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Introduction

A.  The problem of Jewish unbelief

Thirteen years ago I had the privilege to attend what some were calling at that time the most strategic and significant gathering of Christian leaders in the history of missions:  a 10-day Global Consultation on World Evangelization in Seoul, Korea, with about 4,000 delegates from almost every nation in the world.  


The largest church in the world is in Korea— Yoido Full Gospel Church, which at that time had 700,000 members, 725 pastors, 918 elders, and thousands of small groups.  I worshiped there, and was given a personal tour by one of the pastors.  At that time ten of the world's twenty largest congregations were in Seoul.  The largest single gathering in the world for followers of Jesus had been held in Korea, with 2.7 million in attendance.  Forty percent of the Korean population as a whole and sixty-five percent of the Korean army identified themselves as Christians. I attended a missions rally in the Olympic Stadium in Seoul, where 72,000 Korean college students pledged their lives for world evangelization, and promised to volunteer to go to north Korea as soon as it opened to them. 


But it is interesting that a historic meeting of leaders of believers in Jesus like this was held in a place like Seoul, and not Jerusalem, where it all began. 


After all, Jesus was Jewish.  All of the original apostles were Jewish.  For the first decade of the church, the great majority of believers were Jewish.  Sixty-four of the 66 books of the Bible were written by Jewish people.  So why doesn’t Israel have the highest number of followers of Jesus in the world?  Followers of Jesus of all kinds comprise only 2.3% of the population of Israel, and 97% of these are Arabs and expatriates, not Jews.  Why are there only about 10,000 Jewish believers in Jesus in a nation of about 6.3 million— that's less than 0.2%!  


The question of why the Jewish people had become so resistant to the message of Jesus, even though they had been the first to hear it, was the problem that disturbed the apostle Paul, who was Jewish himself, and who wrote the letter to the Romans.  And in Romans 9 through 11 he gave his answer, based on detailed study of the Scriptures, and reflection on God's plan for history.  This is one of the most challenging, but most important sections in the Bible, and it provides an opportunity for us to love the Lord with all of our minds as well as all of our hearts.

B.  Paul's first answer:  God is sovereign in the exercise of his grace


Paul's first answer to the puzzle of Jewish unbelief, which we see in chapter nine, is that God is sovereign in the exercise of his grace.  Nobody is good enough to merit salvation, not even the Jewish people, who had been blessed by God in so many ways.  The real mystery is not why all people are not saved, but why anyone is saved at all!  None of us can demand God's mercy, or argue that we deserve it.  As the old hymn says, "Amazing grace, how sweet the sound that saved a wretch like me!"  


Grace is undeserved love.  God is completely sovereign and free in granting mercy to those who have no claim on it whatsoever.  Therefore, God is under no more obligation to show grace to unbelieving Jewish people than to anyone else.

C.  Paul's second answer:  People are responsible for their continuing unbelief


Paul's second answer, which we see at the end of chapter nine, and on through chapter 10, is that people are responsible for their continuing unbelief.  Sometimes the most stubborn people are the most religious people.  Instead of humbling themselves before God and accepting their need for forgiveness and grace, they redouble their efforts to impress God with their religious zeal.  


The Jewish people did not want a crucified Messiah, whose death on the cross proved their need to be saved from sin.  They wanted a victorious, conquering Messiah, who would restore their national pride, and make them head over the surrounding nations, as they had been during the days of David and Solomon.  So most of the Jewish people refused to accept Jesus, or to believe in him.  And their persistent unbelief left them under God's continuing judgment.


This morning I would invite us to turn to Romans 11, where Paul provides two more answers to the problem of Jewish unbelief— that God's rejection of the Jewish people is not total, and that his rejection of the Jewish people is not final either.  And the insights he gives in these two answers not only explain the puzzle of why so many of God's chosen people have become God's spiritually frozen people, but his insights also provide the key to understanding the whole course of history and world evangelization. 


In Romans 8:28 Paul said, "In all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose."  That verse is not only true for individual believers.  God is working for a good purpose in the whole design of history.  And just as the Jewish people have played a crucial role in the plan of God from the beginning of history, so they will play a critical role in the wrap-up of history, which may be sooner than we think!


So let's read the first ten verses of chapter 11, where Paul argues that even though the majority of Jewish people in his own day had not believed in Jesus as their Messiah, and it seemed that the Jewish nation was headed once again for God's judgment, this time under the iron boot of the Roman government, God's rejection of the Jewish people is not total [Read 11:1-10].

