
A Study in Romans 
Chapter 9 
 
We see a shift in terminology in chapter nine, noting a change in Paul’s consideration of the 
church’s standing among the children of God. The word “Jew” occurs twice, but Paul prefers 
“Israel” moving forward in his letter, using it twelve times in this section.  
 
Most commentaries are written from the perspective that Israel today continues to be the 
Jewish people. But Paul shifts his view to a new Israel—spiritual Israel, the church. Those who 
disagree with the perspective of spiritual Israel often refer to it as “replacement theology” 
(sometimes a negative connotation). Yet we will see that Paul makes it clear that Israel has 
always referred to those who persevere in their relationship with God.  
 
“Israel” was first given to Jacob after wrestling with God and receiving His blessing: 
 
(Genesis 32:28) 28 And He said, “Your name shall no longer be called Jacob, but Israel; for you 
have struggled with God and with men, and have prevailed.”  
 
Jacob was wrestling with the pre-incarnate Christ. Without Him, there would be no Israel.  
 
Grieving For His People 
 
(Romans 9:1–5) 1 I tell the truth in Christ, I am not lying, my conscience also bearing me 
witness in the Holy Spirit, 2 that I have great sorrow and continual grief in my heart. 3 For I 
could wish that I myself were accursed from Christ for my brethren, my countrymen according 
to the flesh, 4 who are Israelites, to whom pertain the adoption, the glory, the covenants, the 
giving of the law, the service of God, and the promises; 5 of whom are the fathers and from 
whom, according to the flesh, Christ came, who is over all, the eternally blessed God. Amen.  
 
(3) “my countrymen according to the flesh” 
 
Paul’s use of the word countrymen is a reference to the ethnic Israel. It was through Israel that 
God passed down the “the glory, the covenants, the giving of the law, the service of God, and 
the promises” (v4) to all mankind. It was their responsibility to make known the character of 
God and His plan to save all humankind.  
 
Through the nation of Israel, the Messiah came—Jesus who is “over all,” meaning He is the 
God of all people, including the gentiles.  
 
The True Israel 
 



(Romans 9:6–13) 6 But it is not that the word of God has taken no effect. For they are not all 
Israel who are of Israel, 7 nor are they all children because they are the seed of Abraham; but, 
“In Isaac your seed shall be called.” 8 That is, those who are the children of the flesh, these are 
not the children of God; but the children of the promise are counted as the seed. 9 For this is 
the word of promise: “At this time I will come and Sarah shall have a son.” 10 And not only this, 
but when Rebecca also had conceived by one man, even by our father Isaac 11 (for the children 
not yet being born, nor having done any good or evil, that the purpose of God according to 
election might stand, not of works but of Him who calls), 12 it was said to her, “The older shall 
serve the younger.” 13 As it is written, “Jacob I have loved, but Esau I have hated.”  
 
(6) “they are not all Israel who are of Israel” 
 
There are several statements that make it clear that Israel is no longer comprised of Israelites 
by birth; the flesh (v7). Israel is no longer the name of those who are descendants of the 
nation of Israel. 
 
(8) “these are not the children of God; but the children of the promise are counted as the 
seed” 
 
Spiritual blessings are not inherited by ethnicity, but by faith in the promise. This has been the 
case from the beginning. In OT times, faith in the coming Messiah; in NT time forward, faith in 
the Messiah who has come.  
 
With Abraham and Sarah, Isaac and Rebecca, the promise of God, and their acceptance of it by 
faith, caused God to count them as His children. Through His children would come the Seed, 
the Messiah.   
 
Although Israel became a nation through Jacob (the first to be named Israel), in a sense not all 
of his descendants were children of God. Just because someone was born an Israelite—
“according to the flesh”—did not guarantee all the blessings from the promised Messiah. 
Membership in the family of God is through confession, not ethnicity.  
 
(11) “that the purpose of God according to election might stand, not of works but of Him 
who calls” 
 
Election is choosing. It is God who chooses who will receive His blessing. He is the ultimate 
Judge. Closely related to His judgment is His foreknowledge of all things. God alone knows 
what decision is best. He chose who would be the progenitor of a newly established nation 
that was accomplish His will and take salvation to the world.  
 
