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“A Mystery Explained (Mostly!)”      Text – Romans 11:1-32   HC QA 123   OT Reading – Jeremiah 18:1-12; 30:18-31:14, 31-34


Romans 11, and especially vv25-26, has been the subject of much debate through the history of the church.   

And I have been reading and re-reading Romans 11, and pretty much anything I could get my hands on that is about Romans 11.  But I have been especially helped by a series of sermons on Romans 11 preached by Rev. Sinclair Ferguson.  And if you choose to listen to those sermons, you will note that I have borrowed some of his structure and points.

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,
Is there anyone else here intrigued by what has happened to MH370 – the Malaysian Airways plane that has just disappeared.  It’s a mystery isn’t it.  Boys and girls, how can it be that a plane, that big! can just disappear?  
And each day, a new theory emerges and a new bit of information is discovered and then denied or debated.  Stolen passports, terrorism, flight paths, transponders, satellite images, eye witness reports – everyone has a theory.  But at the end of the day, it is still a mystery.
Well, we encounter a mystery in Romans 11 also.  And that’s not my description of Romans 11, the word “mystery” is used in v25 where Paul says, “I do not want you to be ignorant of this mystery, brothers.”   
But unlike as it is with flight MH 370, this mystery is explained.  
And we know this because of what we read right at the end of the Book of Romans.  Turn with me please to 16:25-27.  There we read, “Now to Him who is able to establish you by my gospel and the proclamation of Jesus Christ, according to the revelation of the mystery hidden for long ages past, but now revealed and made known through the prophetic writings by the command of the eternal God.”  
The word “mystery” in the NT refers to something that could not be understood by OT believers, but which is now plain to NT believers.  Before Christ it was a mystery.  After Christ, it can now be understood.  
So, in chapter 11, Paul explains something that has been a mystery to OT believers.  
However, as we shall also see, the explanation includes some events that are still in the future, even for you and me.  And so, there are elements of mystery that still remain.  
So, we shall still be those who have to say what is said in Deut. 29:29, “The secret things belong to the Lord our God, but the revealed things belong to us and to our children.”  
And that is precisely what Paul does at the end of ch. 11.  
For there, in perhaps the most beautiful and wondrous doxology or glory-word of the whole Bible, Paul bursts forth in praise and amazement at God’s sovereign and unsearchable wisdom and knowledge and majesty.  
Paul gives thanks for what God has made plain but recognizes also that God’s knowledge is beyond our knowledge.  And God is under no obligation to make everything known to us.   
So we are to understand what He makes plain and be content with what remains a mystery.
You see, a standard principle of Bible interpretation is this: The interpretation of biblical prophecy is seen in full only when it comes to pass (repeat).  
· So the people of Israel were told that Messiah would come.  But how and when He would come was not known fully until Jesus was born.
· And, for you and me, we know that Jesus shall return again and that He shall come down from heaven to earth and that all shall see Him when He returns.  But how and when that will happen?  How that works with a round planet?  We do not know and we will not know, fully, until it comes to pass.   
· But we believe it!  And we long for it!  And we praise God about it!  
· And in the meantime, we busy ourselves in His service.

And I draw your attention to that last phrase, especially, “in the meantime, we busy ourselves in His service.”  
If we come to the end of our studies in Romans 9-11 and it does not affect our love for God and neighbour, then we better re-examine our interpretation of Romans 9-11.  
· Romans 9-11 does not exist so that we can tidy up some theological questions we might have in our minds.  
· It exists so that we might join Paul in the heart-felt doxology of vv33-36 and offer our bodies as “living sacrifices” as we see in 12:1.   
Well, a very quick review of where we are in Romans so that we are ready to walk through these verses.  
At the end of ch. 8, Paul celebrated the assurance of salvation.  Because our salvation begins with the foreknowledge of God, nothing “shall be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus.” 