I.  PAUL'S THIRD ANSWER:  GOD'S REJECTION OF THE JEWISH PEOPLE IS NOT TOTAL (11:1-10)

A.  Two illustrations

1.  Paul himself (11:1)


Paul begins his argument that God's rejection of the Jewish people is not total by citing two illustrations.  First, in verse 1, he gives himself:  "I am an Israelite myself, a descendant of Abraham, from the tribe of Benjamin."  Benjamin was the only son of Jacob actually born in the Promised Land— the other sons were born while Jacob was in exile, having run from his brother Esau.  So a descendant of Benjamin was more truly Jewish than anybody.


Paul was living proof that God had not written off the Jewish people completely.  If there was ever a prime exhibit of Jewish pride and opposition to the message of Jesus, it was Paul himself before he became a follower of Jesus.  Yet God had chosen him and miraculously transformed his life.  If God could do this with Paul's life, he could do it with others as well.

2.  The 7000 (11:4)


Paul cites another example of the same principle from I Kings 19.  At that time, the prophet Elijah was very discouraged, and thought that he was the only one left as a follower of the Lord.  But the Lord revealed to him that there were 7000 people who had also refused to participate in the idolatrous worship of Baal.


Now this 7000 was only a small percentage of the total Jewish population— but it proved that God was still at work among his people, even in the darkest spiritual conditions.


Maybe you’ve sometimes felt like Elijah.  As far as you know, you're the only family on your block, or the only one among your relatives, who has a living, personal relationship with Jesus the Messiah.  Or maybe you look at the continuing decline in moral standards and church attendance here in our country, and you watch the evening news and see nothing but disasters and calamities around the world, and you feel that believers are a tiny, embattled minority, and all we can do is hang on by our fingernails, and hope that the Lord comes back soon.


But God is still active, even when we are not personally aware of it.  For example, during the time our sons were making their choices for college, we and other parents were hearing so much about the godlessness of the university campuses, with the co-ed dorms, the absence of Christian professors, the pervasiveness of humanism and relativism, the militant feminism and radicalism and gay rights movements.  And yet when I went to visit campuses with each of our sons, in every place we found a strong core of believers, with a vision for their campus, leading other students to the Lord— in the Northwest, the Southwest, the Midwest, the South, the mid-Atlantic, and here in the Northeast.


And even though not every country in the world is exploding with church growth like India or Brazil or China, God's Spirit continues to break through in places we would least expect it.  At that meeting in Seoul, I met an economics professor from Bangkok, Thailand— a strongly Buddhist society where Christians are only 1% of the population; yet this professor had started a church about a dozen years before, and was now preaching to 5 morning services with 3500 in each! 


God is at work in the world today, whether or not we are aware of it, even if we feel as lonely and as embattled as Elijah.


In more and more people groups today, we see God taking out a people for himself, sometimes many at a time, but sometimes slowly, one by one.  In Paul's day, the Jewish believers in Jesus came slowly and with struggle, and it is the same way today.

B.  There is still a remnant of Jewish believers (11:5)


But the fact remains that God is at work.  And therefore Paul affirms in verse 5 that there is still a remnant of Jewish believers [Read v.5].  How did this remnant come into existence, in spite of being surrounded with so much unbelief?  First, Paul says, the remnant exists by God's choice.  Here Paul is underscoring the same point he developed in chapter 9:  the answer lies in God's sovereignty.


And God's choice is based on grace alone.  What does grace mean?  It means unmerited favor, love that comes to us freely, love that we don't deserve.  Grace reminds us that we deserved the full and just penalty for our disobedience to God, that God was under no obligation to save us, yet in his mercy, and for reasons known to him alone, he rescued us and pardoned us, and enabled us to trust him.

C.  The other Jewish people have become spiritually insensitive (11:7)


But what about those who are not included in this remnant, in this small group of Jewish believers?  Verse 7 says that the others were hardened.  And then, in verses 8 through 10, Paul quotes from three Old Testament passages— Deuteronomy, Isaiah, and Psalms— representing all three divisions of the Hebrew Bible:  the Law, the Prophets, and the Writings.  Each quotation makes the point that God has further hardened those who have already rejected the truth they have received.  


