What in the World is God Doing?
Part 37: No Take-backs
Romans 9:6-13
6 But it is not as though the word of God has failed. For not all who are descended from Israel belong to Israel, 7 and not all are children of Abraham because they are his offspring, but “Through Isaac shall your offspring be named.” 8 This means that it is not the children of the flesh who are the children of God, but the children of the promise are counted as offspring. 9 For this is what the promise said: “About this time next year I will return, and Sarah shall have a son.” 10 And not only so, but also when Rebekah had conceived children by one man, our forefather Isaac, 11 though they were not yet born and had done nothing either good or bad—in order that God’s purpose of election might continue, not because of works but because of him who calls— 12 she was told, “The older will serve the younger.” 13 As it is written, “Jacob I loved, but Esau I hated.” 
Picture the Church of Rome gathered to hear Paul’s letter read to them. The church has seen a great deal of change in its 20-years of history. It began with Jesus followers witnessing in the Jewish synagogues and in the city to the Gentiles. But the anti-Jesus crowds in the synagogues began to riot as this new sect gained followers and even Gentile converts. The emperor was so annoyed he banished Jews from the city.
When Emperor Claudius died, the Jews began to return to Rome. But the Jesus-following Jews returned to a church with Gentile elders, Gentile worshippers, and Gentile culture. Resentments festered over diet, dress, devotions, worship style, and even the nature of the gospel message itself.
So as Paul’s letter is read to the church, we can picture the scene (if somewhat anachronistically).  On one side of the aisle are those Gentile hipsters with their 1st-century equivalent of torn jeans and graphic tees, sporting their Jesus tattoos (actually, short tunics extending to mid-thigh was the norm working class men). They love bacon and they don’t ask the butcher whether that juicy T-bone came from a cow slaughtered under a Rabbi’s supervision or from a cow slaughtered at pagan festival. 
They could care less about celebrating the Feast of Tabernacles. They feel pretty good about not being tied down by a bunch of rules and traditions. In fact, they’re pretty sure God approves of them just a little more than he does of the Jewish believers.
On the other side of the aisle sit the Jewish believers, the men with their beards and special underwear and their blue-tasseled cloaks. The women dressed in ankle-length tunics and veiled faces, unlike some of the shameless Gentiles women across the way. They are not happy with all the changes they’ve seen in their church since their return home: the untraditional atmosphere, liberal dress codes, and pork casseroles at the love feasts.
They too are pretty sure God loves them just a little bit more than he does those Gentiles with their pagan fashions and their pagan music and their pagan upbringings and their too-much-grace lifestyles. 
,
,
,
,

Why is that background important for us in the 21st-century? What does any of that have to do with this deep mystery of God’s sovereign, electing grace and the place of Israel in salvation history?
The context Paul’s letter to the Romans determines the point where deep doctrine and practical application meet. Having exposed the deep pain in his heart over the lostness of the lost, Paul turns to the question of whether God has taken back his promises to Israel. In these next few chapters, Paul is leading us to recognize that all things are for God, through God and to God; the word “me” does not fit into that statement at any point.
Life the universe and everything is only about me to the extent it is about God first and foremost. God is not an actor in my story; I am a cast member in God’s story. God writes it, directs it, and stars in it. That has profound applications we can draw from this section of deep doctrine.
I. ABRAHAM & PROMISE (9:6-9)
A. Seed of Promise (6-7)
1. Paul begins this section with the question of whether God has taken back his promises to Israel. Remember just one example of God’s OT promises, “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” (Isa. 55:11).

2. But that is Paul’s problem, isn’t it? Hey Paul, what about the promises of God to Israel? Has God taken back his promises? The very people to whom God had made his ancient promises are the very ones violently rejecting the fulfillment of those promises in Christ. Paul has the scars to prove it.
3. The take-back question is important to us since we just finished Romans 8. God has promised that NOTHING can separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus.
4. If God has taken back his word to the ancient people, you and I can have no confidence that God will keep his word to us. So Paul begins to argue the case for no take-backs.
5. Paul writes, “But it is not as though the word of God has failed. For not all who are descended from Israel belong to Israel…” The word “not” comes first (emphatic) in the Greek text. Has God taken back his promises? NOT! Paul is echoing those great words from Isa. 55:11. But he has to do more than give an answer. He has to prove his answer.
6. In 6a, he answers “NOT!” Then in vv. 6b through 7 he provides an explanation (defining the Israel of promise). Then he provides 2 examples in vv. 8-13 (Abraham & Isaac; Jacob & Esau).

7. He moves from a decisive exclamation in v. 6a to a theological explanation in 6b and 7, “For not all who are descended from Israel [Jacob] belong to Israel, 7 and not all are children of Abraham because they are his offspring….”
8. It’s a very simple, biblical answer; it solves all the problems. The scriptures, Paul says, teach that Abraham’s blood in our veins is useless without Abraham’s faith in our hearts.
9. Paul is saying what all the OT prophets taught. It is one thing to be circumcised and belong to the physical/political nation of Israel, but an altogether different thing to experience the circumcision of the heart that comes through trust in the Promised Seed.