Just because Esau was not chosen did not mean he must be lost. God knew his heart, and that 
he would not live according to the plan He had for the accomplishment of His purposes. 



 
God has called the church to continue the work of spreading the gospel of Christ to the world. 
Not ethnic Israel, but spiritual Israel was chosen to carry out His plan. God is following the 
same principle used in His election of the Israelites—persevering faith in the promised Messiah 
and His ability to succeed in the work. 
 
(13) “Jacob I have loved, but Esau I have hated” 
 
Paul’s statement simply describes the history of the two sons and their descendants, Israel and 
Edom. Sometimes, the word “hate” denotes lesser preference, not actual hate that we think of 
today, but not receiving the special love that God showers on His faithful people.  
 
(Genesis 29:30–31) Then Jacob also went in to Rachel, and he also loved Rachel more than 
Leah. And he served with Laban still another seven years. 31 When the LORD saw that Leah was 
unloved, He opened her womb; but Rachel was barren. 
 
(Luke 14:25–26) 25 Now great multitudes went with Him. And He turned and said to them, 26 “If 
anyone comes to Me and does not hate his father and mother, wife and children, brothers and 
sisters, yes, and his own life also, he cannot be My disciple. 
 
The Mercy of God 
 
(Romans 9:14–18) 14 What shall we say then? Is there unrighteousness with God? Certainly 
not! 15 For He says to Moses, “I will have mercy on whomever I will have mercy, and I will have 
compassion on whomever I will have compassion.” 16 So then it is not of him who wills, nor of 
him who runs, but of God who shows mercy. 17 For the Scripture says to the Pharaoh, “For this 
very purpose I have raised you up, that I may show My power in you, and that My name may 
be declared in all the earth.” 18 Therefore He has mercy on whom He wills, and whom He wills 
He hardens.  
 
(15) “I will have mercy on whomever I will have mercy, and I will have compassion on 
whomever I will have compassion” 
 
Paul returns to answering objections to his teaching about God, His motives, and His 
character. His primary argument in defense of God’s actions is His sovereignty—that He acts 
with love and justice when He acts in accordance with His own purposes and plan. 
 
(Exodus 33:19) Then He said, “I will make all My goodness pass before you, and I will proclaim 
the name of the Lord before you. I will be gracious to whom I will be gracious, and I will have 
compassion on whom I will have compassion.”  
 



Paul brings up the history of Israel, specifically the story of the “golden calf” at Sinai. If God 
had acted judged fairly and expediently at that time, He would have destroyed His people. But 
He didn’t in His mercy. The conclusion about God’s character is all about His mercy and 
goodness and not any injustice in judging those who rebel against Him. Mercy is free because 
God does not have to show mercy to anyone. 
 
God makes the decisions He makes because He knows what is good for the salvation of all who 
believe in Him. Paul’s statement is less about not having mercy on some people and not 
others, and more about His sovereignty in making these decisions. What appears unfair to 
human beings is not unfair with God, because He knows the end from the beginning.  
 
(16) “it is not of him who wills, nor of him who runs, but of God who shows mercy” 
 
When it comes to decisions of mercy and judgment, God knows what is best. The bestowal of 
blessings does not depend on a person’s will but on the wisdom of God. He alone has the 
wisdom, including foresight, to make the ultimate decision on who receives mercy. This is 
because He knows the heart and who has not gone beyond the point of no return, giving 
themselves to the works of evil.  
 
Some have argued that God’s sovereignty and mankind’s free will are incompatible. John 
Calvin rejected free will because it stood against the sovereignty of God. Yet God can be 
sovereign while giving His creatures the freedom to choose to follow Him or not.  
 
(17–18) “He has mercy on whom He wills, and whom He wills He hardens” 
 
We may not understand the reasons for God’s decisions, but we can trust that His motive is 
good. He blesses those who respond with a desire and openness to hear Him and live 
according to His will.  
 
(Psalm 89:14) Righteousness and justice are the foundation of Your throne; mercy and truth go 
before Your face. 
 
A person whose heart is hardened is the opposite of a person who is tender-hearted. What 
does it mean to be tender-hearted?  
 