There is an important spiritual principle here:  when we reject the truth, we become increasingly insensitive in that area, and develop spiritual calluses.  We have all experienced this on the physical level.  For example, the first day we go jogging, we may come home with a blister.  But after several weeks, we develop very hard calluses on our feet, and the pain goes away.  Our feet are taking even more abuse than they did on the first day, but they no longer register pain.


Similarly, in spiritual areas, God pricks our consciences, and reminds us that there are areas we need to deal with.  But if we ignore these signals, we will soon stop hearing them and will develop a spiritual "callus" in that area of our lives.


So then, although the majority of the Jewish people were spiritually hardened, the hardening was not total.  There was still a remnant.  But as Paul looked into the future, God revealed to him another aspect of God's dealing with the Jewish people:  that God's rejection of the Jewish people is not final either.  Let's read verses 11 through 15 [Read].

II.  PAUL'S FOURTH ANSWER:  GOD'S REJECTION OF THE JEWISH PEOPLE IS NOT FINAL (11:11-32)

A.  The spiritual restoration of the Jewish people will bring untold blessings to the world (11:11-15)

1.  The sin of the Jewish people brought salvation to the Gentiles


Let's restate the progression of events that Paul summarizes here.  First, he says in verse 11, the sin of the Jewish people brought salvation to the Gentiles.  How did this happen?  In the first place, the crucifixion of Jesus the Messiah, instigated by the Jewish leaders and approved by the Jewish crowds, became the basis for the forgiveness of our sins.  Jesus’ death was the atoning substitute for the death penalty that we deserved.  So even though the Jewish people conspired to kill Jesus, in so doing they made possible the atonement for the sins of the whole world.


And more than that, continued Jewish persecution of the first followers of Jesus led to the spread of the gospel to the Gentiles.  How so?  Well, even though Jesus had specifically commanded his disciples to preach the gospel to every creature, to make disciples of all the nations, and to be his witnesses in the farthest corners of the earth, the church was slow to get on with it.  They were just the way we can be in so many ways.  They got so caught up in the needs of Jerusalem and Judea that it took a fierce persecution to disperse them and to get them to spread out into other Mediterranean cities.  


I hope that isn't what God has to do to get the American church to finish fulfilling the Great Commission.  But in the first century, the fiercer the Jewish opposition, the greater was the spread among the Gentile population.

2.  The Gentiles' enjoyment of spiritual blessings will make the Jewish people jealous


But, says Paul, the Gentiles' enjoyment of the spiritual blessings found in Jesus the Messiah will eventually make the Jewish people jealous.  That is, as the Jewish people see the Gentiles drawing on the rich Jewish heritage, enjoying the Hebrew Scriptures, experiencing the benefits of the Holy Spirit, they will ask, "Why these Gentiles, and not us?  We were here first!  We are the true heirs of the promises made to the patriarchs and through the prophets!"

3.  The Jewish people will return as a nation to the Lord


And so the next step is that the Jewish people will return as a nation to the Lord.  We will see this even more clearly later in chapter 11.

4.  Even greater blessings for the Gentiles will follow


And then, says Paul, even greater blessings to the Gentiles will follow.  In verse 12, he uses the phrase, "how much greater riches will their fullness bring."  In verse 15, he says it will be like "life from the dead."

B.  God's present rejection of the Jewish people is no basis for Gentile pride (11:16-24)

1.  Illustrations of the dough and the tree (11:16)


Now, in view of the coming restoration of the Jewish people, Paul argues that God's present rejection of the Jewish people is no basis for Gentile pride.  Even in the first century, the seeds of anti-Semitism among Gentile believers were starting to appear [Read 11:16-18].  


Paul is using the illustrations of the first fruits of the batch of dough, and root of the tree, to describe the relationship of the patriarchs— Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob— to the Jewish people.  Since God made his choice of these patriarchs, and gave his promises to them and to their descendants, the Jewish nation still has a place in God's plan as the object of God's choice.

2.  The Gentiles derive benefit from the Jewish heritage (11:17,18)


In verses 17 and 18 Paul continues with the tree metaphor to illustrate that the Gentiles derive benefit from the Jewish heritage.  The Jewish people are like a cultivated olive tree, cared for by God the gardener.  The Gentiles are like a branch from a wild olive that has been grafted into the cultivated olive tree, and now enjoys all the rich life coming up from the root of the tree.