But at the time of writing, this begged a rather obvious question: What about the Jews?  They are God’s foreknown/chosen people.  But they crucified Messiah Jesus when He came and a vast majority of them refuse to believe in Jesus.  Are they not proof then that we cannot be certain about our salvation?  
And Paul has answered this question in ch’s 9-10.  
· In ch. 9, he has answered it by reminding us that God is and always has been a God of election.  He has never saved all the Jews, but only His elect ones.  
· And secondly, in ch. 10, he has answered it by demonstrating that unbelief is the responsibility of the unbeliever.  Look again at 10:21, “But concerning Israel He says, "All day long I have held out my hands to a disobedient and obstinate people."”
· God has been very patient with the Jews.
So now, boys and girls, let me ask you a question.  Imagine that you play soccer or netball every lunch time at school.  And every day, you see one boy or girl sitting over there watching you all play but not joining in.  So you go up to them one day and you invite them to come and play.  But they say, “No thanks,” and just stay sitting there.  So you say, “Are you sure?  We could do with an extra player?”  But they say, “Na.”  And four days in a row you make the same offer: You wanna play?” “Na.”  Would you make the same offer on day 5?  Day 7?  Day 18?  I know I wouldn’t.  I am not even sure I would ask again on day 3!  My attitude would be: I’ve given you enough chances, but you don’t want to play.  So, fine, no more offers to play from me.  
Well, because that is how we operate, we kind of have this idea that that is how God operates.  So, the patience and grace that God has shown to Israel must surely have a time limit.  Surely, because of their stubborn and repeated and generational and disobedience, including now crucifying Jesus!, time must be up for the Jews. And that is the question Paul answers in the first verses of Romans 11: Did God reject His people?  And he answers the question with some autobiography, some theology, and some biblical evidence in vv1-10.
1. And the autobiography in v1 is Paul himself.  Did God reject His people?  Obviously not, says Paul, for I am a Jew who believes in Jesus.  So God has clearly not closed the door of salvation, entirely, on the Jews.
2. And then he moves on to theology in v2.  And his argument here is that because God foreknew and chose the Jews to be His special people, it is unthinkable that He would later completely reject them, despite their stubborn unbelief.  
a. Boys and girls, it’s like if Dad one day says to you, “If you are ever in trouble, you only need to ask me and I will come and help,” but then later says, “Sorry, I’ve helped you heaps but now I’m done.  Don’t bother asking me for help any more.”  That would make your Dad a liar, wouldn’t it.  Because he said, “If you are ever in trouble… I will come.”    

i. And God made eternal salvation promises to the Jews.  So it is impossible then that God would ever say, That’s it.  I’ve had enough.  I am done with you.  
A. For that would make God a liar in terms of those promises
3. And to anchor his argument in Scripture, Paul refers to Elijah, who thought he was the last believer left in Israel only to learn that God still had 7000 who had not bowed the knee to Baal.  

