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Romans 11
Who are the true Jew?
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In the spring of 1941, Hitler launched a plan to murder every Jew in Europe. It was called the "final solution". Hitler believed that the Aryan race was superior to all others; and he believed the Jewish race to be inferior to all others. Hitler’s "Final Solution" was a systematic programme of "ethnic cleansing" where almost six million Jews were killed. That act is absolutely mind numbing. But just as mind numbing was the reaction of the Church. Some sections of the Church didn’t oppose Hitler. They bought his line that the Jews were Jesus killers and so thought this was God’s judgement on their nation as a whole.

But then on the other side, I was in a prayer group a while back during the fighting between Israel and Lebanon. The conflict was fierce, Hezbollah guerrillas were crossing Israel’s borders and sending rockets into Israel’s towns. Israel was in turn blockaded Lebanon’s ports and sending long range missiles into both military and civilian buildings. The bloodshed was high, deaths were rising on both sides and as a number of us Christians met together and prayed about a whole lot of things, one lady prayed for Israel’s victory.

She said something like this. “Lord, may their bombs cause carnage and may  Lebanon’s fall harmlessly. May your people win this war, Lord. May you fight for them as you have done in the past.”

So who is right? Are the Jews Jesus killers or are they still God’s chosen people? Does God still have a special place for the Jews or has he banished them from his sight? Should we be pro Israel or anti Israel? And what does the Bible say? How should we look at the Jews today? 

Well Paul addresses this important issue in Romans chapter 11. He has already said that all people are sinners, Jews and Gentiles alike. That all need to trust in the Lord Jesus to be saved. But now he asks the question Has God rejected his people? And his answer? “No, by no means,” for there is, within the Jewish nation, a faithful remnant.

1. The Remnant of Israel (verse 1-10) And so in the first 10 verses Paul points to a number of reasons why there will always be a sub section within the Jews that will be saved. And the first reason is personal. For he goes on to say “I myself am a Jew!” Yes, Paul says, I am living proof that despite my past as a blasphemer and a persecutor, God still chose me to be part of the faithful remnant from his people.
But there isn’t just a personal explanation, there is a theological explanation as well. For in the next verse Paul goes on to say, God did not reject HIS people, whom he FOREKNEW. So the Jews are still God’s people. God knew that when he chose Abraham and his descendents there would be a history of faithlessness, even that they would reject his Son, their Messiah Jesus. So what has happened in the 1st century AD will not change the way that God does things, no not at all.

Because, Paul says, if you remember your Bible, in the book of 1 Kings, in the time of Elijah, almost all of Israel had rejected God and gone after the Baal’s. The king, the leadership, the priests, almost anyone who was anyone, decided to jump ship and get off the good ship Yahweh and onto the bandwagon of Baal. So much so that Elijah thought that he was the only one left. But he wasn’t. God said to him I have a remnant, a faithful group of 7,000. So not everyone had turned their back on God then. Just as not every Jew has turned their back on Christ now.

And lastly, Paul says look around you today. Those who are followers of Jesus are both Jew and Gentile and they have been chosen not by works or by their heritage but by God’s grace. So no God hasn’t rejected his people, it is just that the majority of Israel has hardened their heart. They have stumbled somewhere before the finish line. They have become blinded to what God is really doing in their time.

The idea that Paul is putting forward is a bit like the picture of a fried egg. For when you break an egg into a hot pan, there are two parts to it. A small circle of yoke, inside a larger circle of white. And so what Paul is saying is that within the larger circle of Israel, there has always been a smaller circle of true believers, of true Jews. Always has, always will be.

For God, throughout Israel’s history, has always been doing a quiet work amongst his people.  And that work has never been in vain. And in the same way that the Communists in Russia, tried to wipe out Christianity over some 70 years but the Babushkas, the grandmothers, continued to teach the stories of Jesus to their grand kids as they rocked their cradle. So God continues to do his work in a quiet but effective way. By bringing people to himself, both Jews and Gentiles. Israel as a nation might have stumbled and fallen, but that doesn’t mean they won’t get back up again. 

