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 This morning we’re going to consider God’s severity and 

kindness.  It would be wrong for us, in our perception of God, to 

focus exclusively on His kindness.  God is not a genie in the sky or 

a heavenly grandfather who is always smiling down at the world.  

On the other hand, it would also be wrong to focus exclusively on 

God’s severity.  God is not a mean taskmaster who is standing over 

us with a club, just waiting for us to mess up.  God is severe in that 

He hates sin with a passion.  And He will be sure that justice 

prevails.  No sin will go unpunished.  And God is also abundantly 

kind.  He has sent His Son, Jesus Christ, who died on a cross and 

bore the punishment for sin.  For those of us who believe in Him, 

there is no punishment that remains for us.  But those who do not 

believe remain under the severe wrath of God.   

 This is an important truth we see in this passage.  There is 

the kindness of God to those who believe, but the severity of God 

toward those who do not believe.       

 Let’s walk through this passage by considering Israel’s 

stumbling, Gentile faith, Israel’s jealousy, and Gentile humility.  

There’s a very interesting relationship in this passage between the 

Jewish people and the Gentiles (the rest of the nations).  We’ve 

seen this throughout Romans and especially throughout these 

chapters of 9-11.   

 At the beginning of this letter Paul said that the gospel “is 

the power of God for salvation to everyone who believes, to the 

Jew first and also to the Greek” (1:16).   

“Or is God the God of Jews only? Is he not the God of Gentiles 

also? Yes, of Gentiles also, since God is one—who will justify the 

circumcised by faith and the uncircumcised through faith.” 

(Romans 3:29–30, ESV)  

“even us whom he has called, not from the Jews only but also from 

the Gentiles?” (Romans 9:24, ESV)  

In 9:30 and following Paul speaks of the surprising reality that 

Gentiles are being saved by faith while Jews are stumbling over 

the stumbling stone.  Paul’s hope is that the Jews would stop 

stumbling and instead believe in their Messiah.   
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“For there is no distinction between Jew and Greek; for the same 

Lord is Lord of all, bestowing his riches on all who call on him.” 

(Romans 10:12, ESV)  

 Paul was very aware of the tensions, the confusion, the 

misunderstandings concerning the relationship of Jews and 

Gentiles in the people of God.  Paul wanted to see those barriers 

come down.  And he desperately wanted to see his fellow Jews 

turn and embrace their Messiah.   

 What is so fascinating about these verses is what they 

reveal about God’s wonderful plan to bring both Gentiles and Jews 

to salvation.  God’s plans are mysterious and amazing.   

As the Lord says 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 as Paul closes this section of Romans 9-11 with the 

great doxology of verses 33-36, he extols God’s wisdom and 

knowledge and judgments.  “For who has known the mind of the 

Lord, or who has been his counselor?”” (Romans 11:34, ESV)  

 What we have here is a glimpse into the mind of the Lord, 

His ways, His plan to magnify His grace in the history of 

redemption.  He intends to save Gentiles and Jews.  What is so 

enlightening and exciting in this passage (11:11-32, we’re going to 

look at half of this today and the remainder of it next Sunday), is 

that it reveals how the salvation of Gentiles relates to the salvation 

of Jews.   

God has a beautiful plan.  His beautiful plan involves both 

severity and kindness.  And in the end we will stand astounded by 

the way His severity serves His kindness.  His severity gives way 

to kindness, and in very unexpected ways.  To see this, we have to 

start by talking about Israel’s stumbling.  In this we see the 

severity of God.      

Israel’s Stumbling (Severity) 

 A few weeks ago we studied the passage at the end of 

chapter 9 and the beginning of chapter 10 where Paul taught about 

Israel’s stumbling.  They stumbled over Christ because they were 

so fixated on the law.    
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 We also saw in our passage last week, in 11:7-10, that other 

than the elect among Israel, the rest were hardened.  God gave 

them a spirit of stupor. 