3.  Acceptance or rejection by God is a matter of faith or unbelief, not a matter of cultural distinctives (11:19-24)


Let's continue reading, as Paul develops this image of the olive tree [Read 11:19-24].  In these verses Paul is saying that acceptance or rejection by God is a matter of faith or unbelief, not a matter of cultural distinctives.  He is talking about the Jewish people as a group, and the Gentiles as a group, being placed into or taken out of the tree.  He is not talking about the salvation of individuals.  We already know from Paul's teaching in Romans chapter 8 that once a person is saved, he is saved for all time.


No, Paul is saying that neither the Jewish people nor the Gentiles have any inherent right to enjoy God's blessings.  No cultural group can think of itself as permanently within God's favor, nor can it despise another cultural group as being permanently outside God's favor.  Nor can any cultural group assume that it will remain in God's favor just because of its past history.  Not even the Jewish people enjoyed immunity from God's judgment on their sins.


As Americans, we can and should go back to the early days of our country to draw inspiration from the examples of godly men and women.  But we must not assume from that historical study that our country today stands under the special protection of God, especially in view of the widespread secularism and immorality that we see.


Paul needed to remind the Roman believers that God's character included sternness as well as kindness, as he says in verse 22.  He warned them in verse 20 to be afraid of arrogance and unbelief in their lives, for these sins lie at the root of all the others, and bring the judgment of God on the unbeliever.  A healthy fear of unbelief can be one motivation that God uses to keep us trusting in Him.

C.  The future restoration of Israel is a matter of divine revelation (11:25-32)

1.  Israel as a whole will be saved (11:25-27)


And now we come to the best part of all of this chapter.  Here the mystery is revealed, the puzzle is solved, and God's purpose in history is finally unveiled.  And we find that God's purpose finds its climax in the future restoration of Israel [Read 11:25-32].  


That word translated "mystery" in verse 25, found a number of times in Paul's letters, means a truth that God has kept hidden up to the present time, but has now revealed.  What are some of the features of this new revelation that God gave to Paul?  First, that Israel as a whole will be saved [Read v.26].


Now this does not necessarily mean every individual Jewish person, as we see from other places where the Greek word for "all" is used.  Just as there is now a remnant of believers, at that future time there may be a remnant of unbelievers.  But the basic point is that Israel as a nation will accept the Messiah whom they at first rejected.


Now in the last few decades we have seen a great acceleration in the number of Jewish people embracing Jesus as Messiah.  In 1967, before the Six Day War, there were only about 200 known Jewish believers in Jesus worldwide. Today conservative estimates put them at about 50,000 to 90,000 worldwide. Other estimates put the number at well over 100,000. In the spring of 2005 the Jerusalem Post reported that there were 10,000 Jewish believers in Jesus in Israel alone. [Joel Rosenberg in End Times, www.leftbehind.com/channelendtimes.asp?pageid=1158&channelID=71]


But there are 14 million Jewish people in the world, so we are still a long way from being able to say "All Israel has been saved."  But when will that occur?

2.  The restoration of Israel will occur after the full number of Gentiles comes to God (11:25)


Paul tells us in verse 25 that the restoration of Israel will occur after the full number of Gentiles comes to God.  Notice that Paul doesn’t give an exact timetable.  You’ll remember that the disciples asked Jesus about the timetable just before he ascended to heaven.  And here is how Jesus answered:

So when they met together, they asked him, ‘Lord, are you at this time going to restore the kingdom to Israel?’ He said to them: ‘It is not for you to know the times or dates the Father has set by his own authority. But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.’ (Acts 1:8)
God hasn't told us how much time there is left before we see this wonderful time of restoration and blessing.  But he has made one thing clear.  The priority for the present time is to complete the task of world evangelization.


Revelation 5:9 tells us that there will be people in heaven from every tribe, language, nation and race.  We have already arrived at the day when there are believers from every nation and race; we are rapidly approaching the time when there will be at least some believers from every tribe and language group too.  And this is the first time in history in which that statement is true.  


Many believe that the entire task of planting a church in every people group on earth can even be completed within the next several years— if the whole church will pray, and mobilize, and partner together. It is estimated that 3.6 billion people have already seen the Jesus film.  In the last couple of decades there has been unprecedented cooperation between mission agencies, and between denominations, and between local churches, for the sake of reaching people for Jesus.  


Peter Wagner, one of the world's foremost authorities on church growth, says with a chuckle, "The prayer movement is out of control;" that is, there is fast-growing emphasis on intercessory prayer all over the world, including our own country. Shortly before his death, Bill Bright, the founder of Campus Crusade for Christ, said that in his entire lifetime he had never seen anything like what God is doing today. 


