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How would you respond if I promised you this morning that the Huskers would win next Sunday? I promise you the Huskers will come away with a W. It doesn’t matter who is injured, how many times they turn the ball over, how many assignments are missed, how many points are scored, what the weather will be like: the Huskers will win! You probably wouldn’t take that promise to the bank because I have no ability to control all those factors. The promise has no integrity to it because I can’t control it. I am limited in my humanity to do that. In fact, I was at the game two weeks ago, doing my best to shout and stop the other team. Be the 12th man. We didn’t win. As much as I believe in Coach Rhule and Raiola, and as involved as they are in the game, they cannot promise you a win either. It’s too complex. Too many factors involved. 

Life is like a football game. It’s complex. There’s a lot of factors at play that are beyond us. Yet, God has made precious promises to us in Christ despite the complexities of life. We talked about some of these promises in Romans 8 when we left off in April. If you remember, or you’re familiar with the book, chapter 8 is just about everyone’s favorite. Certainly, more appreciated than Romans 1! Romans 1 reminds us that we are all sinners, and we all deserve God’s wrath and condemnation. Every one of us. Romans 8, however, is the contrast and our comfort as believers in Christ. We are children of God. Having been predestined, called, and justified, we have the hope of a glorious future with God. Our glorification is so certain it’s in past tense. Until then, in this life, we have the Spirit of God in us who helps us in our weaknesses and seasons of life, and He will see to it that we are molded into the image of His Son. Therefore, nothing can separate us from Him. We overwhelmingly conquer in Him. To those promises we would all say, “Amen!” 

But the challenge for you and I to consider this morning is to consider that only God can make those sort of Romans 8 promises because only God is sovereign. In control of things from beginning to end—from predestination to glorification—a plan to conform us to the image of His Son. Only a sovereign God can guarantee your glorification and victory. So Romans 8, I would submit, rests on Romans 9. Romans 9-11 are difficult chapters with heavy theology about Israel. Their past: selected in Romans 9. Their present: rejected in chapter 10. Their future: accepted in Romans 11. And the subject comes up because the Church was becoming predominantly Gentile with relatively few Jews being saved. People were scratching their heads. How can we trust God to keep these promises to us considering the state Israel is in? Do God’s promises ever fail? So lots of heavy theology the next few weeks. Hang in there though. We’ll get to Romans 12 and he’ll tell us what to do with it.

1 I am telling the truth in Christ, I am not lying, my conscience testifies with me in the Holy Spirit, 2 that I have great sorrow and unceasing grief in my heart. 3 For I could wish that I myself were accursed, separated from Christ for the sake of my brethren, my kinsmen according to the flesh, 4 who are Israelites, to whom belongs the adoption as sons, and the glory and the covenants and the giving of the Law and the temple service and the promises, 5 whose are the fathers, and from whom is the Christ according to the flesh, who is over all, God blessed forever. Amen.

So to Paul, Israel is his Jewish brethren according to the flesh. Sometimes flesh in the Bible is just referring to the physical body, not the sin nature. And with the subject of Israel, there is a sudden shift from the celebration in chapter 8 to the grief of Romans 9. God had made many promises to the Jewish people. They’re God’s chosen people, entrusted with all the things Paul mentioned. It’s basically a review of the OT. They had so much exposure to God and yet, to this very day, the majority of Jews rejected Christ. Many Jews have not believed in Jesus. It was only a remnant of the Jews that had believed in Jesus. So again, the question is raised: Has God’s Word failed? Did God not keep His promise? Because if He didn’t, we have no reason to believe He will keep His promise to us. Paul starts to reason with that. That’s the issue here.
[bookmark: _Hlk179047209]Reason 1: God’s choice is not based on birthright.

6 But it is not as though the word of God has failed [failed = gone off course; like a ship]. For [reason 1] they are not all Israel who are descended from Israel; 7 nor are they all children because they are Abraham’s descendants, but: “through Isaac your descendants will be named.” 8 That is, it is not the children of the flesh who are children of God, but the children of the promise are regarded as descendants. 9 For this is the word of promise: “At this time I will come, and Sarah shall have a son.”

Just because someone is a descendant of Abraham doesn’t mean they are God’s children, that is, saved. A lot of Abraham’s descendants thought that way. I’m Abraham’s descendant so I’m saved. Think about it: Abraham bore both Ishmael and Isaac. One son, Ishmael, was the result of his own scheming with his wife Sarah, attempting to fulfill God’s promise through human effort. God told him he would have a son but as he got older, and they couldn’t wait any longer, Sarah suggested he take her maidservant, Hagar, and have children through her. God wouldn’t have it, even though Abraham begged. He’s the natural son.

Isaac, however, was born at an age where Abraham and Sarah’s bodies were as good as dead. When there was no way either one of them should have been able to have a child, God fulfilled His promise in His grace. One might read this though and go, “Okay. I get it. Two moms. One dad. I know why Isaac was chosen. Sarah was the real wife. Isaac’s the legitimate one.” About the time we think we have it figured out, Paul uses another illustration.  