 And in the passage for this morning, we see God’s rejection 

of Israel.  Verse 15 refers to their rejection.  Verse 17 speaks of 

this in terms of branches being broken off.  Verse 20 explains that 

they were broken off because of their unbelief.  Verse 21 says that 

God did not spare the natural branches (referring to the majority of 

Jews who are in unbelief).  And, of course, in all of this we see the 

severity of God, as verse 22 notes—“severity toward those who 

have fallen.” 

 We can understand better why this appears so severe when 

we connect it back with Paul’s introduction to this section at the 

beginning of chapter 9.  The Jews have so many spiritual 

privileges.  They are God’s chosen people, after all!  How harsh it 

seems that they would now be rejected.   

 Jesus speaks of this as well.  In Matthew 8 a centurion (a 

Roman officer, who of course, was a Gentile), whose servant was 

paralyzed, came and asked Jesus to heal the servant.  Jesus 

marveled at this man’s faith.  And Jesus said to His followers, 

“I tell you, many will come from east and west [these are the 

Gentiles] and recline at table with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob in 

the kingdom of heaven, while the sons of the kingdom [the Jews] 

will be thrown into the outer darkness.” (Matthew 8:11–12, ESV)  

 We see this in the book of Acts as well.  Paul was 

preaching the Good News of Jesus the Messiah.  Many Jews 

believed.  But many other Jews did not believe and harshly 

opposed Paul’s teaching.  When Paul and Barnabas were in 

Antioch of Pisidia, and there were Jews who were reviling them, 

they said,  

 “It was necessary that the word of God be spoken first to you. 

Since you thrust it aside and judge yourselves unworthy of eternal 

life, behold, we are turning to the Gentiles.” (Acts 13:46, ESV)  

 And later in Corinth, as Jews were opposing him and 

reviling him, “[Paul] shook out his garments [as a way of 

indicating rejection] and said to them, “Your blood be on your own 

heads! I am innocent. From now on I will go to the Gentiles.”” 

(Acts 18:6, ESV)  

 In these ways we see the severity of God in rejecting the 

people of Israel because Israel rejected their Messiah.  But this 

brings us now to Romans 11.  The same Paul who shook out his 
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garments and turned to the Gentiles, he is the same one who 

remains distraught over their unbelief.  He wishes, if it were 

possible, to be cut off from Christ in order to save them (9:3).  He 

prays for their salvation (10:1).  He asks in 11:1, “has God rejected 

his people?  By no means!”  And he asks again in verse 11, “did 

they [Israel] stumble in order that they might fall? [again, this very 

emphatic negation] By no means!”   

 What’s the point?  The point is that yes, there is stumbling; 

yes, there is severity; yes, there is rejection.  But the stumbling, the 

severity, the rejection is not all there is to say about the Jewish 

people.  There is more to the story.  It’s a continuing story.  As 

Paul taught in verses 1-10 of this chapter, there has always been a 

remnant.  Paul, himself, is an example of a Jew who believes in 

Jesus.  And there are many others, too, in Elijah’s day and Paul’s 

day and in every generation.  So God’s severity toward the Jewish 

people is not absolute.  It is not the case that every Jew rejects 

Jesus. 

 And now, in this new section (11:11-32) Paul is going to 

show us that Israel’s stumbling will not be permanent.  They did 

not stumble in order that they might fall.  Israel, by and large, 

stumbling over Christ, is not the last word.  That is not going to be 

the final condition of the Jewish people.  This is how Paul 

advances his argument in this chapter.  He has already made the 

important point about a remnant (in verses 1-10).  Now he’s going 

to make an additional, and glorious, point about something that is 

on the horizon.  This is something Paul anticipates with much 

excitement. 

 Before we get to that, though, we need to see how Israel’s 

stumbling, and God’s severity toward them, serves the purpose of 

God’s kindness to the Gentiles.       

