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Lesson 8 65

a Israel’s Privileges 
(9:1-5)

I could wish that I myself were 
cursed and cut off from Christ for 
the sake of my brothers, those of 
my own race, the people of Israel. 
 —Romans 9:3, 4a

In Romans 1—3, Paul spoke about 
the responsibilities of Jews and Gen-
tiles in light of the knowledge God 
had provided for each of them. In 
Romans 9—11, Paul picked up this 
discussion and described the roles 
that each group would play in God’s 
plan of salvation. The Israelites had 
gloried in the fact that they were the 
“chosen people” of God (see Deut. 
7:6). But they had largely forsaken 
God and the Gentiles had been 
given a significant role in God’s 
plan. Did that mean that the Lord 
had abandoned the Jewish people 
in favor of the Gentiles? Paul ad-
dressed this important question in 
Romans 9 by describing God’s sov-
ereign preservation of Israel. 

Paul’s conscience bore witness—
in the Holy Spirit—to his deeply 
felt sorrow over the Israelites’ con-

tinued refusal to trust Christ (vss. 
1, 2). Perhaps Paul brought up the 
issue of conscience because some 
Jews thought him indifferent to 
the plight of his fellow Jews since 
he had become a Christian. Paul 
wanted to remove all doubt con-
cerning the depth of his love for his 
Jewish brothers and sisters. Paul 
often experienced their stubborn-
ness firsthand. Whenever the apostle 
went on a missionary journey, he 
consistently went to the Jewish syn-
agogues first to preach the Gospel. 
Time after time he was rebuffed by 
Jewish unbelief (see Acts 18:6). 

Ask Yourself . . . What kind of resis-
tance have I faced because of the Gospel? 

Paul’s anguish over Israel was 
so great that he was willing to be 
personally “cut off from Christ” for 
the sake of the Israelites (Rom. 9:3). 
He would have been willing to suf-
fer eternal separation from God if 
it would have resulted in Israel’s 
turning to Christ. This reflected the 
desire of Paul’s heart for his own 
ethnic group (see Rom. 8:38, 39). 

Paul listed a number of privileges 
that belonged to Israel as God’s cho-
sen nation (9:4, 5). For example, he 
referred to the Israelites as adopted 

Israel in God’s Plan
Romans 9:1-29
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Jews engaged in temple worship. 
This was a great privilege in view 
of the fact that God Himself had 
“dwelled” in the temple (see Ezek. 
43:4). Further, the Jews were recipi-
ents of God’s promises—especially 
those made to Abraham, the father 
of the Jews (see Gen. 12:7). 

Israel’s intimate connection with 
the patriarchs—Abraham, Isaac, 
and Jacob—is also mentioned. This 
is important because it was through 
the patriarchs that God gave many 
of His promises regarding the nation 
of Israel.  All the above items were 
special features of Israel. As a Jew 
himself, Paul was acutely aware 
of the role each of the items listed 
played in Israel’s relationship with 
God throughout history. 

Most importantly, from the Jews 
is traced the human ancestry of 
Christ, whom Paul described as 
“God over all” (Rom. 9:5). This verse 
is one of the New Testament’s stron-
gest affirmations of the deity of the 
Messiah.

Paul used very different words to 
describe Israel’s connection to the 
patriarchs and to the Christ. Speak-
ing of the Israelites, Paul said “theirs 
are the patriarchs,” but “from them 
is traced the human ancestry of the 
Messiah” (9:5, emphasis added). 
Ethnic Israel could not lay claim to 
Christ in the same way it could lay 
claim to the patriarchs. Relation to 
the patriarchs is a matter of physi-
cal descent; an intimate relationship 
with Christ is a spiritual matter. As 
Paul wrote in the following verse, 
“Not all who are descended from 
Israel are Israel” (vs. 6).

to sonship. Though the word “adop-
tion” is not used of Israel in the Old 
Testament, the concept is definitely 
present (see Ezek. 16:1-7; Hos. 11:1). 
The Israelites also witnessed the 
divine glory. God’s glory was an 
evidence of His presence among His 
people (see Exod. 16:7-10). 

Another privilege was that the 
Israelites were the recipients of 
God’s covenants. These include the 
covenants God made with Abraham 
(see Gen. 15:9-21; 17), Moses (see 
Exod. 19—24), and David (see II 
Sam. 7:5-16). 

Ask Yourself . . . What would my list 
of spiritual privileges look like? 

The Israelites were also the recipi-
ents of God’s law on Mount Sinai 
(see Exod. 19—20). The Jews who 
lived during Paul’s day looked upon 
the law as their most prized posses-
sion (see Rom. 2:17). In addition, the 

One of Israel’s privileges was access to 
the presence of God through temple 
worship.



