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Lesson 10 81

a Israel’s Remnant 
(11:1-10)

At the present time there is a  
remnant chosen by grace. 
 —Romans 11:5

Romans 9 and 10 described Paul’s 
sorrowful heart for Israel because 
most Jews of that day had rejected 
the faith-righteousness made avail-
able through Christ. Even though 
most of ethnic Israel had rejected 
Christ, however, God had preserved 
for Himself a remnant who ex-
pressed wholehearted devotion to 
His Son. Paul concluded his discus-
sion about God’s plans for Israel in 
Romans 11.

Paul began this section by ask-
ing whether God had rejected His 
people (vs. 1a). This sentence can 
be loosely translated, “God didn’t 
reject His chosen people, did He?” 
Paul answered emphatically, “By no 
means!”

To show that God had not for-
saken the Israelites, Paul provided 
two specific proofs. The first was 
related to his own identity as a Jew 
(vs. 1b). Paul had once been an 

intense persecutor of the Church 
and had fought against Jesus the 
Messiah at every turn. If God could 
save him, then certainly God could 
save any Jew (see Acts 9:1-19; I Tim. 
1:15, 16). Paul had tried to earn righ-
teousness by keeping the law. But 
upon conversion, he rested in the 
faith-righteousness available to him 
through Christ. He hoped his fellow 
Jews would discover the same type 
of spiritual rest.

Christians may be tempted to 
cast judgment on a person because 
of his or her evil behavior, and 
may secretly think this individual 
does not deserve to be saved. The 
very thought of “deserve” betrays 
a works orientation. None of us 
deserved salvation, regardless of 
our relative goodness prior to con-
version. All Christians were once 
considered “enemies” of God (see 
Col. 1:21). 

Ask Yourself . . . Who is one current 
enemy of Christ I can pray for?

Paul declared again that God had 
not rejected His people (Rom. 11:2a). 
God in His perfect wisdom had 
sovereignly chosen Israel as His cov-
enant people. He knew before He 
chose them that many would reject 

Israel’s  
Restoration

Romans 11
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Romans 11:1-10

Him. Even so, God could never 
utterly reject the people of Israel, 
because of His covenant relationship 
with them.

Paul offered a second proof, this 
one relating to the ministry of Elijah 
(vs. 2b). The prophet was despon-
dent over his hostile encounter with 
the wicked Queen Jezebel (see I 
Kings 19:1-18). In the midst of his 
great depression, Elijah pleaded 
with God for help. He essentially 
told God he was the only faithful 
Israelite, and all the others were 
trying to kill him (Rom. 11:3; see 
I Kings 19:10, 14). God told the 
despondent prophet that he was in 

THE REMNANT
When Elijah thought he was the only faithful follower of 

God left, the Lord assured the prophet that He had preserved a 

remnant of seven thousand faithful people for Himself (I Kings 

19:18; Rom. 11:4). The word “remnant” simply means “those 

who remain.” In most of the Old Testament, the term is used to 

describe those who remained after a conquest, famine, disease, 

or simply the passage of time. In the prophets, however, the 

word is mostly used to describe those who remain faithful during 

a time of great apostasy. They were the kernel of the nation that 

would always remain, even up to the time of the Messiah. Isaiah 

named one of his sons Shear-jashub, which means “A remnant 

shall return” (see Isa. 7:3). Faith and faithfulness are the hallmark 

characteristics of the remnant. Being a Jew according to the flesh 

was nothing, spiritually speaking, in God’s eyes. God required His 

people to have faith in Him and to respond to Him in obedience. 

These are the ones He promised to preserve no matter what.

error. In fact, even though this was 
a period of great apostasy in Israel’s 
history, God nevertheless had a 
remnant of seven thousand faith-
ful Israelites (Rom. 11:4; see I Kings 
19:18). The fact that a remnant exist-
ed was evidence enough of God’s 
sovereignty at work.

After offering these two proofs, 
Paul zeroed in on his main point. 
Just as there was a remnant of faith-
ful Israelites in Elijah’s day, so there 
was a faithful remnant in Paul’s own 
day, despite widespread apostasy 
(Rom. 11:5). Paul himself was one 
among a number of Jews who had 
received saving faith in Christ. 
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This remnant is said to have been 
chosen “by grace” (vs. 6). No human 
could take credit for this choice. It 
was not based on anyone’s merit 
or good works. God didn’t have to 
save any of the Jews, but He gra-
ciously chose to maintain a remnant. 

In verses 7 through 10, Paul spoke 
about the faithful remnant chosen 
by grace as opposed to ethnic Israel 
as a whole. The majority of the Isra-
elites had tried to gain righteousness 
by keeping God’s law. 

But since no one could do it, they 
failed to gain reconciliation with 
God (vs. 7a).