Gentile Faith (Kindness) 

 God’s plans are beyond us.  Even here in this passage, there 

is much that is unclear.  We’re not told precisely how Israel’s 

stumbling gives way to Gentile salvation.  Nor are we told exactly 

why God ordained things to happen in this way.  But we do see, 

beginning in verse 11, that “through their [Israel’s] trespass 

salvation has come to the Gentiles . . .”  And verse 12 describes it 

in striking terms,  “ . . . their trespass means riches for the world . . 

. their failure means riches for the Gentiles . . .”  Verse 15, “. . . 

their rejection means the reconciliation of the world [the world, in 

these verses, being another way to refer to the Gentiles].”  This is 

describing the relationship of Jewish unbelief and Gentile belief.  

Just as we heard in Jesus’ words and Paul’s statements in Acts.  
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The Jews were rejecting the message of their Messiah, so they 

were rejected.  And the message has gone forth to the other 

nations.     

 In verse 17 and following, Paul uses the analogy of the 

olive tree.  He is speaking to Gentiles here (he says so in verse 13) 

so when he says “you” he means Gentiles.  And Paul speaks there 

in verse 17 of some of the branches [the Jews] being broken off, 

while a wild olive shoot [the Gentiles] are being grafted in.  

Something else that is utterly crucial to see in all of this, 

that Paul reminds us of in verse 20, is the matter of faith.  The Jews 

were broken off because of their unbelief, but you [Gentiles] stand 

fast through faith.  As we’ve been seeing in Romans 9 and 10, 

there is God’s sovereignty and human responsibility.  God has 

ordained all of this—the breaking off and the grafting in.  And it’s 

also the case that the breaking off is on account of human unbelief 

and the grafting in and remaining connected to the olive tree is on 

account of human belief.   

This is reason to be humble, which will be the last point.  

But let’s move now to the next piece of God’s plan in all of this.  

First, there is Israel’s stumbling and rejection.  Second, there is 

Gentile faith and reconciliation.  The third part is Israel’s jealousy.   

Israel’s Jealousy 

 We see this very clearly in verse 11.  “Rather through 

[Israel’s] trespass salvation has come to the Gentiles, so as to make 

Israel jealous.”  And verse 13, “Inasmuch then as I am an apostle 

to the Gentiles, I magnify my ministry in order somehow to make 

my fellow Jews jealous, and thus save some of them.”  As we’ve 

seen, Paul is heartbroken over the unbelief of his kinsmen.  And he 

wants to be clear that his ministry to the Gentiles is not at all 

opposed to his compassion toward the Jews.  It’s not that he 

doesn’t care about the Jews.  In fact, his ministry to the Gentiles is 

an indirect means of reaching the Jews.  This is what is so 

fascinating about God’s design.  God intends to show that 

salvation is all of grace and happens only by faith.  It’s not because 

you’re a Jew, or because you’re a Gentile.  And this curious 

sequence that we see in these verses (which I can’t fully 

comprehend) I believe in the end will redound to the glory of 

God’s grace.   

 God’s special chosen people of Israel are not a shoe-in just 

because of their ethnicity.  And then those who seem the least 

likely to come to this Jewish Messiah, they’re the ones who are 

being saved in great numbers (the Gentiles).  But then here’s this 
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third piece of the story, which God has no obligation to bring 

about, but plans to do as a display of His sheer kindness.  He will 

use the Gentiles’ salvation to make Israel jealous, which will lead 

to something so great Paul hardly has the words to describe it.  

 Verse 12, “Now if [Israel’s] trespass means riches for the 

world, and if [Israel’s] failure means riches for the Gentiles, how 

much more will [Israel’s] full inclusion mean!” (Romans 11:12, 

ESV)  

 This is what the jealousy will eventually bring about.  The 

full inclusion of Israel, by faith, into the one people of God.  We 

do need to be clear that Paul is talking about one people of God 

here.  There’s one tree in this metaphor, with various branches.  

There are Jews and Gentiles, but these ethnicities do not represent 

two peoples of God.  Nor are there two ways of salvation.  

Salvation is by faith alone.  Gentiles and Jews are gathered into the 

one people of God by grace alone through faith alone.      