Reason 2: God’s choice is not based on behavior.

10 And not only this, but there was Rebekah also, when she had conceived twins by one man, our father Isaac; 11 for though the twins were not yet born and had not done anything good or bad, so that God’s purpose according to His choice would stand, not because of works but because of Him who calls, 12 it was said to her, “The older will serve the younger.” 13 Just as it is written, “Jacob I loved, but Esau I hated.”

Isaac’s wife, Rebekah bore twins, Jacob and Esau. So same mother and father, but only one was chosen, and it wasn’t the firstborn. If you remember the story, God chose Jacob before they were even born—before they had the chance to right or wrong, good or evil. So His choosing wasn’t based on their actions or performance. Before they could do anything to influence God’s decision, God chose Jacob. And, out of these two, Jacob’s character was less admirable than Esau’s. Jacob was a trickster. A deceiver. Out of the two, I would’ve been more likely to befriend Esau, a hunter. 

Then it says Jacob he loved and Esau He hated. The word hate is a term of contrast, not necessarily of emotion. One of my archaeology professors mentioned how the words hate and love were legal terms for choosing: acceptance or rejection. And Jesus used this word as a word of comparison. A literary device. He said, “If anyone comes to me and does not hate father and mother, wife and children, brothers and sisters—yes, even their own life—such a person cannot be my disciple.” So we know that Jesus isn’t saying you must actually hate your parents and family your own life. That would go against Christian values. We are to love our family, as crazy and knuckleheaded as they are. But he’s emphasizing that our loyalty to Him must be first and above all else. 

So this passage brings up the idea of God’s choosing based on foreknowledge. I used to believe that God looked down through history in His foreknowledge, saw who would do right or wrong, believe or not believe, and that’s how He made His decision. But Paul doesn’t say that, and the text doesn’t allow that. And there are some problems with that thinking. The text says it doesn’t have to do with works, but with God’s call. His call is a summons. An invitation to salvation. He calls. First. We respond. Second. Why? To fulfill His sovereign plan and purpose. 

Paul, in his diatribe style, anticipates that people will question God’s fairness over this. Objection 1: Questioning the r’ness of God.

14 What shall we say then? There is no injustice with God, is there? May it never be! 15 For He says to Moses, “I will have mercy on whom I have mercy, and I will have compassion on whom I have compassion.” 16 So then it does not depend on the man who wills or the man who runs, but on God who has mercy. 17 For the Scripture says to Pharaoh, “For this very purpose I raised you up, to demonstrate My power in you, and that My name might be proclaimed throughout the whole earth.” 18 So then He has mercy on whom He desires, and He hardens whom He desires.

Reason 3: God’s choice is always free.

So Paul uses the example of Moses and Pharaoh. Looking back on the Exodus account, we celebrate when the Israelites cross the Red Sea, and the Egyptians are destroyed. But we need to understand, there are two sides to the story. God had mercy on Moses and Israel. He didn’t have mercy on Pharaoh and Egypt. But you have to think: it’s not exactly like Israel is the good guy. Read on in Exodus. Wouldn’t God be just to destroy both? Was Israel really more deserving of God’s mercy than Egypt? Both Israelites and Egyptians are Romans 1 human beings, deserving of wrath. 

So why did God choose Israel? To make Himself known to the world. Everyone heard about those events and went, “Whoa! Watch out for the Israelites and their God!” The reason for His choice was to teach the world about Himself through it… so the world might understand Him. Judgment is the backdrop upon which we learn about mercy and vice versa. You don’t really understand one without the other. And God kept hardening Pharaoh’s heart to do that. He could harden Pharoah if he wants. And he can harden the majority of Israelites today if He wants. And He is according to Romans 11 and if you try to witness to a Jew. Objection #2: How can God still hold men accountable?

19 You will say to me then, “Why does He still find fault? For who resists His will?” 

So basically, how is that fair? Sometimes I wish Paul would just take us back to Romans 1 here to remind us of what every sinner should justly receive: judgment. But he doesn’t offer a logical solution. He just affirms God’s sovereignty with a rhetorical question.

20 On the contrary, who are you, O man, who answers back to God?

This word, O man, is not affectionate. It’s disavowing. A term of derision. It highlights our subordinate, creaturely status. In other words, are you God? Are you the standard of righteousness? Do you really understand the complexities of what is going on here? When you point the finger at God and say, “God, You’re wrong. You can’t do that.” It’s like saying, “God, I know better than You. I’m the standard.” Who are you to tell God what He can or can’t do with your limited, human, finite knowledge? 

The thing molded will not say to the molder, “Why did you make me like this,” will it? 21 Or does not the potter have a right over the clay, to make from the same lump one vessel for honorable use and another for common use? 

So just like a plotter will take a lump of clay and make it into one vessel or another—something for honorable occasions like fine China or common use like an everyday coffee cup—the clay doesn’t get to tell the potter what to make of it. Dr. Pepper, Pepsi, La Croix.