Ask Yourself . . . How would my atti-
tude toward God be different if I were 
trying to earn His favor through good 
works?

These individuals became “hard-
ened” (vs. 7b). To illustrate this 
hardening, Paul quoted from Deu-
teronomy 29:4 and Isaiah 29:10. 
These verses indicate that Israel’s 
hardening resulted from spiritual 
drowsiness, judicial blindness, and 
deafness to the things of God (Rom. 
11:8). The people became impervi-
ous to spiritual truth. This harden-
ing had continued “to this very day” 
(that is, from Isaiah’s time to Paul’s 
day).

To continue his argument, Paul 
appealed to Psalm 69:22, 23 to dem-
onstrate the results of divine hard-
ening (Rom. 11:9, 10). Because the 
Israelites did not respond to God’s 
truth in repentance, their eyes were 
darkened and their backs were bent 
under the heavy weight of their own 
guilt and punishment.

b Israel’s Temporary 
Alienation  
(11:11-24)

If [the Israelites] do not persist in 
unbelief, they will be grafted in, 
for God is able to graft them in 
again. —Romans 11:23

Anticipating rebuttal, Paul asked, 
“Did [the Israelites] stumble so as to 
fall beyond recovery?” (vs. 11). For 
the tenth and final time in this letter, 
Paul said the words translated “Not 
at all!”

Paul pointed to two divine 
purposes for Israel’s temporary 
stumbling. For one, it provided an 
opportunity to offer salvation to the 
Gentiles. For another, the Gentiles’ 
reception of salvation served to 
make Israel envious. Though envy 
is often a negative emotion, it was 
used by God to bring about the posi-
tive result of repentance and restora-
tion to God.

Paul was convinced that Israel’s 
transgression and rejection was 
temporary. He believed that if the 
world had been spiritually enriched 
because of so many Gentiles coming 
to faith in Christ, even greater spiri-
tual riches will be enjoyed when a 
full complement of Israelites convert 
to Christ (vs. 12).

Paul focused his attention on a 
portion of the Christian community 
at Rome—the Gentiles (vs. 13). He 
acknowledged that he was called 
by Christ to be an apostle to the 
Gentiles (see Gal. 1:16; 2:7, 9). Part 
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the world, what will their accep-
tance be but life from the dead?” 
(vs. 15). At least three views have 
been suggested. (1) Some believe 
the verse is referring to an extensive 
spiritual awakening in the world. 
(2) Others believe the verse is refer-
ring to the future resurrection from 
the dead when redemption will be 
complete. (3) Still others believe it 

of his purpose as an apostle to the 
Gentiles was to provoke fellow Jews 
to jealousy so they would turn to 
Christ (Rom. 11:14). Those Jews who 
placed faith in Christ would then 
become a part of the remnant chosen 
by grace Paul had referred to earlier.

Scholars have debated what Paul 
meant when he said, “If [the Jews’] 
rejection brought reconciliation of 

Israel

Israel

Israel

The Church

The Church

Gentiles who genuinely sought after God
Faithful Israel

Faithful Jews

Faithful Gentiles

Old Testament Saints The Body of Christ

For years, theologians have debated the respective roles the Jews and Gentiles 
play in God’s overall plan of salvation. A variety of views have arisen. Here are 
three. One camp believes there are two separate groups that comprise the peo-
ple of God, Israel and the Church. Israel is generally considered God’s earthly 
people and the Church His heavenly people. Both groups have distinct destinies.

A second camp believes there has been only one people of God throughout  
history. The people of God began with ethnic Israel and is now composed of 
true believers in the Church. According to this perspective, the Church can now 
claim for itself promises made to Israel in the Old Testament.

A third view has recently emerged that sees Jews and Gentiles as having distinct 
roles within one people of God, the Body of Christ.

HOW MANY PEOPLES OF GOD ARE THERE?
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is referring to the conversion of the 
Jews as a joyful and glorious event 
that will result in great blessing for 
the world.

Because Paul believed Israel’s 
stumbling was temporary, he was 
certain that God would restore at 
least a remnant. To prove his point, 
Paul gave two illustrations—the 
firstfruits of harvested grain, and 
an olive tree with cut and grafted 
branches. 

His first illustration was based on 
God’s instructions to Israel in Num-
bers 15:20: “Present a loaf from the 
first of your ground meal and pres-
ent it as an offering from the thresh-
ing floor.” This offering was to be 
repeated each year at the time of the 
harvest (Rom. 11:16).

The dough for the cake was 
always made from the first of the 
harvested grain, 
and the cake was 
offered to the Lord 
as “firstfruits.” 
This was believed 
to consecrate the 
whole batch. In 
Paul’s analogy, 
the “firstfruits” 
are the patriarchs 
(Abraham, Isaac, 
and Jacob), and 
the “whole batch” 
refers to the Jewish 
people. Because 
of the patriarchs, 
there was a future 
for Israel. Meta-
phorically speak-
ing, Israel (the 
whole batch) was 

An olive tree in Israel. Paul used  
the analogy of wild and 

cultivated olive trees to illustrate  
how Gentiles had been  

“grafted into” the people of God.