67Lesson 8

naTuraL chiLdren vs. The chiLdren oF Promise

a person was a Jew only if he or she 
was one inwardly, as one who was 
circumcised of the heart by the Spirit 
of God (see 2:28, 29). 

Paul gave three specific examples 
to illustrate God’s sovereignty in the 
outworking of His plan of salvation: 
Isaac and Ishmael (9:7b-9), Jacob and 
Esau (vss. 10-13), and Pharaoh  
(vss. 14-18). 

In the first illustration, Paul 
emphasized that the line of prom-
ise would come through Isaac 
(vs. 7). Ishmael had been born to 
Abraham’s concubine Hagar (see 
Gen. 16). In addition, the six sons 
of Keturah were also among Abra-
ham’s descendants (see 25:1-4). But 

God’s Sovereignty 
(9:6-18)

It is not as though God’s word had 
failed. For not all who are descend-
ed from Israel are Israel. 
 —Romans 9:6

After mentioning Israel’s bless-
ings, Paul emphasized that Israel’s 
rebellion did not mean that God’s 
word (that is, His plan and purpose) 
had failed (vs. 6). Not all the biologi-
cal descendants of Jacob had true 
faith in God. Within Israel there 
were always unbelievers and believ-
ers. As Paul mentioned previously, 

b

              t
Hagar

              t
Ishmael

t
(twelve sons)

Abraham
              t

Sarah
              t

Isaac
Jacob
Judah

              t
Boaz
Obed
Jesse
David

Solomon
              t

Joseph (Mary)

JESUS

                  t
Keturah

             t
Zimran, Jokshan, 
Medan, Midian, 
Ishbak, Shuah

Abraham’s family tree illustrates his “natural children” (through Hagar  
and Keturah) and “the children of the promise” (through Sarah).  

One of Israel’s privileges was that the human ancestry of the Messiah could be 
traced through them, as can be seen in the line of Isaac (the child of promise).
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Romans 9:6-18

temperamental hatred. This hatred 
was not absolute, but was relative 
to a higher choice. Used in this way, 
the word “hated” can carry the 
meaning “loved less.”

“Hatred” in the sense of “loving 
less” was illustrated in the words of 
Jesus: “If anyone comes to me and 
does not hate father and mother,  
wife and children, brothers and 
sisters—yes, even their own life—he 
cannot be my disciple” (Luke 14:26). 
Obviously Jesus was using the word 
“hate” not in an absolute sense but 
relative to a higher choice. While we 
are to be devoted to members of our 
family, we are to love them less than 
we love the Lord. God is to always 
be our top priority.

Ask Yourself . . . Have I ever had to 
choose between Christ and my family? 

Scholars also tell us that the word 
“hate” was often used figuratively in 
ancient days. In the present context, 
the phrase “Jacob I loved, but Esau I 
hated” carries the meaning “Jacob I 
chose, but Esau I rejected” in regard 
to the promised line. The fact that 
God did not emotionally “hate” 
Esau is clear from the fact that God 
bestowed many temporal blessings 
on Esau, his family, and his descen-
dants.

Paul knew that after reading his 
words about God’s sovereignty, 
some readers might ask, “Is God 
unjust?” (Rom. 9:14). In other words, 
was it unfair for God to choose Isaac 
over Ishmael, and Jacob over Esau? 
Paul responded, “Not at all!” He 
went on to explain that the issue is 
not what appears to be just or unjust 

these descendants were not counted 
as Abraham’s children in terms of 
the promise. 

Paul said it is not the natural 
children who are necessarily God’s 
children. It is the children of prom-
ise who are counted as “Abraham’s 
offspring” (Rom. 9:8). The line of 
promise involved God’s sovereign 
choice. Looking back to Genesis 
18:10, Paul cited the Lord’s words to 
Abraham that at the appointed time, 
Sarah, Abraham’s wife, would have 
a son (Rom. 9:9). This son, Isaac, 
would be the one through whom the 
line of promise would come.

Paul moved on to his second illus-
tration, based on the second genera-
tion of Jewish ancestry—Jacob and 
Esau, the twin sons of Isaac and 
Rebekah (vs. 10). In this illustration, 
God made His choice regarding the 
promised line even before the twins 
were born and before they had done 
anything good or bad (vs. 11).

Many scholars stress that God’s 
choice of Jacob over Esau was not 
based on the works either offspring 
would do. Rather, God simply 
made a sovereign decision. That 
choice involved not only the prom-
ised line but also the fact that the 
“older,” Esau, would serve the 
“younger,” Jacob (vs. 12). Others say 
that instead of a sovereign election, 
God looked into the future and saw 
Jacob’s eventual willingness to obey 
Him and chose him on that basis. 