We may have only a few years left before the full number of Gentiles is complete, and Israel turns to Jesus, and the Lord returns!  We know we’re getting closer to the finish line than ever before!

3.  The restoration of Israel  is prophesied in the Old Testament (11:26,27)


In verses 26 and 27 Paul reminds the Roman believers that the eventual restoration of Israel is prophesied in the Old Testament.  He quotes from two passages in Isaiah to prove his point, but there are many other texts from which he could have chosen.  There are still prophecies about the Jewish people returning to their land, turning to the Lord, and becoming a blessing to the world, that are as yet unfulfilled.  But every one of those prophecies will be fulfilled, because God keeps his Word.

4.  God's ultimate purpose is to demonstrate mercy (11:32)


In all this, God's ultimate purpose is to demonstrate his mercy, as Paul says in verse 32 [Read].  God's judgment and wrath against sin form the backdrop against which his mercy can be seen more clearly.  


The glory of his mercy is seen in that it is shown to all— not all without exception, for Paul tells us in Romans chapters 1 and 2 and 9 that there are those who will suffer God's judgment.  Hell is real, and hell is hot.  But God's mercy will be shown to all without distinction as to whether they are Jew or Gentile.  God shows his mercy to all who believe.

III.  PAULS' RESPONSE TO THESE TRUTHS:  PRAISE TO GOD (11:33-36)


Having reflected on these wonderful truths about God's plan for salvation, and the Jewish nation, and the course of history, Paul bursts out in praise to God [Read 11:33-36].  Paul praises God for his wisdom, because God's plan is beyond our comprehension, or our ability to grasp.  He praises God for his independence; we cannot do anything that obligates God to us; his actions are totally gracious and free.  And he praises God for his sovereignty; God is the one who brings everything into existence, who upholds and preserves all things, and who is causing all things to work together to bring him glory.


In the next chapter, Paul will go on to discuss matters of practical living as followers of Jesus the Messiah, the risen Lord.  But first he just has to stop and give praise to the marvelous God who has designed these plans and revealed these truths.

IV.  OUR RESPONSE TO THESE TRUTHS


That is Paul's response.  Now what will our response be to the things we have read today?  I'd like to suggest three applications.

A.  Guard against pride and unbelief


First, let's guard our hearts against pride and unbelief.  These were the sins that led to the downfall and rejection of Israel.  Israel expended its energy on trying to prove how religious they were and how deserving of God's favor they were, rather than simply receiving the grace and mercy offered to them in Jesus the Messiah. As ministry leaders in particular, it’s easy to be competitive, and to compare our results and our methods with others.

Let's not waste our time trying to hide the fact of our sin, from God or from one another.  Let’s keep confessing our sins, and turning to the Lord for forgiveness.  No posing, no posturing. Let's live openly, honestly and simply as sinners saved by grace.  Let’s not brag about what we’ve done for God, but about what God has done for us in Jesus.

B.  Do not focus on the details of the prophetic timetable, but rather on the present task of world evangelization


Second, let's not focus on the details of the prophetic timetable, but rather on the present task of world evangelization.  The end of the race is in sight.  Soon we could see the full number of Gentiles gathered into God's kingdom, and the stage will be set for Israel as a whole to turn to Jesus as Messiah.  


So let's keep praying for the salvation of lost people, in our own communities and around the world. Let’s pray fervently for Jewish people but also for Gentile people.  Let's develop bridges of friendship with people we meet, whatever their culture.  Let's talk about Jesus.  Let's offer our gifts and talents, and share our financial resources, to get the job done!  

Let’s remind the people we lead that, as Paul says in Romans 10, every follower of Jesus has been commissioned to be his evangelist, his witness, his ambassador. “How beautiful are the feet of those who bring good news” (Romans 10:15). Everywhere in the world where the good news of Jesus is spreading rapidly it’s because ordinary believers are spreading that good news within their natural networks of relationship; it’s not just through full-time evangelists and pastors and missionaries. So let’s focus on the present task of taking the good news of Jesus everywhere, including our own networks of relationships in our neighborhoods and schools and families and places of work.

C.  Meditate on the greatness of our sovereign God


And third, in the midst of it all, like Paul, let's meditate on the greatness of our sovereign God, who has designed this incredibly wise and beautiful plan of salvation, and program for history!  "For from him and through him and to him are all things.  To him be the glory forever!  Amen."