a. Even in the bleakest times of life in Israel, God has preserved a remnant – a small number – of those who believe in Him.
i. And Paul is evidence that there is still a remnant among the Jews, now.
b. Now, we shall say more about the emphasis on grace alone that we see in v6 later in the sermon.  But in vv7-10, the argument from scripture continues, but from a slightly different angle.  For here it is to do with those who do not believe.  As you see in v7, the elect obtained, or believed, or were saved, but “the others were hardened.”  
i. And here we are back with that double-edged edged truth of Scripture – God is entirely sovereign, even in salvation, and man is entirely responsible for his own unbelief.  Thus says the Lord.  
A. The non-elect Jews are obstinate.  The non-elect Jews are disobedient.  The non-elect Jews worship idols.  The non-elect Jews refuse to believe.  And they are responsible for that.  
B. But God hardened them in their unbelief – He gave them a spirit of stupor, eyes that could not see and ears that could not hear (Isaiah 29:10).”  
C. And in the quote from Psalm 69 given in vv9-10, we see reference to a table that becomes “a snare and a trap.”  
1) Do you remember the reference to a table in Psalm 23?  “You prepare a table before me in the presence of my enemies.  You anoint my head with oil; my cup overflows.”  
a) For day after day and month after month and decade after decade and century after century, God gave His people a feast of grace – And you boys and girls know all these stories!  They escaped Egypt by His miraculous power, they ate bread He sent down from heaven, they lived in a land that He provided them, they conquered nations without lifting a finger themselves.  And so it went on as they benefited from His grace and provision again and again and again.  
b) But what was their response?  Ingratitude and unbelief.  And they are responsible for their own unbelief but God has also hardened them in their unbelief.  Thus says the Lord!
c) But let’s not quickly move from these words without acknowledging our own failures in relation to God’s grace, also.  
i) Our sins are forgiven, eternal life is ours, we have free access to the Bible and to gather in worship, many of us have been raised in God’ fearing homes… but we still get angry with God when He does not answer our prayers as we wish or when we wish, we still get fed up with brothers and sisters who don’t do or see church our way, or we still give in to this or that temptation that we know we ought not to.  May God forgive us for our own faithlessness.
d) But in terms of Israel, we see both God’s sovereignty and man’s responsibility even in the large-scale unbelief of the Jews.
So, from v11, is that it then?  Are the Jews beyond the point of no return?  And Paul’s answer?  Not at all!  And from here, people of God, notice that agony turns to hope!  There is a change in tone with this verse.  Paul’s despair and grief over the situation of his countrymen begins now to be replaced with a tone of optimism and hope for the future!  And we see this in an observation, an implication, and an application in vv11-24.
And now we start with the explanation of this mystery!  
1. And the observation of v11 is that what has happened with the Jews has brought salvation to the Gentiles.  
a. You see, God made a promise to Abraham, way back in Genesis, that all the nations of the world would be blessed through him and his descendants.  But for the next 2000 years of OT history, God worked in a saving way only with the Jews.  So the mystery was: How will all the nations of the world be blessed through Israel?  No one knew.  
i. But by the word and Spirit, we know!  Israel became so mired in unbelief that they eventually crucified the Promised Messiah, Jesus.  But by His death, He paid the price for the sins of all His people.  And after He arose, what did He say to His disciples in what we call the Great Commission?  And we can all finish this verse together, including you boys and girls, “Go and make disciples of all nations.”   
A. So, because of the transgression of Israel, salvation has come to the Gentiles.”
2. And we next see an implication of this truth in v12, “If their transgression (and the ‘their’ refers back to ‘Israel’ in v7) means riches for the world, and their loss means riches for the Gentiles, how much greater riches will their fullness bring!”  
a. In other words, if the large-scale unbelief of the Jews and their crucifixion of Jesus has brought such blessing to the rest of the people of the world, can you imagine the blessing that will come when the Jews come to faith in Christ!  
i. Now, what that means exactly, we shall address when we get to vv25-26.  
ii. But that is the flow of Paul’s argument.  
A. Paul knows the types of prophecy that we read in Jeremiah.  He knows that God is not finished with Israel and has plans to return them to Himself in a way that was surely not fully realized with the return from exile.  
1) So if their current unbelief has meant such blessing for the world, the blessing that shall come when God again awakens the Jews to faith in Christ are beyond description!   
3. And all of this brings with it an important application that is spelled out in vv13-24.
a. Among these Roman Gentile believers, you see, there was a spirit of arrogance towards the Jewish people.  They saw themselves as superior and the Jews as the foot mat they could now wipe their salvation shoes on.  ‘We are God’s people now.  You’re done!’ was their attitude.  
b. So Paul now focuses the spotlight of the Spirit upon these Gentiles, as you see from v13, “I am talking to you Gentiles…”  
i. Paul was the Apostle to the Gentiles.  That was his Christ-given calling, right from the moment of his conversion in Damascus.  
ii. But did that make Paul uncaring about the Jews or haughty towards them?  