Photo: © John Theodor/Getty Images

consecrated by the patriarchs (the 
firstfruits). God would be true to His 
promises to the patriarchs, which 
included a spiritual future for Israel.

In verses 17 through 21, Paul com-
pared the relationship of the Jews 
and the Gentiles to an olive tree. The 
“tree” in this context represents the 
people of God, which includes all 
true believers.

In Paul’s time, many of the people 
of Israel (branches) were put aside 
(broken off the olive tree). Many 
of the Israelites had rejected God 
and His revelation, and hence, like 
branches snapped off a tree, they 
were temporarily put aside (vs. 17a).

Then, Paul said, the Gentiles—
though a “wild olive shoot”—were 
grafted into the olive tree. Now 
the Gentiles shared in the spiritual 
nourishment that formerly belonged 

only to the Jews 
(vs. 17b).

This was no 
reason for the 
Gentiles to boast, 
however. Since 
they were like “a 
wild olive shoot” 
that had been 
grafted to a culti-
vated olive tree, 
they were indebt-
ed to Israel—not 
the reverse (vs. 
18). Therefore, 
they should have 
remained humble 
and grateful for 
what God had 
done. They should 
not have been 
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cautious,” Paul seemed to be saying. 
“You may become guilty of the same 
sin of the Israelites—boasting over a 
privileged position.”

The church at Rome was made up 
predominantly of Gentiles, but also 
had Jewish members. It may be that 
some of the Gentiles in the Roman 
congregations had a haughty atti-
tude, and perhaps this is the reason 
Paul addressed the issue of the 
“ingrafting” of the Gentiles. There is 
no room (or reason) for boasting in 
the Church.

Ask Yourself . . . What am I most 
tempted to boast about, spiritually 
speaking? 

Paul urged the Gentiles to remem-
ber the kindness and sternness 
of God (vs. 22). God was stern to 
those who fell (the Jews), but kind 
to those who exercised faith (the 
Gentiles). But this simply reflected 
what is true of God on a broader 
scale. God treats all those who trust 
and obey Him with kindness (Jew 
and Gentile), and He reproaches 
those who reject and disobey Him 
(Jew and Gentile). The Gentiles thus 
were to take heed to obey, or they 
might have found themselves on the 
receiving end of God’s rod of correc-
tion. 

The Jews, on the other hand, 
would find themselves on the receiv-
ing end of God’s kindness if they 
would place their faith in Him and 
obey. If they repented of their unbe-
lief, they would be grafted back into 
the tree, for “God is able to graft 
them in again” (vs. 23). God is per-
fectly capable of taking the Israelites 

quick to forget that “salvation is 
from the Jews” (John 4:22).

To emphasize his point, Paul told 
the Gentiles, “You do not support 
the root, but the root supports you” 
(Rom. 11:18). In Paul’s analogy, it is 
the tree that is the source of nourish-
ment and life. Without the tree, the 
individual branches would wither 
and dry up.

Paul taught earlier in Romans that 
Abraham is the father of all who 
believe (see 4:11, 12). Hence, because 
Gentiles (as branches) are grafted 
into the tree, they are linked to 
Abraham. They become participants 
in blessings originally promised 
to him in the Abrahamic covenant 
(see Gen. 12:1-3). This is why Paul 
said, “The root supports you” (Rom. 
11:18).

Ask Yourself . . . How am I spiritually 
nourished from the root of God’s people?

Paul knew that some Gentiles 
might respond boastfully and say, 
“Branches were broken off so that 
I could be grafted in” (vs. 19). Paul 
acknowledged that the reason the 
Jews (branches) were put aside 
(broken off) was because of their 
unbelief (vs. 20a). The only reason 
the Gentiles were “grafted in” was 
because of God’s mercy. The Gen-
tiles had to be careful not to become 
arrogant, but instead display a prop-
er reverence for God (vs. 20b).

 Paul told the Gentiles that if God 
in His righteousness temporarily set 
Israel aside for unbelief, God could 
certainly put the Gentiles aside if 
they sinned by bragging (vs. 21). 
This was a sobering thought. “Be 
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the Gentiles” came in. God has a 
certain number of Gentiles and a 
certain number  of Jews among the 
redeemed.

It is important to understand two 
facts about Israel’s “hardening.” 
First, this hardening is only partial. 
This means there has always been a 
remnant of Jews whose hearts have 

(the “natural branches”) and grafting 
them back into the spiritual stock to 
which they belong (“their own olive 
tree,” vs. 24). This reiterates what 
Paul said earlier, “Everyone who 
calls on the name of the Lord will be 
saved” (see 10:13).