Huldah the prophetess spoke these words from the Lord for Josiah at a time when the He was 
preparing to allow Babylon to take them captive due to Israel’s disobedience: 
 
(2 Kings 22:19) 19 because your heart was tender, and you humbled yourself before the Lord 
when you heard what I spoke against this place and against its inhabitants, that they would 
become a desolation and a curse, and you tore your clothes and wept before Me, I also have 
heard you,” says the Lord.  



 
Commenting on this passage, Jeremiah Burroughs wrote in 1674:  
“A tender heart is such a heart as doth easily yield to God, yield to God's touch. ... Lay your 
finger upon wool and it yields, but lay your finger upon a stone and it will not yield; lay your 
finger upon flesh and flesh will yield, but lay your finger upon iron and that will not yield. A 
heart that yields to God—that's the soft, tender heart; and the heart that holds out against 
God—that's the hard heart. When a man will easily yield to the touch of God's word, he shall 
easily be convinced by God's word.” (Jeremiah Burroughs, Gospel Fear, 1674, p. 116 [lightly 
modernized]) 
 
Pharoah’s heart was hardened by God when He challenged his will. A person who is not 
susceptible to God’s voice will always harden when hid authority is challenged. They resist 
God’s sovereignty and rebel rather than surrender. The only substance that can hold back 
God’s righteous judgment is a tender heart. 
 
(Ephesians 4:32) And be kind to one another, tenderhearted, forgiving one another, even as 
God in Christ forgave you. 
 
God’s Patience 
 
(Romans 9:19–24) 19 You will say to me then, “Why does He still find fault? For who has 
resisted His will?” 20 But indeed, O man, who are you to reply against God? Will the thing 
formed say to him who formed it, “Why have you made me like this?” 21 Does not the potter 
have power over the clay, from the same lump to make one vessel for honor and another for 
dishonor? 22 What if God, wanting to show His wrath and to make His power known, endured 
with much longsuffering the vessels of wrath prepared for destruction, 23 and that He might 
make known the riches of His glory on the vessels of mercy, which He had prepared 
beforehand for glory, 24 even us whom He called, not of the Jews only, but also of the 
Gentiles?  
 
(19) “Why does He still find fault? …” 
 
Paul asks a series of questions relating to God’s sovereignty. If everything that happens is 
according to God’s will, doesn’t this remove all basis for judgment against the Jews for their 
rejection of Christ? Why should they be blamed when they couldn’t help themselves? 
 
We hear it said all the time, “It’s God’s will.” But this is not always true. There is a difference 
between what God does and that which God allows. He allows bad things to happen because 
of free will. People choose to do evil sometimes. God allows it because the conflict is still 
working its way to a conclusion.  
 
(20) “who are you to reply against God?” 



 
His first response to the question echoes the conversation between Job and His Creator. 
 
(Job 38:1–4) 1 Then the Lord answered Job out of the whirlwind, and said: 2 “Who is this who 
darkens counsel by words without knowledge? 3 Now prepare yourself like a man; I will 
question you, and you shall answer Me. 4 “Where were you when I laid the foundations of the 
earth? Tell Me, if you have understanding.”  
 
God’s next challenge to Job strikes directly at the true reason behind the question: 
 
(Job 40:6–8) 6 Then the Lord answered Job out of the whirlwind, and said: 7 “Now prepare 
yourself like a man; I will question you, and you shall answer Me: 8 “Would you indeed annul 
My judgment? Would you condemn Me that you may be justified?”  
 
The reason for questions of this nature is to justify ourselves. But in doing so, we end up 
condemning God for what we consider poor judgment; we question His motives. This is what 
people do in even more brazen fashion today. Those who question the existence of God are 
trying to justify their own desires and to remove any accountability to their Creator.  
 
Job finally answered God’s questions, but indirectly. His answer reflects where every Christian 
should be in relation to Creator, Provider, and Protector—the One who has our best interests 
at heart.  
 
(Job 42:1–3) 1 Then Job answered the Lord and said:  2 “I know that You can do everything, and 
that no purpose of Yours can be withheld from You.  3 You asked, ‘Who is this who hides 
counsel without knowledge?’ Therefore I have uttered what I did not understand, things too 
wonderful for me, which I did not know.” 
 