 What these verses do seem to point to (at least in my 

understanding of the passage—there is debate over this), is a time 

when this jealousy will finally result in a massive ingathering of 

ethnic Jews which will be rightly characterized as “their full 

inclusion.”   

 Verse 15, which is parallel to verse 12, seems to confirm 

this.  “For if [Israel’s] rejection means the reconciliation of the 

world, what will [Israel’s] acceptance mean but life from the 

dead?” (Romans 11:15, ESV) In both of these verses Paul argues 

from the lesser to the greater.  If Israel’s rejection leads to the 

reconciliation of the world [the Gentiles], then Israel’s acceptance 

is going to be even greater—even more shocking, more wonderful, 

and will highlight God’s grace all the more. 

 Notice how rejection is contrasted with acceptance in verse 

15.  The current condition of Israel—described in these verses as 

stumbling, trespass, failure, rejection—will give way to full 

inclusion and acceptance.   

The phrase “life from the dead” is unique.  This precise 

phrase doesn’t show up anywhere else.  But the prepositional 

phrase within that—“from the dead”—does show up many times in 

the New Testament and is almost always referring to literal, 

physical resurrection, either to Christ’s resurrection from the dead, 

or our future resurrection. 
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“Now if Christ is proclaimed as raised from the dead, how can 

some of you say that there is no resurrection of the dead?” (1 

Corinthians 15:12, ESV)  

“But in fact Christ has been raised from the dead, the firstfruits of 

those who have fallen asleep.” (1 Corinthians 15:20, ESV)  

 I think there’s good reason to believe that Paul, in Romans 

11:15, is referring to our future resurrection, when we will receive 

the redemption of our bodies (as he mentioned in Romans 8).     

  If this understanding is correct, then we see three parts in 

the drama of redemption in verses 12 and 15.  The Jews’ trespass 

and rejection (part 1) leads to Gentile salvation and reconciliation 

(part 2) which leads to the full inclusion of Israel and the final 

resurrection (part 3).  So these insights speak not only to the 

current situation but also look to the future.   

 Now, putting those questions of the future aside, let me 

encourage us to think about how our lives and our church could be 

used of God to make Israel jealous.  Have you ever thought about 

that?  To be honest, I have not given it much thought.  But it’s in 

this text.  God is going to use the salvation of Gentiles to make 

Jews jealous.  And I don’t believe that’s reserved only for some 

future time.  I believe this happens now.  Paul was hoping his 

ministry would do this in some measure. He didn’t presume that 

his ministry would bring about the full inclusion of Israel, but he 

did hope to save some of them (verse 14).  And I believe it’s 

something we should pray for and seek opportunities to bring this 

about.  If you have Jewish friends, neighbors, co-workers, there 

should be a special burden to pray for them and show the love of 

Jesus to them and draw their attention to Jesus as their Messiah.   

 Anti-Semitism in the church is a huge deterrent for Jewish 

people.  There is the assumption that Christianity itself is anti-

Jewish because so many who have claimed the Name of Christ 

have committed such atrocities against the Jewish people.  We 

need to show that Christianity is anything but anti-Jewish.  God’s 

plans to bless the Jewish people is alive and well.  God has not 

rejected His people (11:1).  They have not stumbled in order that 

they might fall (11:11).  I don’t know how Paul could be any more 

emphatic.  God is not done with Israel.  A remnant remains, and a 

wider outpouring of blessing is yet to come.   

 We need to imbibe Paul’s perspective here, so that we will 

not look down on the Jewish people in any way and so that we will 

pray for them and love them the way Paul did.  I was reading this 

week on the website for the ministry “Jews for Jesus,” and one of 
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the authors [Stephen] told of a conversation he had with a young 

Jewish woman named Sarah, who had suspicions and had been 

told that the New Testament was anti-Jewish, and that even Paul 

himself was anti-Jewish.  But Stephen pointed Sarah to Paul’s 

statements in Romans 9 and 10. 

