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“God in the Dock”      Text – Romans 9:1-29      HC Q/A 20         OT Reading – Malachi 1:1-5 

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,
In every country of the world, there are certain places that a tourist will always visit.  
· In NZ, you must visit Milford Sound.  
· In France, you must visit Paris and the Eiffel Tower.  
· In Egypt, you must visit the Pyamids.

· In India, you must visit the Taj Mahal – must visit places.
But in every country of the world, there are also places that very few people visit.  Who here, for example, has been to TikiTiki (Poverty Bay) or MakoMako (King Country) in NZ?  
Well, the same is true, in a sense, with Romans.  We love Romans 8.  
· There are books and devotionals written about Romans 8.  
· There are sermon series preached about Romans 8.  
· It is a chapter we return to again and again and again.  
But a good case can be made for describing Romans 9-11 as the TikiTiki/MakoMako or the ‘unexplored territory’ of Romans.  
For some it is too hard to understand; it talks about things that are difficult to grasp.  So it is left alone.  Just be glad for Romans 8 and move on to Romans 12 and living the Christian life.  
But “all Scripture,” as we learn in 2 Tim. 3:16, “is inspired and useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness.”  And “all Scripture” means ALL Scripture.  
So Romans 9-11, just like Romans 8, is written to deepen our love for God, to increase our understanding of God, to help us know more about salvation history, and to make us better servants of the Lord Jesus Christ.  
So let’s begin our time in Romans 9 with some general observations.

1. And to start with, at first thought, it seems as though Paul really changes tack here in ch. 9 from the tenor of what he has been discussing in Romans 8.  He seems to go from wonderfully warm words of reassurance and encouragement to this complex discussion about election and Israel.  
a. What we need to remember though is that Paul is writing, first and foremost, to Christians in Rome.  There is a local situation that he is addressing.  And I will say more about this in a moment.  
i. But ch’s 9-11 serve as an illustration of the gospel themes that Paul has been developing in the previous chapters.  
A. What we have learned in Romans is that there is nothing that a human being can offer to God, in and of him or her self, that is of any eternal worth; nothing.  It is only what Jesus Christ does in us that counts.  
1) We rest not in anything of ourselves but in Jesus.
2) And the nation of Israel is the perfect anti-illustration, if you will, of that truth.  
a) OK? So, ch’s 9-11 are connected with the gospel themes developed in ch’s 5-8. 
2. But did it strike you, also, that Paul seems to be on the defensive in ch. 9?  
a. He writes as though he is dealing with accusations or questions (possibly that he has actually heard or that he expects will arise in the minds of his audience).  
i. So, from v6, the accusation or question is: Has God’s Word failed?  
ii. From v14, the a/q is: Is God unjust?  
iii. From v19, the a/q is: Then why does God still blame us?  
b. Clearly then, what Paul has already said in ch’s 1-8 has or will raise questions in the minds of his readers.  And this is where we need to speak again about the local context of the Roman church.
i. As you read the early chapters of Romans, it is apparent that the Jews and Gentiles in the congregation were not getting along very well.  
A. There seems to have been some boasting on both sides of the aisle.  
1) The Jews boasted about being God’s chosen people and the Gentiles boasted about being the majority in the NT churches.  
a) And the vast majority of believers in the NT churches were Gentiles.
ii. So turn back with me to Romans 1:16, which is where Paul spoke of his confidence in the gospel.  He said, “For I am not ashamed of the gospel, for it is the power of God for the salvation of everyone who believes: first for the Jew, then for the Gentile.  
A. So think about that for a moment.  For 2000 years, God worked in a saving way, almost exclusively, with the Jews.  That’s the story of the OT.  Generation after generation of Gentiles lived and died in unbelief.  
B. But now, since Jesus’ death and resurrection, it is the Gentiles that are flocking into the church, while you find, at the most, a Jew here or a Jew there.  
1) And this is what you and I see still today.  All around the world, Gentiles continue to come to faith in their millions, but the Jewish people, by and large, reject and despise the gospel of Jesus Christ.
C. So, how does this stack up with what we read in 1:16?  Jew first; Gentile second?  
1) Why does God not seem to be saving Jews?  

2) If He calls them His chosen people in the OT, but they do not appear to be among the chosen people in the NT church, then what does that say about God’s promises?  Are God’s promises reliable?  
a) And can you see how these questions intersect with you and me today?  Can you see now the connection between ch. 9 and 8?  There are lots of promises for you and me as believers in ch. 8 – nothing will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus.  
i) But doesn’t the example of the Jews give us reason to doubt this?  They had God’s promises and they look pretty separated to me!  
It is the reliability of God’s promises, then, which in essence boils down to God’s very character, that is under the microscope in ch. 9.  And that is why this is such an important chapter of the Bible.  If God is shown to be unreliable, everything falls apart – salvation is unstable – assurance is not possible.  And that is why I have called this sermon, ‘God in the Dock.’  
It is as if God is a witness in a court case where His character has been challenged, and the defense attorney must demonstrate that God’s character is above reproach and that His Word is reliable.
So seeking to keep this as simple as possible, we follow Paul’s defense of God as we consider God’s reliability, God’s character, God’s sovereignty, and the Biblical proof.