A while back the magazine, "Runner’s World" told the story of Beth Anne DeCiantis’s attempt to qualify for the Olympic Trials marathon. You see a female runner had to complete the 26-mile race in less than two hours, forty-five minutes to compete at the Olympic Trials. 

Now Beth started strong but began having trouble around mile 23. She reached the final straightaway at 2:43, with just two minutes left to qualify. Two hundred metres from the finish, she stumbled and fell. Dazed, she stayed down for twenty seconds. The crowd yelled, "Get up!" The clock was ticking -- 2:44, less than a minute to go. Beth Anne staggered to her feet and began walking. Five yards short of the finish, with ten seconds to go, she fell again. She began to crawl, the crowd cheering her on, and she crossed the finish line on her hands and knees. Her time? Two hours, 44 minutes, 57 seconds.

This is in some ways a little bit similar to the situation of the Jews. Though they have stumbled again & again, some of them will get up and make it. But in the mean time, many others have already made it over the line, many Gentiles including you & I.

2. The Restoration of Israel. But not only has there always been a remnant of Israel, Paul talks in verses 11 to 27 about the restoration of Israel. Yes their stumble meant that the Gentiles were able to get to the line and come into the Kingdom. Yes, the rejection of the Jewish nation has meant that their branch has been broken off & in its place a wild olive branch, the people of the nations, have been grafted into its place. 
But it’s a bit like the benching of a star player in a game of football. For every once in a while, a team’s star player goes through a form slump. They lose their confidence, they lose their magic. They still have their skills, the ability that made them the best. But somehow the drive or that ability to inject themselves into the game is lost. So what does the coach do? He puts them on the reserve’s bench. He drops them for a time. He gives someone else the chance to take their position. And often not only is this rookie given his chance, but the star player becomes jealous and works doubly hard to get back into the starting line-up.

Something like that has happened to the Jewish nation. The nation of Israel is still God’s people, chosen by God, given promises by God. God has not cast them aside, but instead he has allowed them to be hardened for a period of time, and for now God is working through a different community, the world of the Gentiles. 

Paul himself has the strategy that when he goes to a new town, he will go at first to the Synagogue, he will preach to the Jews, but if they reject him he goes on then to the Gentiles and he gives them a chance to respond. And he hopes that their positive response to the God, will shame the Jews into repentance and faith.

So the current rejection of the Jewish nation as a whole is not the end, it’s actually part of God’s plan to save them. Well, that’s the sort of idea that Paul suggests in v11. He says God has saved some Gentiles in order to make Israel jealous. Not that jealousy is an end in itself. But if they’re jealous of the Gentiles, then they may be willing to listen to the gospel and turn back to God, to accept the mercy he offers freely. And that will happen. 

For he goes on to say there will be a regathering of people from the Jewish nation back to their spiritual birthright. There will be a restoration of the people of God into their favoured position. Many of the Jews will be redeemed. So much so that in verse 25, Paul says “I do not want you to be ignorant of this mystery, brothers, so that you may not be conceited: Israel has experienced a hardening in part until the full number of the Gentiles has come in. And so all Israel will be saved.”
Did you hear what Paul said, “And so all Israel will be saved.“ Is every Jew included in this statement? I really don’t know, maybe in a miraculous way, God will bring about a 100% salvation of the Jews at that time but it is more likely that He will bring a large scale repentance back to the nation of Israel.

Now so far this has not happened to the Jewish nation. And in other passages in the Scriptures the hint is that this regathering of the Jewish nation may happen prior to Jesus coming again. But certainly the picture isn’t crystal clear.

What it does mean is that the Church should always have a part of its number committed to Jewish evangelism. As Paul says in the previous chapter, “How, then, can they call on the one they have not believed in? And how can they believe in the one of whom they have not heard? And how can they hear without someone preaching to them? And how can they preach unless they are sent? As it is written, "How beautiful are the feet of those who bring good news!"