Perhaps the most difficult sen-
tence to understand is found in 
verse 13: “Just as it is written: ‘Jacob 
I loved, but Esau I hated.’ ” Paul was 
not talking about an emotional or 
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Romans 9:6-18

In making this point, Paul cited 
Exodus 33:19: “I will have mercy 
on whom I will have mercy.” The 
context is Israel’s idolatrous worship 
of the golden calf at Mount Sinai. 
The people had sinned grievously. 
If God had acted according to His 
justice He could have utterly blotted 
out the Israelites for this sin. Instead, 
He recalled Moses back to Mt. Sinai, 
gave him the Ten Commandments a 
second time, and told him He would 
have mercy on whom He would 
have mercy. 

Ask Yourself . . . How has God dem-
onstrated His mercy toward me?

from the human vantage point, but 
rather God’s sovereign decision.

Since God is the Creator, He has 
the sovereign right to do as He 
wishes with His creation. He has 
the right to show mercy and com-
passion to whomever He chooses. 
Because of the depth of human 
rebellion, He is not obligated to 
show grace to anyone (vs. 15).

Continuing this line of argumen-
tation, Paul said God’s actions (such 
as showing mercy) do not depend 
on a person’s desires or efforts. 
God’s actions depend on His sover-
eign choice to show mercy to some 
and not to others (vs. 16).

THE WORD OF GOD = THE WORDS OF SCRIPTURE
When Paul said “For Scripture says to Pharaoh . . .” (Rom. 9:17), the apostle 
was equating the words of Scripture with the Word of God. Many times when 
the Old Testament is quoted in the New Testament a similar description 
is used to equate the words of the biblical writer with the Word of God.

OLD TESTAMENT DESIGNATION

The psalmist said (Ps. 95:7)

The psalmist said (Ps. 45:6)

The psalmist said (Ps. 102:25, 27)

Isaiah said (Isa. 7:14)

Hosea said (Hosea 11:1)

The Holy Spirit said (Heb. 3:7)

God said (Heb. 1:8)

God said (Heb. 1:10-12)

The Lord spoke by the prophet
(Matt. 1:22-23)

The Lord spoke by the prophet
(Matt. 2:15)

NEW TESTAMENT DESIGNATION
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Romans 9:19-29

believed in many gods. Even Pha-
raoh was considered a god. But 
through the ten plagues God dem-
onstrated His power over all the 
false gods of Egypt—including the 
ruler of Egypt. When all the other 
nations heard about this, they were 
in awe at the God of Israel (see 
Exod. 15:14-16; Josh. 2:10, 11; 9:9). 

Paul concluded again that God 
has mercy on whomever He wishes 
and He hardens whomever He 
chooses (Rom. 9:18). Some may find 
these words difficult to swallow. 
One must keep in mind, however, 
that Pharaoh is said to have hard-
ened his own heart a number of 
times even as God hardened it (see 
Exod. 7:13, 14, 22; 8:15, 19). God sov-
ereignly confirmed what was taking 
place in Pharaoh’s heart. Pharaoh 
was still responsible for his actions 
even though God had maintained 
his hardened state in order to use 
him.

God’s Mercy  
(9:19-29)

But who are you, a human being, 
to talk back to God? “Shall what is 
formed say to the one who formed 
it, ‘Why did you make me like 
this?’ ” —Romans 9:20

Paul again anticipated a question 
that might surface in his readers’ 
minds. If God hardens whomever 
He wishes to harden, then how can 
He hold individuals responsible for 

In his third illustration, Paul 
moved from Moses (the leader of the 
Israelites) to Pharaoh (the leader of 
the Egyptians). God brought Pharaoh 
onto the stage of human history for 
the specific purpose of displaying 
His power through the ruler of Egypt 
and to have His name proclaimed in 
all the earth (Rom. 9:17).

It is interesting to note that Paul 
said, “For the Scripture says to 
Pharaoh . . . ,” whereas in the Old 
Testament, God is the one who 
speaks these words to Egypt’s ruler 
(see Exod. 9:16). This emphasizes 
the fact that the Scriptures are the 
Word of God. 

How was Pharaoh used to dis-
play God’s power? The Egyptians 

Bust of Pharaoh Rameses II. Paul said 
the pharaoh who enslaved Israel was 
used by God to display His power.

c



71Lesson 8

their actions? If God’s will is irresist-
ible, then such blame appears mis-
placed (vs. 19).

Paul responded by rebuking the 
arrogant attitude with which these 
questions were asked (vs. 20). Paul 
did not condemn honest inquiry. 
Rather, he reprimanded those who 
sought to escape personal responsi-
bility by placing the blame for their 
sin upon God. This type of blame-
shifting is common among people 
who refuse to acknowledge their sin.