A. Not at all.  In fact, despite being the Apostle to the Gentiles, what was his regular practise as he arrived at a new city that we saw in the Book of Acts?  He would go first to the Jews and then to the Gentiles.  
B. And he did this, as he says in v14, “in the hope that I might arouse my own people to envy and save some of them.”
c. And before we continue on with v15-24, I want to pause here to briefly consider a side application that arises out of  v14.  Paul’s hope was that the Jews would become envious of what they saw in the church of Christ.  So two questions: 
i. Firstly, is that a good description of the way you try and live life in Christ, as an individual?  
A. Is your fellowship with Christ, is your lifestyle, are your relationships, is your work ethic, is the way that you conduct yourself in public such that non-believers might be driven to envy what you have?  
1) Just take marriage as an example, assuming you both profess to love Christ.  We know that there are terribly broken relationships out there.  Well, is your marriage such that people wish they could have what you have?  As they witness how you talk to one another and you relate to one another, physically, and how you forgive each other, and how you work through difficulties together, etc, is there cause for them to envy your marriage?
ii. And secondly, is that a good description of us as a congregation of Christ?  Should we adopt this as our church motto – striving to be a fellowship that non-believers envy?  
A. When was the last time you told a neighbour about how much you love these people and how much they love you?  
B. Do they see us caring for one another and for them, with practical acts of kindness?  
C. Are people who look or dress different than us made to feel right at home among us?  
1) Do we welcome them into our homes, because God has loved us?  
D. Does God’s grace to us in Jesus Christ ‘ooze out of our pores’ as we go about our daily work, such that people are envious about what we have?  
1) I believe it does.  I rejoice to see and hear examples of God’s grace being lived out among us.  
2) But is there room we grow in being a grace-flavoured congregation that makes unbelievers envious?  Absolutely.  
d. Well, as we return to v15, the theme of Israel’s loss benefiting the world and how much more shall Israel’s return be a blessing continues.  And “For if their rejection is the reconciliation of the world, what will their acceptance be but life from the dead?’
i. And this is the consistent translation across our English Bible versions, and correctly so.  
ii. And there are two ways to understand this phrase, literally or figuratively.  
A. If it is literal, it would mean the resurrection from the dead when Jesus returns.  
1) But when Paul describes the resurrection in his epistles, he always uses the word “resurrection.”  So it would seem odd that he here uses this phrase to mean what he always calls “the resurrection.”  
2) And, in a sense, there is no ‘mystery’ to the resurrection because it is the plain teaching of the Bible.  
B. So it is more likely that he is using this phrase figuratively.  
1) In the Bible, unbelief = deadness and belief = life.  
a) So, Jewish unbelief has meant life for millions and billions of Gentiles since the time of Christ.  
b) And if that is not astonishing enough, somehow, when the Jews awaken again to faith in Christ, the numbers that will come out of the deadness of unbelief into the life of belief shall be like nothing seen before!!!!   
i) Doesn’t it just give you goose-bumps of anticipation?!
e. But then in vv16-24 we hear words of warning addressed to the Gentiles that we all do well to pay attention to.  And I will try and summarize this section as briefly as possible.  
i. In the Books of Numbers and Leviticus, the Israelites were required to bring the very first part of their harvest to the Lord as an offering.  It was called the first-fruits.  And it symbolized that the whole of the harvest belonged to the Lord.  So, some of it was consumed in the temple and was, therefore, holy.  But even though the rest of it was consumed out in the fields and homes of Israel, it was still holy because of its connection to the first-fruits. 
ii. So, the main thrust of the olive tree imagery in vv17-24 is that God’s covenant promises about Messiah and His people are the root that supports the whole tree.  
A. The Jews were the natural branches that grew out of the trunk, and the Gentiles were the ‘unnatural branches’ that were grafted into the trunk following the removal of some of the natural branches.  
iii. And the warning to the Gentiles is seen from the end of v20, “Do not be arrogant, but be afraid.  For if God did not spare the natural branches, He will not spare you either.”  
f. And the point being made here again and again and again is that salvation is by grace alone.  And what is grace?  Undeserved favour.  
i. As some of you will know, I am a Hurricanes man in the Super Rugby competition.  Well, the coach of the Hurricanes is one of Canterbury’s own, Mark Hammet.  This is his fourth year in charge of the Hurricanes, and, again, the team is not doing very well.  So, in the world of professional sports, what does Mark Hammet deserve?  The boot.  He should lose his job.  In professional sports, you win or you’re gone.  
ii. Well, what do you deserve in the sight of God?  What if God kept a record of your victories over temptation, just this past week.  How would that look?  Would it be 10-3 in this area or 15-7 in that?  More victories than losses?  No.  In fact, while it is tough for Mark Hammet to read the scores of the Hurricanes in the paper each week, it would be downright embarrassing if your or my ‘temptation scores’ were published somewhere.  Right?  But are we saved by ‘temptation victories’?  No.  We are saved by grace alone.  
A. How then do we dare treat others or view them as less deserving of salvation than we ourselves!  Grace, Grace, Grace!