10. You might recall John the Baptizer’s claim God can raise up children of Abraham from these rocks (Matt. 3:9; Lk. 3:8). Perhaps you recall Jesus’ statement to the Jews who told him they claimed Abraham as their father; Jesus told them unless they believed in him, they were children of the devil (Jn. 8:39-47).

11. Paul is saying that not all who are physically Jewish belong to the Israel of God because God’s sovereign electing purposes to create a particular people out of faith in the promise have been in operation from eternity past. 
12. He uses Genesis 21 to make his point. God did promise Abraham a people, but God made a choice; God distinguished between the child Isaac that fulfilled his promise and, Ishmael, the child Abraham had with his wife’s slave (a child of works, not trust).
13. But one might say Ishmael was born of an Egyptian slave so his genealogy prevented him from being in the line of promise. So Paul looks at Abraham’s son and grandchildren.
B. Jacob/Israel (9-13)
1. Abraham’s elect son Isaac had twin sons by the same woman. There is no difference in the genealogy of Jacob and Esau; they had the same father and mother. Paul writes, “when Rebekah had conceived children by one man, our forefather Isaac, 11 though they were not yet born and had done nothing either good or bad—in order that God’s purpose of election might continue, not because of works but because of him who calls— 12 she was told, “The older will serve the younger.” 13 As it is written, “Jacob I loved, but Esau I hated.” 
2. Notice that Paul doesn’t just say, “before they had done anything BAD,” he also says before either child had done anything GOOD God chose one to be in the line of promise and the other to be outside that line.
3. It’s not just that “badness” keeps people out of God’s kingdom, but that no good work gets them in or keeps them in. You cannot work your way into God’s love and you cannot sin your way out of God’s love.

4. God’s sovereign electing one-way love had NOTHING to do with any quality God saw in either of these two boys. To demonstrate that, God did the “upside down” thing by choosing the second-born son, the weakling conniving momma’s boy, Jacob.
5. Remember all of Jacob’s natural children bear the name God gave to Jacob: Israel – “the one who fights with God and “the one for whom God fights.” Jacob/Israel’s status as a child of promise was not on the basis of parenting, heredity, good or bad works, or even on the basis of his potential for goodness or badness.
6. It was only God’s eternal sovereign choice to bring forth a people for his praise that brought the man Jacob/Israel into God’s promise of the Seed of the Woman; that same choice excluded the man Esau.
7. Not all who belong to the seed of Jacob/Israel are truly children of the Promised Seed.  Just in case we miss the point, Paul cites one last scripture from Malachi 1:2-3: “Is not Esau Jacob’s brother?” declares the Lord. “Yet I have loved Jacob 3 but Esau I have hated.”
8. Corporate salvation is dependent upon individual election. Paul’s concern is not so much one nation vs. another nation (or one relatively moral political entity vs. another less moral entity); his concern is for individuals who are lost. His heart BREAKS over the lostness of the lost.
9. Malachi 1 shows God is NOT saying he really loves Jacob and simply likes Esau just a little bit less. The passage is actually about God’s love for those who, by definition, are broken sinners who are totally dissing God.

10. Malachi prosecutes a case against Israel for being law-breakers, God-haters, and man-haters.  And yet, God affirms his love and promises the Messiah.

11.  But to other broken sinners, like Esau, he brings about the most horrible judgment because all sinners deserve God’s wrath and holy judgment. Malachi chapter one is about the love of God for Jacob – a love that brings extraordinary blessings to those who are NOT honoring God and NOT seeking God.
12. I want to speak back to Paul at this point.  Don’t you? We want Paul to explain that there had to be SOMETHING in Jacob that led to God’s choosing him. But the moment we say that, salvation becomes a two-way proposition, a two-way love that thinks Jacob’s love of God led to God’s love of Jacob. Grace is no longer grace. No longer is there condemning law and saving gospel. There is only “golawspel.”

13. But what Paul is saying is that God purposed to love and rescue Jacob and to leave Esau under the judgment due all Adam’s children. God’s one-way love of Jacob was entirely a matter of God’s own sovereign grace.

14. Instead of rightly condemning the entire world of humanity into holocaust, he had mercy on those he chose to call into his kingdom to the praise of his own glory. Until this teaching utterly strips me of ANY sense of my own earned glory (before or after God the Spirit gave me saving trust), I haven’t begun fully to appreciate or delight in the sheer graciousness of God’s one-way love.