22 What if God, although willing to demonstrate His wrath and to make His power known, endured with much patience vessels of wrath prepared for destruction? 23 And He did so to make known the riches of His glory upon vessels of mercy, which He prepared beforehand for glory, 24 even us, whom He also called, not from among Jews only, but also from among Gentiles.

What Paul is saying is that God, through the tutelage of human history, interactions with men, is teaching all of creation about Himself. Vessels of wrath and vessels of mercy.

This passage brings up what some would call double predestination, which means God not only predestined those who would be chosen, but also predestined the rest to wrath. Based on Paul’s description, I don’t think you need to go that far, and this is one of those places where I’ve found the Greek helpful. With the vessels of wrath, “prepared” for destruction is passive and in the middle voice. You can’t tell who is doing the preparing, or maybe even that the people are preparing themselves through their own actions. And, God endures it. He is patient, not willing any should perish. But then speaking of vessels of mercy Paul says they were prepared beforehand for glory. That Greek tense is active and it is clearly God preparing them. 

So that brings up the question of God’s sovereignty and man’s responsibility again, doesn’t it? To it I say, “Yes.” I have proof texts for both. God is sovereign. And man is responsible. Depending on the passage, Scripture will emphasize one or the other. I don’t think you can deny one or the other.

Illustration: Gates of Heaven
I understand that on the gates of heaven it says, “Whosoever will may come.” And on the backside, it says, “Chosen before the foundation of the world.” 

One man said, in his old tongue, “Upon such a subject, no man should be ashamed to acknowledge his ignorance. We are not required to reconcile the divine decrees and human liberty. It is enough to know God has decreed all thing which come to pass, and that man are answerable for their actions. Of both, these truths we are assured by the Scriptures.” John Dick, 243 of Chafer.

If this still bothers you, let me ask you, “Who wrote Romans?” Paul? Or the Spirit? Both. How can that be? “Who lives your Christian life? Who allows you to act and bear fruit? You or Jesus?” It’s not I who lives but Christ lives in me. You can’t resolve that. The Trinity is same.  

At the end of the day, the question is not, “Why does God send people to hell?” We all deserve that. We send ourselves there. The question is, as one man has said, why did God choose you to be a vessel of His mercy, to be His child, to receive His riches, to spend forever with Him? Why did He go to the cross for You, dying an unjust death He didn’t deserve, for you? You weren't smarter, more worthy, more clever, or deserving; it’s just part of God's eternal purpose. And are you resting in His sovereignty?

And at the end of the day, I think we just need to accept that there are some things about God and God’s ways that are mysterious. There are a lot of questions we’ll never answer satisfactorily. He is not always predictable and explainable. As upsetting as it is to the pride of our logic. I tend to believe God’s sovereignty is so great that it includes human responsibility. I am fine taking a seat beside Paul at the end of Romans 11, exclaiming how unsearchable and unfathomable are His ways. Who has understood the mind of God or become His counselor? From Him, through Him, and to Him are all things. 

Reason 4: God’s choice includes a Jewish remnant and Gentile inclusion.

25 As He says also in Hosea,
“I will call those who were not My people, ‘My people,’
And her who was not beloved, ‘beloved.’”
26 “And it shall be that in the place where it was said to them, ‘you are not My people,’
There they shall be called sons of the living God.”

27 Isaiah cries out concerning Israel, “Though the number of the sons of Israel be like the sand of the sea, it is the remnant that will be saved; 28 for the Lord will execute His word on the earth, thoroughly and quickly.” 29 And just as Isaiah foretold, “Unless the Lord of Sabaoth had left to us a posterity, We would have become like Sodom, and would have resembled Gomorrah.”

So at the end of this section Paul demonstrates from the Old Testament that Gentiles were included in God’s plan all along and they can be called His people as well. Gentiles who believe in Jesus, by faith, are included as children of the promise. Children of God. 

The OT also predicted a time when Israelites would be a remnant. Were it not for God’s sovereign superintendence, Israel would have become like Sodom and Gomorrah. And DON’T MISS THIS despite their rejection, 

His rejection of the majority doesn’t negate His promise to the minority.
His present preservation of a Jewish remnant is evidence His promise has not failed.
Because it’s not based on Israel’s behavior, Israel's disobedience cannot nullify God's promise and plan for them.

Rest in the fact that God doesn’t make promises He can’t or doesn’t keep.
He finishes what He starts. Praise God for your eternal security in Christ. Let that anchor you when your life doesn’t measure up to Chrisitan standards. 

It is God’s mercy, not man’s merit, that saves.
The scary thing is you can be numbered among God’s people and still not be one of God’s people. The Jews said, “I go to Temple. I’m uncle Abe’s cousin.” That didn’t automatically save them from God’s wrath. People today might call themselves Christians, be raised in a Christian home, go to church. Get baptized. Take communion. These things don’t make you a true Christian any more than me walking into my garage makes me a car. As Romans 10 will get into, you need to believe in Jesus. If you sense His tug on your heart this morning, I encourage you to respond to God.
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