g. But as Paul wraps this point of application up, in v23, he looks forward to the time when the Jews will again “be grafted in, for God is able to graft them in.”  And he compares how “contrary to nature” it was to graft in the unnatural Gentile branches with how “readily” God will once again graft in the natural branches of the Jews to “their own olive tree.” 

And now brothers and sisters, young people and boys and girls, we are ready to consider vv25-32 and the last part of the explanation of the mystery.
1. And congregation, some of you will have an idea just how much the interpretation of vv25-26, and especially v26 has been debated.  What is “All Israel?”  What does it mean that “all Israel will be saved”?  And how are we to understand the words “And so”?
a. But when you boil the possibilities down, there are basically three main interpretations of these verses.  
i. The conversion of large numbers of Jews at some time after the fullness of the Gentiles has been gathered, but before Christ’s return.  
ii. The salvation of all God’s elect, Jew and Gentile alike, gathered through the preaching of Christ until He returns.  So Israel is not the Jews but the church of Jesus Christ.  
iii. All the elect Jews throughout the whole of world history – the big bunch in the 2000 years of OT history, and then the odd one here or there in the time between Christ’s first coming and His Second Coming.
iv. And you may already have discerned which of these I favour, and I will make that clear in a moment.  But what cannot be denied is that there is a part of this salvation mystery that is yet future.  And as we noted earlier, a standard principle of Bible interpretation is this: The interpretation of biblical prophecy is seen in full only when it comes to pass.   
A. And that is why I have entitled this sermon – A Mystery Explained (Mostly!)!  We seek to interpret and understand, yes, but if Paul ended his explanation celebrating God’s unsearchable judgments, then we have even more reason to do so!
v. But in terms of the Israel of v26, in the eleven times that Israel is mentioned in Romans 9-11, in every instance it refers to the people of Israel – the Jews.  
A. And even down in v28, those who “are loved on account of the Patriarchs (which means Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob),” can only mean the people of Israel.  So it is hard to see that here in v26 Israel means anything else than the people of Israel – The Jews.
B. And in addition, if the reference is not to the people of Israel but to the elect of God, whether that be just elect Jews or elect Jews and Gentiles, the ‘mystery’ here is really an anti-climax.  God will save His elect ones?  We know that.  So even though that is a wonderful truth, we could legitimately question the fuss that Paul makes about this ‘mystery.’ 
C. So, for these reasons, the Israel in view here is, I believe, a large number of Jews.  
vi. And secondly, because the entire thrust of the whole argument of Romans has been salvation by grace alone in Christ alone by faith alone, that is the only possible way we can understand that word “saved.”  

A. If it were salvation because of nationality or because they live in that country in the Middle East, then everything that has been carefully explored in Romans would be undone.  It would be salvation by grace alone for some but salvation by grace and something else for others. 
vii. The “and so” of v26 then refers both to HOW Israel will be saved and when Israel will be saved.  
A. The How is: A large number of Jews will come to faith in Christ.  
B. The when is: Jewish unbelief lead to the preaching of the gospel to Gentiles.  And once the fullness of the Gentiles has been seen, then the Jews will be provoked to envy by what they see and will come to believe in Jesus Christ before Christ returns.   
viii. And the quote in 27 from Isaiah 29 bears this out.  You see, if you look up Isaiah 27:9, It says, “The Redeemer will come to Zion.”  Not “for” Zion as it is here in Romans, but “to” Zion.  
A. And Jesus came, once, to Zion.  He came to Jerusalem.  He came to the Jews.  “He came to His own but they received Him not.”  He came to that special city but it did not receive Him and He was crucified outside it.  So that piece of dirt in the Middle East is not significant anymore.  
B. But what is significant is that Jesus was Jewish.  And so, to these Gentiles and to you and me, “the Redeemer comes from Zion.”  
1) From a descendant of Abraham, salvation has come to all of the nations of the world.  And one day, large numbers of Jews will become envious and will seek after the Redeemer, Jesus!  
b. And so, from v30, we Gentiles who were once disobedient have been shown mercy.  And the Jews who are now disobedient will one day be shown mercy.  “For God has bound all men over to disobedience so that He may have mercy on them all – Jew and Gentile alike.
Well, very soon, we are going to finish by singing a hymn that paraphrases the words of vv33-36.  But before we do that, let’s consider one last point of application.
Our theme verse for our studies of Romans 9-11 has been Deut. 29:29, “The secret things belong to the LORD our God, but the things revealed belong to us and to our children forever, that we may do all the words of this law.”  
So, what do we do with Romans 9-11?  Well, let me put it in the form of a question: If a richness of blessing comes about as a result of Gentile conversion, and if an extraordinary richness of blessing shall come about as a result of Jewish conversion, what should you and I be praying for, supporting with our gifts and offerings, and busy with ourselves?  The preaching of the Gospel to Gentile and Jew.  