To illustrate his point, Paul drew 
an analogy between God and a pot-
ter (vs. 21). Citing Isaiah 29:16, Paul 
argued that the potter has the right 
to make out of one lump of clay 
some pottery for noble purposes and 
some for common use. Just as the 
potter is “sovereign” over clay, so 
God the Creator is sovereign over 
created beings.

Ask Yourself . . . Have I ever been 
tempted to regard God as unfair in His 
dealings with people?

In Romans 9:22, 23, Paul spoke 
about God’s purposes for two dif-
ferent peoples—the “objects of 
his wrath” and the “objects of his 
mercy.” The objects of God’s wrath 
are the unsaved (see 1:18). These 
individuals will suffer eternal judg-
ment. But despite their sin and 
horrible destiny, God has patiently 
endured their antagonism toward 
Him (see 3:25). He could have just 
wiped them off the face of the earth 
immediately. But He did not do so 
because, as is clear from Romans 2:4 
and other passages, the purpose of 
God’s patience and mercy is to bring 

ARE SOME 
PREDESTINED  
TO HELL?

 When Paul said the 
objects of His wrath are “pre-
pared for destruction” (Rom. 
9:22), was he saying certain 
individuals are predestined to 
hell? Some Christians believe 
that this passage confirms 
that God chooses certain 
people to be damned. If God 
elects some to salvation, then 
it seems logical to assume 
that He elects others to be 
eternally separated from Him-
self. 
 Other Christians do not 
believe in “double predesti-
nation.” The fact that God is 
patient with the objects of His 
wrath points to His readiness 
to receive them on condi-
tion of repentance (see Rom. 
2:3, 4; II Pet. 3:9). Further, 
they see being “prepared 
for destruction” (Rom. 9:22) 
as the work of sinful human 
beings who allow themselves 
to deteriorate despite their 
knowledge of God. God is 
certainly not responsible for 
their sinful condition. Hence, 
“prepared for destruction” 
indicates that these indi-
viduals are ripe for judgment 
unless they repent and turn 
back to God.
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Romans 9:19-29

Paul applied these verses to the 
Gentiles. God took a group of peo-
ple who were not His people—the 
Gentiles—and brought them into an 
intimate relationship with Himself. 
Whereas the Gentiles were original-
ly not God’s people, now by divine 
grace and mercy they were called 
“children of the living God” (Rom. 
9:26). If God could abandon and 
then restore Israel, then certainly He 
could also bring Gentiles into His 
protective fold.

Paul closed this section of Romans 
by pointing out that God’s sovereign 
calling always included a Jewish 
remnant. Even though the Israel-
ites had consistently been rebel-
lious, there were always a few that 
remained faithful. 

If God had saved only a remnant 
in Old Testament times, this raised 
an important issue for Paul’s Jewish 
readers. They no longer had any rea-
son to draw any automatic security 
from their heritage, because only the 
believing remnant would survive 
God’s judgment.

Paul quoted two passages from 
Isaiah (10:22, 23 and 1:9) to sub-
stantiate his point (Rom. 9:27-29). 
God had a faithful remnant during 
captivity and exile, and He had 
a faithful remnant during Paul’s 
day (see 11:5). A faithful remnant 
exists today. Had the remnant not 
survived, Israel would have been 
like Sodom and Gomorrah—utterly 
wiped out. But God’s judgment was 
tempered by His unfailing mercy. 
For this reason Israel retained a sig-
nificant role in God’s sovereign plan 
of salvation.

about repentance. God tolerates 
those who are evil for the sake of 
those among them who will eventu-
ally be saved (see II Pet. 3:9).

Nevertheless, a time is coming 
when God’s patience will run out; 
judgment will come. People who 
refuse to repent are “storing up” 
God’s wrath, which will one day 
come against them like a flood (see 
Rom. 2:5).

We must keep in mind that God 
does not delight in pouring out His 
anger on wicked people. Such indi-
viduals suffer eternal judgment not 
because God enjoys it, but because 
of their consistent refusal to repent 
and accept responsibility for their 
wrongdoing.

The other group of people are the 
objects of God’s mercy (9:23). God 
chose these individuals to make the 
riches of His glory known, and He 
prepared them in advance for glory. 
God made such “riches” known by 
bestowing the gift of salvation.

Paul zeroed in on his readers and 
said the “objects of mercy” included 
Jews and Gentiles (vs. 24). To drive 
his point home, Paul quoted from 
Hosea 2:23 and 1:10 in Romans 9:25, 
26. The background is important 
here. Under divine direction Hosea 
gave his children symbolic names: 
Lo-Ammi, which means “not my 
people” and Lo-Ruhamah, which 
means “not loved.” In context, the 
names pointed to God’s abandon-
ment of sinful Israel to captivity and 
exile (see Hos. 1:2-9). But the verses 
Paul quoted also pointed to the fact 
that God intended to restore the 
Israelites.