Now, in the first 5 verses of ch. 9, Paul expresses his personal anguish about the situation of his fellow Jews.  He is devastated that despite of all of the blessings of being God’s covenant people, they have rejected the one the covenant pointed to – the Lord Jesus Christ.  

But the fault for this rests not with God, but with the Jews, themselves.  And Paul shows this by first of all by declaring God’s Reliability in vv6-13.  
1. And you need to be familiar with the basics of the OT stories of Abraham and Isaac and Jacob and Esau to understand the point of Paul’s argument here.  And if you want to know more of the details of those stories, you will find them in Genesis 12-36.  They make for fascinating reading!  The main point though is that it is not being born a son of Abraham; being Jewish that makes you one of God’s people in a salvation sense.  It never was and it isn’t now.  
a. God made a salvation promise to Abraham that included his future descendants.
i. But Abraham’s first son was Ishmael.  And God made it very clear that Ishmael was not the one by whom His promise would be fulfilled.  That was Isaac.  Both were Abraham’s sons, but Isaac, as we see in vv7-8, was a ‘child of the promise’ and Ishmael was not.  
ii. And we see the same thing in vv10-13 in relation to Jacob and Esau.  
A. Again, they have the same father, Isaac.  But “before the twins were born or had done anything good or bad-- in order that God's purpose in election might stand: not by works but by Him who calls-- she was told, "The older will serve the younger."  Just as it is written: "Jacob I loved, but Esau I hated."”  
1) Both Jacob and Esau were sons of Abraham.  Both were within the family of promise.  Both benefitted, from God’s ‘general’ or covenant provision. They were both taught about God and taught to worship God, while all the Gentiles around them knew nothing of these things.
2) But Jacob was a ‘child of the promise,’ and Esau was not.

3) Jacob was elect of God, Esau was not.  

4) Of these two sons of Isaac, God showed His saving love only to Jacob.

B. So the fact that the Jews have rejected Jesus does not mean that God’s promise to Abraham was unreliable.  All of the blessings listed in vv4-5 are evidences of God’s ‘general’ or covenant provision to all the sons of Abraham.  But as is seen with Isaac and Jacob, God always has and continues to show His saving love to some, not all.  
God’s word has not failed.  God’s Word is reliable.  So Paul moves on next to defend God’s character in vv14-18.  
1. You see, as sinful, weak human beings of limited knowledge, we cannot help but respond to the truth of vv6-13 with the questioner of v14 – “What then shall we say?  Is God unjust?”  
a. You see, what you wont find in a biology text book is that we have gene dedicated to fairness.  Life has to be fair, and especially for me.  Boys and girls, if you were to learn that you had not been asked to try out for a sports team because the coach thought you would not be good enough, you would be really upset.  When your brother gets a piece of watermelon and you do not – that’s not fair.  And so, what we read here about Ishmael and Esau squeezes that fairness gene – it just doesn’t seem fair.  
i. God chose Isaac and He did not choose Ishmael.  
ii. Before Jacob and Esau had done anything good or bad, God had already overlooked Esau in terms of His electing and saving purpose.  
A. And let’s be clear about this.  If you read the story of Esau and Jacob, Esau comes across as the more honourable of the two.  Jacob was a lying, scheming ratbag!  His whole life.  God did not choose Jacob because he was better than Esau. 
b. But notice also that Paul does not provide us here with a long list of God’s reasons for choosing Isaac over Ishmael and Jacob over Esau in the hope that that might satisfy our sense of unfairness.  He simply quotes God’s words to Moses in Exodus 33:19, “I will have mercy on whom I have mercy, and I will have compassion on whom I have compassion.”  
i. And he then cites Pharaoh as another example of this.  
A. God did not create Pharaoh as one who might possibly be saved.  
B. Like Esau, Pharaoh was one God chose not to love but to hate.  
C. Pharaoh was created just to demonstrate God’s power.  
D. “Therefore,” says the Spirit of God in v18, “God has mercy on whom He wants to have mercy, and He hardens whom He wants to harden.”
ii. So, does God’s choice to save Isaac and Jacob and not to save Ishmael and Esau and Pharaoh compromise His character?  Has he failed to show mercy to someone He is obligated to show mercy to?  And our answer has to be - No.  His saving choices are entirely in keeping with who He is – A God who chooses to show mercy to some.
2. But  notice also how God’s character, as described in vv15 & 18, rebukes the accusation of unfairness.

a. How is God’s character described?  He has mercy on whom He has mercy.”  

