What in the World is God Doing?
Part 44: Remnant and Rejection
Romans 11:1-10
 I ask, then, has God rejected his people? By no means! For I myself am an Israelite, a descendant of Abraham, a member of the tribe of Benjamin. 2 God has not rejected his people whom he foreknew. Do you not know what the Scripture says of Elijah, how he appeals to God against Israel? 3 “Lord, they have killed your prophets, they have demolished your altars, and I alone am left, and they seek my life.” 4 But what is God’s reply to him? “I have kept for myself seven thousand men who have not bowed the knee to Baal.” 5 So too at the present time there is a remnant, chosen by grace. 6 But if it is by grace, it is no longer on the basis of works; otherwise grace would no longer be grace. 

7 What then? Israel failed to obtain what it was seeking. The elect obtained it, but the rest were hardened, 8 as it is written, 


“God gave them a spirit of stupor, 

eyes that would not see 

and ears that would not hear, 


down to this very day.” 

9 And David says, 


“Let their table become a snare and a trap, 

a stumbling block and a retribution for them; 


10 let their eyes be darkened so that they cannot see, 

and bend their backs forever.” 

The first eight chapters of Romans can be summed up in Paul’s quote of Habakkuk 2:4, “The just shall live by faith” (Rom. 1:17).  In the original text the order of words is, “The just by trust shall live.” That is the order Paul follows in his development Romans 1:1 through Romans 8:39. In 1:1 through 3:20 the apostle examines Habakkuk’s phrase “The just.” Paul proves that no human is “just” or “righteous.” Rightness with God (being declared “righteous” or “just” in God’s courtroom) can only come through a gift completely outside of us. 

Then, in 3:21 - 5:21 he expounds upon Habakkuk’s phrase “by trust” or “by faith,” showing that rightness with God can only come through the pipeline (conduit) of trust into Christ’s rightness, and not by works of the Law. Finally, Paul examines Habakkuk’s phrase, “shall live” in Romans 6:1 – 8:39. 
 In that section, he teaches the doctrines of sanctification and glorification as a part of the salvation found only by trust into Christ alone. 
But, except for a brief mention in 3:1-8, Paul has not discussed how the gospel applies to ethnic Israel. He has used a great deal of OT language (slavery, redemption, freedom, adoption, Fatherhood, Abraham, Adam/Messiah, etc.) and applied it to Christ’s church, regardless of ethnicity.  So in Romans 9-11, Paul defends the gospel in light of the majority of ethnic Israel’s refusal of Messiah Jesus. 
He expresses his personal heartbreak and tearful prayers for the lostness of his fellow Jews. He looks at the divine side of any believer’s salvation; it is a matter of God’s discriminating grace in which he passes by some (like Esau) and sheds his one-way love upon others (like Jacob). From the human perspective, he says the majority of ethnic Israel rejected God’s grace out of pride in their own moral self-sufficiency (9:31-33; 10:3, 21).
How often we fail to see pride for the sin it is. If we were to say, “He is a good person, but arrogant,” most people would let such a statement pass without protest. BUT if you say, “He is a good person, but a thief and a liar,” most of your listeners would stop you there and want to know how ANYONE could be a good person while lying and stealing.  Yet pride is just as sinful as stealing or lying
.  Humans not only tolerate pride, we admire it. Such is the human condition and our misunderstanding of sin and salvation by grace alone, regardless of our ethnicity.
So, then, is ethnic Israel a total loss because of God’s discriminating grace and their prideful rejection of it? Has God “unchosen” his “chosen people?” Those questions frame Romans 11:1-10.
I. REMNANT (11:1-6)
A. Autobiography (1)
1. If you’re reading through Romans, you can see large quantity of OT references Paul uses as he proves the gospel in the OT. Far from rejecting God’s law and dismissing God’s prophets and writers, Paul marshals them to prove the truth of the gospel of the Lord Jesus Christ.

2. But Paul’s command of scripture not only doesn’t persuade the majority of his fellow Jews, it further hardens their hearts. God’s Word has always had that effect on unregenerate hearts, both Jew and Gentile.
3. The gospel was offensive in the days Cain, the days of Moses and the days of the prophets. It was offensive in Paul’s day; and it continues to be offensive today even (perhaps especially) in churches that claim to bear the name of Jesus.

4. The human heart is hard-wired for law and relative morality. That is what the majority of people come to a church or synagogue to hear because that is what tickles our ears.
5. The absolutely unmerited saving grace of God through Messiah Jesus is foreign to us. It’s not unusual for church people to dismiss unmerited grace as too complicated, too deep, too theological, or too impractical. 