II. YOU & PROMISE 
A. Pharisee Thankfulness
1. The problem is, saved though I may be, I insist on smuggling in something that I am or that I have accomplished (even as a regenerated Christian) to say, “NOW, God, I know why you chose me.” 
2. At that point I become the Pharisee in the temple shouting out my prayer, “God, I thank you that I am not like other men, extortioners, unjust, adulterers, or even like this tax collector” (Lk. 18:11)
3. Our “thankfulness” to God becomes Pharisee thankfulness. Lord look at me! Surely the way I raise my children, the amount of bible knowledge I have accumulated, the fact that I go to prayer groups and study groups, the fact that I share Christ at every opportunity, and bring giant casseroles to the agape meals are among the reasons why you look on me with favor.
4. Pharisee thankfulness makes the fruit of the gospel into the root (the foundation) of the gospel. It makes the evidences of grace into the cause of grace. It blends God’s law and God’s gospel into a self-glorifying “golawspel.”  
5. Our flesh, our sin nature, our old Adam 1.0 hardware, wants desperately to earn brownie points from God. We LOVE “golawspel” as long as we can delude ourselves into thinking it works FOR us rather than AGAINST US. 
6. That’s how the Judiazers for Jesus sold out their conferences in every town they visited where Paul had planted churches. “If you want God to be REALLY pleased with you,” they said, “you must join yourself with national Israel and keep all of our laws. We are elect on the basis of our genetics and we stay in that state of grace on the basis of our working faith; and we thank God that we are not like those grace-only Gentiles over there.”

B. Heart of Our Problems
1. Most of our problems in the Christian life are rooted in our refusal to completely know and trust that God has been gracious to us. God has drawn me into this new humanity – not because he saw I had the right stuff to make it in or to keep myself in; not because of the level of my sanctification – but because he chose to set his love on me before he ever spoke a particle of the universe into existence. His grace is for sinners who recognize they are sinners.
2. There is only one cause of God’s electing grace: GOD. When we peer, as far as we are able, into the eternal purposes of God we find ourselves blinded by this reality. This is something we cannot control – and we are ALL control freaks in our old Adam 1.0 hardware/flesh. 
3. This eternal reality is the great nuclear warhead raining down upon the “kingdom of me” with all its desire for moral brownie points and earned blessing. God has launched total destruction upon my carefully-constructed world of relative morality
4. Can you see the missile falling upon the congregations of Roman Christians as they hear this part of the letter? Last week we saw Paul weeping over the lostness of the lost. 
5. Now he is destroying any basis for either the Gentile hipsters or the tradition-loving Jews to feel smug and superior to one another or even to the worst pagan in the world. Relative morality is vaporized.
6. First, he silenced them with his tears. Now he silences them with the sheer magnitude of God’s one-way love as it penetrates every aspect of the believers’ lives.  Grace brings silence.
7. Remember how in 3:19 Paul told us God’s holy law makes us all shut up? “Now we know that whatever the law says it speaks to those who are under the law, so that every mouth may be stopped, and the whole world may be held accountable to God.”
8. God’s sovereign one-way love does the exact same thing.  It says, “Just shut up. Shut up and listen to the blessed silence. Nobody is accusing you and there is no need for you to speak up in your own defense.”

9. The REAL theological issue to be solved is this: “Do I really attribute all my salvation to God alone?” Because if I attribute even a TINY part of God’s love to anything in me (either before or after my salvation), then that salvation is no longer by God’s one-way love; it is by grace + something in me.
10. Because we are all hard-wired with a sense of law and justice, our natural response out of our sin nature is, “If there is not something in me that distinguishes me from someone else, then God is unjust.” 
11. We KNOW that’s true because Paul asks in v. 14, “…is there injustice with God?” Paul knows there is something in the human heart that demands justice; that’s the part of our flesh that can never truly understand and appreciate the gospel because THE ONLY PERSON THAT GETS JUSTICE IS JESUS!
Jesus kept God’s law that you and I and Paul and the Jewish Christians of Rome and the Gentile Christians of Rome and the Judiazers for Jesus could NEVER keep.

Jesus bore the justice of God fully and completely on the cross at Calvary, dying for each and every sin committed by each and every one of those who, before eternity past, were chosen by God the Father to be children of the promise without any take-backs. 

Those upon whom the Father has set his irrevocable one-way love are the true seed of Abraham.  Being a true seed of Abraham is all of God; it is all of grace/one-way love; it is all of Christ. That does three things throughout the life of a believer:

•
It kills my pride;
•
It strangles my demeanor of superiority over other sinners because it drops a nuclear warhead upon every spec of my self-sufficiency;
•
And it drives me back again and again to Calvary where I look upon the face of Jesus and cry out, “You and you alone must save.”
When it comes to the grace of God in Christ Jesus, the only way up is down. The gospel is not God’s grace + my moral improvement = salvation. That is only a recipe for anger and despair or self-delusion. Salvation is ALL of grace. Jesus paid it all!
Is God’s eternal, constant, no-take-back grace – his one-way love – better than your version of grace?
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