“I am speaking the truth in Christ—I am not lying; my conscience 

bears me witness in the Holy Spirit— that I have great sorrow and 

unceasing anguish in my heart. 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 9:1–3, ESV)  

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

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

Stephen said, “As we read, Sarah not only saw the anguish that 

Paul had felt for his people. She also realized how much less we 

ourselves care for our own people than Paul did. We concluded 

that perhaps if more Christians felt for the Jewish people as Paul 

had, and if more of us longed for their well-being as Paul did, then 

more Jewish people might be made envious of the salvation we 

have in the Messiah, and more would turn to Him.”
1
 

 That should be our desire, our hope, our prayer. 

Gentile Humility 

 This is connected with what I’ve just been talking about.  

As we develop a love for the Jewish people and as we recognize 

that God has great plans still to bless Israel, we will be humbled to 

know where we stand in this story.  It is not that we have 

permanently taken their place.  To assume that would lead to 

arrogance.  Rather, we have to humbly recognize that we are 

supported by the root, which traces back to God’s promises to the 

patriarchs.  It’s their ancestry that we (as Gentile believers) are 

grafted into. 

 We see this in verses 17-20.  “But if some of the branches 

[Jews] were broken off, and you [Gentiles], although a wild olive 

shoot, were grafted in among the others and now share in the 

nourishing root of the olive tree, do not be arrogant toward the 

branches. If you are, remember it is not you who support the root, 

but the root that supports you. Then you will say, “Branches were 

broken off so that I might be grafted in.” That is true. They were 

broken off because of their unbelief, but you stand fast through 

faith. So do not become proud, but fear.” (Romans 11:17–20, ESV)  

                                                           
1
 Stephen Pacht, “Anti-Semitism in the New Testament?”  

http://www.jewsforjesus.org/publications/newsletter/january-1993/anti 
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 May we never forget the origins, the history, the roots of 

our faith.  The story of our salvation begins in Genesis.  We look 

back to the promises God made to Abraham and his descendants.  

And as the New Testament tells us in Galatians 3:29, “if you are 

Christ’s, then you are Abrahams’ offspring, heirs according to 

promise.”  This is the inheritance we have come into.  And we 

need to remember that heritage lest we arrogantly think that God is 

done with Israel and lest we think that God has permanently put us 

in their place.   

 Yes, it’s true they were broken off, because of their 

unbelief.  And we are receiving blessings through faith.  And faith 

excludes boasting.  So remain humble.  Know your place in this 

drama of redemption.   

 And lastly, to further humble us, is this weighty warning in 

verses 21-22. 

“For if God did not spare the natural branches, neither will he 

spare you. Note then the kindness and the severity of God: severity 

toward those who have fallen, but God’s kindness to you, provided 

you continue in his kindness. Otherwise you too will be cut off.” 

(Romans 11:21–22, ESV)  

 Here again is the severity of God.  There is severity for 

those who do not believe, who do not stand fast, who do not 

persevere in faith, who fall, who do not continue in God’s 

kindness.  Does this mean a person can lose their salvation?  No.  It 

simply means that those who do not persevere will experience the 

severe wrath of God.  Those who do not persevere are those who 

have no genuine faith to begin with.  But warnings such as these 

are given to keep us persevering.  Don’t be arrogant.  Don’t think 

that you’re saved just because you’re a Gentile.  Don’t rely on your 

own works.  Don’t take your salvation for granted.  Don’t assume 

that a rote prayer is your ticket to heaven.  You must fight the fight 

of faith.  You must continue in the kindness of God. 

 And let’s close now by simply reflecting on the fact that we 

are to continue in the kindness of God.  Against the backdrop of 

God’s severity, we ought to remember again that we do not 

deserve His mercy, His grace, His kindness.  We are recipients of 

the most amazing gift.  We can’t take any credit for it.  We can’t 

boast in ourselves.  We should be humble as we hold on to Him, 

grateful that He is holding on to us.   