6. Saul Paulus of Tarsus found salvation solely by God’s unmerited grace to be heretical; he was completely convinced such a teaching had to be obliterated and its messengers killed. Only Jesus himself could change Saul into Paul. Only the work of the Holy Spirit could transform a works-oriented man into a grace-dependent man.
7. So Paul’s answer to Israel’s hard-heartedness is, “Hey, look at me! I was blind but now I see!” The fault of hard-heartedness is NOT with the gospel message. The fault is found in the total inability of sinful flesh to let go of its own quest for merit and completely rest in the merit of another on their behalf. BUT, says Paul, GOD CHANGED ME!
8. Has God rejected Israel? God forbid! By no means! Of all men, Paul has called himself the chief sinner (1 Tim. 1:15) – and THAT at the end of his earthly sanctification, not the beginning. 
9. Just as Paul could say in Philippians 3 that he had reached the top rung of the Jewish corporate ladder with his “blamelessness” (not perfection) as a law-keeper, so he could say he had beaten all his fellow Jews in his persecution of gospel messengers. 

10. If God did not reject Saul Paulus of Tarsus, chief prosecutor of the Jewish Temple’s Jesus Movement Task Force, then God has NOT rejected ethnic Israel. If Messiah Jesus broke into Saul’s life, he can break into anyone’s life.

11. From this autobiographical argument, Paul moves to the doctrinal reason that God has not rejected Israel.
B. Doctrine (2-6)
1. 2 God has not rejected his people whom he foreknew. God did not select Abraham because he loved God. God chose Abraham among all those other worshippers of Nanna the Moon god because God freely chose to set his love upon that one, rebellious sinner.
2. God did not redeem Jacob’s descendants from Egypt because they were mighty and powerful and morally upright people. He chose to love and redeem them BEACUSE they were sinners. God broke into the lost world to achieve his loving purposes (his saving promise to Abraham) and he fully intends to accomplish everything he promises.
3. Paul cites the case of the prophet Elijah. Elijah lived in dark times. His message was so unpopular he fled and hid in mountain caves because kings, queens and commoners all wanted him dead.
4. As Elijah hid, alone and utterly spent from preaching – having received nothing but hard-hearted hatred and the promise of death – he wondered if he was all that was left of the Israel of Promise.

5. We can imagine Paul, cut and bruised and bleeding from one more beating or stoning, being as emotionally spent and completely downcast as Elijah. Perhaps, like Elijah, there were times when Paul despaired over the future of his fellow Jews.
6. No doubt Romans is not the first time Paul has considered Elijah’s story. It was a great comfort for Elijah and Paul to rest in the sovereign plan of a loving God.
7. God told the discouraged Elijah, “4 …I have kept for myself seven thousand men who have not bowed the knee to Baal” (1 Ki. 19:18). Paul concludes, “5 So too at the present time there is a remnant, chosen by grace.”

8. Everywhere Paul has traveled the majority of Jews have rejected Messiah Jesus. Yet, everywhere he has gone there have been Jews who have come out of the synagogues and into the congregations of Messiah Jesus Paul planted. There remained an elect remnant among ethnic Israel according to God’s discriminating one-way love.
9. So Paul adds, “6 But if it is by grace, it is no longer on the basis of works; otherwise grace would no longer be grace.” What he means is that if Jews are to be saved, they must be saved in the same way that Paul was saved – by the sovereign, electing, unmerited one-way love of God completely apart from any false human merit found in good intentions to keep God’s law.
10. That is a permanent, eternal reality. Since Adam sinned, there has NEVER been any way to be right with God other than through trusting into the perfect merit of the Promised Seed – promised in the OT scripture and revealed in his incarnation, his perfect life, his sacrificial death, his resurrection and ascension to the right hand of the Father. 
11. Paul has spent a great deal of time in this letter showing that the OT NEVER taught that anyone could be or would be saved by their good intentions to keep the law and perform works of righteousness. We are saved TO good works, never BY good works.
II. REJECTION (11:7-10)
A. Grace + (7a)
1. 7 What then? Israel failed to obtain what it was seeking. The elect obtained it, but the rest were hardened…. 
2. How were the rest hardened? They chose a way of salvation that involved GRACE + WORKS.
 Jesus demonstrated Israel’s theology of salvation in Luke 18:9-14.
3. A Pharisee stood in the temple thanking God for the salvation he was receiving from grace + his good works. “God, I thank you that I am not like other men, extortioners, unjust, adulterers, or even like this tax collector. 12 I fast twice a week; I give tithes of all that I get.’”
4. The Pharisee believed in God’s grace, otherwise he wouldn’t have thanked God for helping him be so relatively moral – better than the tax collector standing in the corner weeping over his many sins.
5. “God, I thank you…” is recognition of God’s grace. But the next two words indicate the Pharisee believed salvation was located (at least to some degree) WITHIN HIMSELF: “…that I….”
6. Saul Paulus of Tarsus believed in grace. That is why he could say that as to righteousness under the law he was blameless (Phil. 3:6); he didn’t claim perfection, just blamelessness. What he couldn’t earn, God would forgive.

7. Whenever a person declares, “God is gracious to me because…” and the next word is ANYTHING other than the word “God” (Father, Son, and/or Holy Spirit), then grace is no longer grace.