(22–24) “What if God, wanting to show His wrath and to make His power known…” 
 
Paul is offering a more accurate assessment of God’s purposes in contrast to those who 
question His motives. Those he refers to as “vessels of wrath prepared for destruction” pertain 
to the Jewish leaders who opposed the gospel yet are still the objects of divine 
“longsuffering.” These are held in contrast to “vessels of mercy, which He had prepared 
beforehand for glory.”  
 
It is up to every individual to decide whether to become a vessel of wrath or a vessel of mercy. 
God does not predestine anyone to wrath, but does require that every person to make a 
choice between the two. He still calls out to us today, “choose life”! 
 
(Deuteronomy 30:19–20) 19 I call heaven and earth as witnesses today against you, that I have 
set before you life and death, blessing and cursing; therefore choose life, that both you and 



your descendants may live; 20 that you may love the Lord your God, that you may obey His 
voice, and that you may cling to Him, for He is your life and the length of your days; and that 
you may dwell in the land which the Lord swore to your fathers, to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, 
to give them.”  
 
The Gospel of Inclusion 
 
(Romans 9:25–29) 25 As He says also in Hosea: “I will call them My people, who were not My 
people, and her beloved, who was not beloved.” 26 “And it shall come to pass 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 also cries out concerning Israel: “Though the number of the children of Israel be 
as the sand of the sea, the remnant will be saved. 28 For He will finish the work and cut it short 
in righteousness, because the Lord will make a short work upon the earth.” 29 And as Isaiah said 
before: “Unless the Lord of Sabaoth had left us a seed, we would have become like Sodom, and 
we would have been made like Gomorrah.”  
 
(25–26) “I will call them My people, who were not My people” 
 
God’s people are now scattered all over the earth. They are Jews and Gentiles alike who find 
salvation in Jesus. 
 
(Hosea 1:10–11) 10 “Yet the number of the children of Israel Shall be as the sand of the sea, 
which cannot be measured or numbered. And it shall come to pass In the place where it was 
said to them, ‘You are not My people,’ there it shall be said to them, ‘You are sons of the living 
God.’ 11 Then the children of Judah and the children of Israel shall be gathered together, and 
appoint for themselves one head; and they shall come up out of the land, for great will be the 
day of Jezreel!  
 
Notice that Judah, referring to the Jews, and Israel, referring to the Gentiles scattered all over 
the earth (no longer having discernable racial purity as descendants from the Northern tribes 
of Israel), are included among the “sons of the living God.”  
 
The “one head” over them is Jesus, the head of the church.  
 
(Colossians 1:18) And He is the head of the body, the church, who is the beginning, the 
firstborn from the dead, that in all things He may have the preeminence. 
 
(27–29) “Isaiah also cries out concerning Israel…” 
 
This section of Romans, chapters 9-11, are undeniably derived from the book of Isaiah. The 
picture portrayed by the Old Testament prophet is one of inclusion—that the Messiah has a 
mission to save all people, Jews and Gentiles.  



 
Paul’s lament over the Jewish nation (9:2) was over their unwillingness to participate in the 
high calling of God for the salvation of the world. He links himself to Isaiah who “cries out 
concerning Israel.” Instead of the entire nation, the gospel would have to be proclaimed by 
only the few who accepted the truth of Jesus Christ and His mission.  
 
See the following excerpts from Isaiah. Salvation in the Messiah, the gospel preached through 
the Jewish people, was the plan from the beginning. 
 
(Isaiah 11:10) “And in that day there shall be a Root of Jesse, who shall stand as a banner to 
the people; for the Gentiles shall seek Him, and His resting place shall be glorious.” 
 
(Isaiah 19:23–25) 23 In that day there will be a highway from Egypt to Assyria, and the Assyrian 
will come into Egypt and the Egyptian into Assyria, and the Egyptians will serve with the 
Assyrians. 24 In that day Israel will be one of three with Egypt and Assyria—a blessing in the 
midst of the land, 25 whom the Lord of hosts shall bless, saying, “Blessed is Egypt My people, 
and Assyria the work of My hands, and Israel My inheritance.”  
 