i. And what is mercy?  Mercy is when you don’t get what you deserve.
A. There is a story about a mother who sought from Napoleon the pardon of her son.  But the emperor said it was the man’s second offense, and justice demanded his death. “I don’t ask for justice,” said the mother. “I plead for mercy.”  “But,” said the emperor, “he does not deserve mercy.”  “Sir,” cried the mother, “it would not be mercy if he deserved it, and mercy is all I ask.”  “Well, then,” said the emperor, “I will show mercy.” And her son was saved.
1) Mercy is when you don’t get what you deserve.
ii. So what did Ishmael, Isaac, Esau, Jacob and Pharaoh, as sinners, which they all were, all deserve from God?  His wrath and eternal despair in hell.

iii. What do you, as a sinner, deserve from God?  Can you say to God, I deserve your love?  No.  You too deserve His wrath and eternal despair in hell.

iv. We cannot know, ultimately, why God chooses to savingly love one and not the other.  The Bible does not tell us that.  What it does tell us is that God chooses to show mercy to some.
A. So let us not speak to God about fairness.  If God were fair, by our standards, we would be lost.  Let us, instead, praise Him for His mercy.
And here we are brought face to face with where we must ultimately rest on this whole matter as Paul next defends God’s sovereignty in vv19-24.
1. The believing response to this teaching, is, as we said a moment ago, thankfulness, gratitude, love worship, and obedience.  The unbelieving response is the question of v19, “Then why does God blame us?  For who resists His will?”  
a. In other words, how can God hold a person responsible for his unbelief if He did not choose him in the first place?  
i. And there is a logic to the question, except for one point, which is, there is no revealed list, anywhere, which has the elect on one side and the non-elect on the other.  God has not made that list known.  
ii. What God has said is that if you believe in Jesus you shall be saved.  
b. And beyond that, God’s says nothing except for what He says here in v20, “But who are you, O man, to talk back to God?”  
i. And this point is then illustrated with the image of a potter and clay.  
A. For we all recognize how silly it would be for a bowl to complain to the potter that he is just a bowl for a servant when the other hunk of clay was made into a bowl for the king.  It is the potter who is free to decide how he uses each hunk of clay.
B. And similarly, arguing from the lesser to the greater, God is free to one of His creatures to salvation and not the other.
c. And then, in vv22-24, the volume of the mercy that God shows to some is turned up to the very maximum.  

i. If you boys and girls went outside after church and you all broke a window, on purpose, just to be naughty, you would deserve to be punished.  Right?  You would have to pay for the window to be replaced.

ii. Now, I could choose to pay to have all the windows replaced so you all don’t have to, or I could choose just to replace the window that Egbert smashed.  

A. And I am absolutely sure that Egbert would be more grateful if I just helped him than if I helped everyone, him included.  And this is so because he can compare the mercy shown him with the lack of mercy shown to everyone else - the mercy he has been shown is a special mercy.
iii. Well, you sin like everyone else.  You deserve God’s wrath like everyone else.

A. And if you knew that everyone will be shown mercy, you would be grateful.
B. But you know that while others will get what they and you deserve – God’s wrath, you will get what you do not deserve – eternal life.
1) The fact that some of those whom you work with will spend eternity in hell as they deserve, makes the knowledge that you will spend eternity in heaven, which you do not deserve, all the greater.

Well, finally then, to complete His defense of God, Paul appeals to the Biblical evidence of the OT to demonstrate that what was happening with the Jews and the Gentiles was entirely in line with God’s written promises.
1. Should these Roman Christians be surprised that the churches were full of Gentiles and largely empty of Jews?  Not at all.  
a. 800 years before Jesus was born, God said through the prophet Hosea what we read in v25 & v26, that He will “call them ‘my people’ who are not my people.”  In other words, a time was coming when the Gentiles would be His people.
b. And 700 years before Jesus was born, God said through the prophet Isaiah what we read in v27, about the Jews, that “only the remnant will be saved.”  And remnant means a small, remaining part – just a few of the whole nation of the Jews “will be saved.”
i. And the same thing is said in v29 in another way, again emphasizing God’s mercy.  The Jews deserved to become like Sodom and Gomorrah but the Lord chose to leave “some descendants” – to save some.
c. No one then should have been surprised at what happened among the Jews and the Gentiles at the time of Jesus’ coming.  It was prophesied in the OT.
Lessons?

· Salvation is by faith in Jesus Christ, not by birth, not by belonging to this or that denomination not by church attendance.  It is by believing in Jesus for the forgiveness of your sins.
· God is a God of great mercy.
· Let God be God.
· Finally, if we do believe in Jesus Christ, all we have seen gives us every reason to be confident in God’s promises.  He is unchanging.  He is reliable.  He is just but He is also wonderfully merciful.  
· And we may be sure of all this because He has made them plain in His Word.