8. The Pharisee’s religion was characteristic of Judaism. It was characteristic of the human heart. It is the hardwired religion of Roman Catholics, Protestants, and Jews down through the centuries. 

9. Have you ever been to a funeral for an unbeliever and heard people say, “Now, he’s in a better place”? One of the greatest heresies in the world is that people are justified by dying. Why is he “in a better place” merely because he died?

10. What we really believe in is topping-off grace. “I know I haven’t scored 100% on God’s exam so I need grace to take the rest of the way.” Topping-off grace is a negotiated contract invented in my twisted mind as it rejects the one-way love of God in Christ Jesus.

11. “Heaven helps those who help themselves” is NOT grace. “Heaven helps those who cannot help themselves” is grace – God’s one-way love for helpless sinners.
12. There isn’t a liberal Christian seminary or denomination in the entire world that denies salvation is by grace. NOT ONE. There are no Christian ministers who deny salvation is by grace. The question is how they define “grace.”
13. The same can be true of each one of us. Paul wants the Romans to understand that an elect remnant of Israelites has obtained salvation by grace ALONE through trust alone in Messiah Jesus alone; that saving grace is ENTIRELY God’s one-way love.
14. The moment I think God is being gracious to me (at least partly) because of something in me, that’s the moment I begin to deny grace and to trust into my own contractual performance. “If I do ____, God will be more gracious to me.”
15. The most humbling truth in all of scripture is not necessarily God’s law. We all know deep down that we are (at best) under-performers. The most humbling truth is his grace – completely unmerited one-way love that none of us by nature are willing to receive.
B. Hardened (7b)
1. The elect obtained it, but the rest were hardened, as it is written, “God gave them a spirit of stupor, eyes that would not see and ears that would not hear, down to this very day” (cf. Isa. 29:10). 

2. Paul quotes from the prophets (Isaiah); then he turns to a Psalm of King David.  “Let their table become a snare and a trap, a stumbling block and a retribution for them; 10 let their eyes be darkened so that they cannot see, and bend their backs forever” 

3. Psalm 69 is one of the most-quoted Psalms in the NT. It’s a song about the sufferings and salvation of Christ. Paul is proving that both the offer of the gospel of free grace and its rejection by those not elected by God are taught in the Law, the Prophets, and the Writings (the three traditional sections of the OT).
4. He keeps on placarding Christ in the OT. He’s shouting, “Do you not see it? It’s all here in the Law, the Writings, and the Prophets. Not only do you not see Messiah Jesus, but you will not see the way of salvation is by God’s unmerited one-way love.” 
5. Why do they refuse to see? Because they have been hardened. How were they hardened? They were left in their perfectly comfortable lostness, groping after the false hope of relative morality + topping-off grace. 
6. And when the Word of God was preached to them, their hearts were further hardened because sinful flesh utterly hates the humility of grace. That’s what David means, “Let their table become a snare and a trap….”
7. What does a table represent in the OT? It’s a place of celebrating the feasts of Israel set to thank God for his salvation and his provision. 
8. Remember David’ singing in Psalm 23, “You prepare a table for me in the midst of my enemies”? God’s gracious provision becomes a snare, a trap to the grace + my merit crowd and their greatest king prophesies how they will reject his greater Son, Jesus.
9. The feasting table is a symbol of unmerited grace. “Come, everyone who thirsts, come to the waters; and he who has no money, come, buy and eat! Come, buy wine and milk without money and without price” (Isa. 55:1).

Why would anyone reject the offer of God’s plenty, his gracious bountiful feast? Because, at the end of the day, it isn’t simply God’s law and its accusations that harden the human heart; it’s the message of God’s unmerited one-way love through Messiah Jesus that turns hearts into stone.

The very promise of God’s free and full salvation in Christ Jesus, riches spread upon the table for an eternal and glorious feast, is stubbornly rejected by offended men and women, Jews and Gentiles. So we harden our hearts; and we harden our hearts; and we harden our hearts against his grace.
As Paul closes this section, we can hear the echo of Psalm 95:7, “Today, if you hear his voice, do not harden your hearts….”

Do you really believe in God’s grace? Do you really believe that God in his infinite mercy should look down upon you as cling to trophies of relative morality, that God should pursue you, melt your stubbornness, and draw you to himself by giving you trust into the perfect life and sacrificial death of the Lord Jesus? Or are there still those remains that linger LONG in the Christian life – those remains of meriting something from God?
Grace is wholly other than we think. Let’s ask for the purity of his grace to drown out the last cries of our flesh so desperate to cling to its own trophies of merit. Because as long as I cling to my trophies of merit, to that extent, I will harden my heart and resist the bounty of God’s table.

O may we be ever amazed by grace, and never accustomed to grace! May there come the day when we never again sing to ourselves, “Amazing grace topped off my works/ helped save a wretch like me.”
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