The implications of this passage on today’s Israel are vast. The evangelistic plan of God was to 
gather more than ethnic Israelites into the family of Israel. This is essentially Paul’s message to 
the Jews in Rome. He is attempting to expand their understanding of the mission of Christ and 
the far-reaching message of the gospel.  
 
“Language that used to be exclusive for Israel, the chosen people, is now extended to Israel’s 
sworn enemies. … The take-home message of this passage in Isaiah is 1) inclusion in God’s 
redemptive purpose for erstwhile enemies; 2) a reconfiguration of the chosen people that 
makes the Egyptians, too, belong to the elect; 3) exodus-like deliverance for the erstwhile 
oppressors now counted among the oppressed; and 4) a notion of being united to the point of 
speaking the same language.” (Sigve K. Tonstad, The Letter to the Romans, p. 273–274) 
 
The light of the Messiah’s mission to save was to shine throughout the world. God’s servant 
(corporate nation of Israel) was to unite with the Servant (Messiah) to proclaim salvation to 
the Gentiles.  
 
(Isaiah 42:5–6) 5 Thus says God the Lord, who created the heavens and stretched them out, 
who spread forth the earth and that which comes from it, who gives breath to the people on 
it, and spirit to those who walk on it: 6 “I, the Lord, have called You in righteousness, and will 
hold Your hand; I will keep You and give You as a covenant to the people, as a light to the 
Gentiles.  
 
Right around chapter 42, the “servant” in Isaiah begins to transition from being a symbol of 
the corporate nation of Israel to the Messiah. This paradigm shift to an Individual occurs as 



Isaiah is given a bigger picture of God’s plan of salvation. The attention is then focused on the 
Servant who is “a single figure [who] now carries the title and office” (Sigve K. Tonstad, The 
Letter to the Romans, p. 276). 
 
(Isaiah 49:6) Indeed He says, “It is too small a thing that You should be My Servant to raise up 
the tribes of Jacob, and to restore the preserved ones of Israel; I will also give You as a light to 
the Gentiles, that You should be My salvation to the ends of the earth.” 
 
(Isaiah 56:6–8) 6 “Also the sons of the foreigner who join themselves to the Lord, to serve Him, 
and to love the name of the Lord, to be His servants—everyone who keeps from defiling the 
Sabbath, and holds fast My covenant— 7 even them I will bring to My holy mountain, and 
make them joyful in My house of prayer. Their burnt offerings and their sacrifices will be 
accepted on My altar; for My house shall be called a house of prayer for all nations.” 8 The 
Lord God, who gathers the outcasts of Israel, says, “Yet I will gather to him others besides 
those who are gathered to him.”  
 

• Notice that the Sabbath is mentioned in the context of spiritual Israel, the church, who 
keep God’s covenant.  

 
NOTE: The northern kingdom which was scattered throughout the nations are a symbol for “all 
nations” who will be gathered to God in Christ. This is confirmed by the wording James uses in 
the introduction to his letter to the church: 
 
(James 1:1) James, a bondservant of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ, to the twelve tribes 
which are scattered abroad: Greetings. 
 
The Rock of Offense 
 
(Romans 9:30–33) 30 What shall we say then? That Gentiles, who did not pursue righteousness, 
have attained to righteousness, even the righteousness of faith; 31 but Israel, pursuing the law 
of righteousness, has not attained to the law of righteousness. 32 Why? Because they did not 
seek it by faith, but as it were, by the works of the law. For they stumbled at that stumbling 
stone. 33 As it is written: “Behold, I lay in Zion a stumbling stone and rock of offense, and 
whoever believes on Him will not be put to shame.”  
 
(32) “Why? Because they did not seek it by faith” 
 
The reason the nation of Israel did not obtain righteousness is because they did not pursue it 
by faith. Their works did nothing for them, except create an entirely different works-based 
religion that God never designed—the religion of Judaism that still exists today. 
 
(33) “a stumbling stone and rock of offense” 



 
Jesus was the stumbling stone and rock of offense, and still is today. He did not support their 
institution and system of salvation by works. Instead, He was viewed as their greatest enemy, 
the primary threat to their rule and authority.  
 
 
 
 


