercy 

on any of us!  This is the shocking and wonderful news of the 

Gospel.  Jesus died on the cross and suffered the punishment for 

our sin.  This is where the wrath of God and the mercy of God 

meet.  God does not cease to be just.  His wrath against sin 

remains.  But the divine solution to this problem is one of self-

sacrifice.  Jesus Christ, God’s own Son, the Second Person of the 

Trinity, came to this earth to live and to die in our place.  And for 

all who receive Him, who call out to Him in faith, His blood 
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covers all our wrongs and His righteousness is counted as ours so 

that we stand before God as righteous.   

 Don’t be among those who are hardened.  You might say, 

But there’s nothing I can do about that, according to these passages 

you’ve been reading.  God has mercy.  And God hardens.  So what 

will be will be, and if I’m hardened against God then it’s His fault.  

No, that’s the wrong way to think about this.  Yes, it’s true that 

God is in control of who gets grace and who gets wrath.  But it’s 

also true that everyone who calls upon the name of the Lord will be 

saved (10:13).  And there’s absolutely no reason for you to 

conclude that you are one who will be hardened forever.  Maybe 

you are outside of Christ at this moment.  Maybe you have been 

resisting Him, rebelling against Him.  That is no reason to think 

that you will be hardened forever.  It is a warning, though.  You 

need to repent today.  Stop resisting, stop rebelling.  Humble 

yourself to receive this gift of salvation before it’s too late.   

 My hope is that we will all be in awe of God’s grace.  He 

chooses and He saves, and it is all of grace.  It’s free grace.  It’s 

abundant grace.  It’s powerful grace.  There’s nothing we can do to 

improve it or earn it or pay it back, or else it wouldn’t be grace.  

Let’s be humble and happy this week as we meditate on this grace. 

    