The Gentile Church, our Church, can’t afford to become arrogant, to think it has eclipsed the place of the Jews. Instead we need to remember the kindness and sternness of God. Yes God has been kind to us, but if we don’t live as the people of God, he can easily remove us and replace us with someone else. So as Gentiles who have inherited the spiritual heritage of the Jews, we should want the Jews to also recapture what they have lost. We want those who have stumbled, not to stay down but to get up and make it to the finishing line.

Instead of the enmity that has surrounded Christian Jewish relations in the past, the Jew hating, the persecution, we should embrace this nation. Instead of thinking that all of them are saved because we have the same God we need to tell them about Jesus. We should be praying and working toward a remnant being saved and hope to see in our lifetime the whole nation of Israel being saved.  

So the picture now is not just of a egg and its yoke on a hot pan. But a double egged yoke. Yes there is a remnant out of the people of Israel, but there is also a group of Gentiles that God has saved out of the world. And together we are to shine like the sun and declare 

3. The faithfulness of God (verse 28-36) For that is where our passage ends, in verses 28 to 36. With a tribute to God’s faithfulness. God doesn’t change his mind. God doesn’t promise something and then a bit later revoke his promise. So even if the Jewish people as a whole have rejected him, he will not completely reject them. He will see their rejection and like a good poker player, raise them with his mercy.
Why does he want to do this? How will it all work out in the wash? That’s still a mystery. As Paul says in verse 33 “how unsearchable are God’s judgements. His paths are beyond tracing out. Who has known the mind of the Lord? Or who has been his counsellor? Oh the depths of the riches of the wisdom and knowledge of God.”
Just as scientists staring into space, are slowly peeling back the wonders of the universe, but what they know is so small to the vastness of what is out there. So when we think about God’s grace, his mercy, his promises, even his relationship with the Jewish nation, we have to acknowledge we are just paddling in the shallows of a deep, deep ocean. We are just scratching the surface. But if it is true that from him & through him and to him are all things, then we to should give him the glory forever.

You see this teaching humbles us. It tells us don’t be arrogant. Let's not presume on God. Let's not think that we're somehow better than others, that God is somehow bound to us. Sort of taking on that original Jewish attitude of thinking we deserve God. Let's understand that God is free to choose. For those that are Christian here - he chose us. Why? - because in his mercy, he wanted to.

And in the future there will be others that he will chose, both Jews and Gentiles. There are other plans that he will enact, which he has only given us the barest of details. But if in the past God has been faithful to us, then shouldn’t we be faithful to Him and to those around us. If in the past he has shared with us his incredible mercy, shouldn’t we be merciful to those around us, gracious & forgiving. Not dealing with them in an eye for an eye manner, for as Gandhi once said, if the whole world follows the teaching of an eye for an eye it will end up completely blind.

Instead we should respond to God’s mercy by offering ourselves as living sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God. And we will think about what that means next week when we turn to Romans 12. But in the meantime let us respond to the faithfulness of God with our own faithfulness to God.

It was a stormy night in Birmingham, England, and Hudson Taylor was to speak at a meeting at the Severn Street schoolroom. His hostess assured him that nobody would attend on such a stormy night, but Taylor insisted on going. "I must go even if there is no one but the doorkeeper." Less than a dozen people showed up, but the meeting was marked with unusual spiritual power. Half of those present either became missionaries or gave their children as missionaries; and the rest were faithful supporters of the China Inland Mission for years to come. 

How is your faithfulness to God going to be expressed this week? Are we going to be faithful to God in prayer as we pour out the concerns for the world and for our world, before a God who has been faithful to you? Are we going to be faithful in reading his word, daily picking it up and pondering the nature and ways of God, so that by being filled with God’s word within us, we become more and more changed by it?

Are we going to be faithful in our love for neighbour? So that we take the love of God and with word and deed show that love to those who at present have stumbled before God and are yet to see his hand reaching out to pick them up? Are we going to faithful in using our spiritual gifts, so the work of the body of Christ, the work of the Church goes forward and we don’t rest on our spiritual heritage, instead we are invigorated with the challenge of being the people of God in this part of the world?

Friends, don’t be ignorant. Don’t be arrogant. Be obedient.