Israel’s Restoration 
(11:25-32)

All Israel will be saved. 
 —Romans 11:26a

Paul said that Israel’s stumbling 
was a “mystery” (vs. 25). In Scrip-
ture a mystery is not an enigmatic 
saying that is difficult to compre-
hend, but rather is a truth that was 
previously unknown but had now 
been revealed and publicly pro-
claimed. Paul wanted the mystery 
of Israel’s spiritual darkness to be 
clearly understood by his Gentile 
readers. By understanding this mys-
tery—God’s sovereign dealings with 
Israel—the Gentiles could avoid 
arrogance over their inclusion in the 
people of God.

Ask Yourself . . . What is clear to me 
now that was a mystery to me ten years 
ago? 

In God’s sovereign plan, He 
desired for people of all nations to 
become a part of His eternal family. 
In achieving this goal, Israel for a 
time was set aside and experienced 
a hardening of the heart until the 
“full number [complement] of 

c

‘Mysteries’
IN THE BIBLE

Paul referred to Israel’s 
hardening as a mystery. Of the 
twenty-seven times the word 
“mystery” is used in the New 
Testament, twenty-one are from 
Paul’s hand. The word “mystery” 
in the Bible is used to refer to 
something that was previously 
unknown but had now been 
revealed. Often Paul used the 
word “mystery” as synonymous 
with the Gospel. Other uses 
include references to:

• our resurrected bodies 
(I Cor. 15:51)

• God’s will (Eph. 1:9)
• God’s purpose of including 
Jews and Gentiles in one Body 

(Eph. 3:3-6)
• Christ’s relationship with the 

Church (Eph. 5:32)
• the indwelling Christ 

(Col. 1:27)
• Christ’s incarnation 

(I Tim. 3:16)
• the triumph of Christ over the 

powers of darkness 
(Rev. 10:7)
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God’s purpose would in fact still be 
worked out.

Ask Yourself . . . How would my life 
be different if it were possible that God 
might go back on His promises? 

Paul said the Gentiles themselves 
were at one time disobedient to 
God (vs. 30). But by God’s grace 
the Gentiles received mercy. Israel, 
too, was now in a state of corporate 
disobedience to God (vs. 31). Paul 
said that “God has bound everyone 
over to disobedience” (vs. 32). In the 
same way God hardened the hearts 
of those who hardened themselves, 
God bound those who had already 
placed themselves in the grip of sin. 
His ultimate purpose in this was to 
show mercy to all people, that is, to 
Jews and Gentiles. 

Romans 11:33-36 in Brief

Paul closed off this section of 
Romans with a glorious doxology. 
Paul was in awe because God’s plan 
of salvation for all people—Jew and 
Gentile—demonstrated His infinite 
wisdom and knowledge. Truly, 
God’s judgments are unsearchable 
and His paths beyond tracing out.

Paul quoted from Isaiah 40:13 to 
show that God was the wise planner 
who brought all this about. No one 
counseled Him. God was under no 
obligation to repay anyone, because 
no one has ever provided Him with 
anything. Since God is the compre-
hensive source of all things, “To him 
be the glory forever! Amen.”

not become hard. Second, this hard-
ening is temporary. It will end when 
God’s sovereignly chosen number 
of Gentiles have been saved and 
brought into God’s family.

Following this time, Paul said, 
“All Israel will be saved” (vs. 26a). 
What did Paul mean by “all Israel”? 
Scholars have suggested three pos-
sible views: (1) It could be referring 
to the majority of Jews living in the 
final generation. (2) “All Israel” 
could be referring to the total num-
ber of God’s elect Jews from every 
generation. (3) It could be refer-
ring to the total number of God’s 
elect—both Jew and Gentile—from 
all generations. (Regardless of which 
view is correct, “all Israel” will be 
saved by personal faith in Christ.) 
To confirm his assertion, Paul again 
blended passages from Isaiah (under 
the inspiration of the Holy Spirit) to 
state that Israel will return to God at 
the time of the Messiah’s return (see 
Isa. 27:9; 59:20, 21; Zech. 13–14). 

In Romans 11:28, 29, Paul summa-
rized God’s dealings with the Jews 
and the Gentiles. The unbelieving 
Jews were temporarily “enemies” 
of Gentile Christians (vs. 28). But 
the Jews were nevertheless loved by 
God on account of the patriarchs. 
Because of God’s covenant with 
Israel’s fathers (Abraham, Isaac, and 
Jacob), His love for the nation was 
unconditional and unending.

Indeed, “God’s gifts and his call 
are irrevocable” (vs. 29). God never 
goes back on His promises or cove-
nant obligations. He can be counted 
on absolutely. Even though Israel 
was unrepentant and hardhearted, 


