
Letter to the Romans 
Study 16: God’s Sovereign Election

Beginning in chapter nine, the apostle Paul begins to address a potential 
objection from his audience based on his declaration that the Christian can have 
great confidence in the eternal faithfulness of God to bring to completion what 
He has begun in the life of those He has justified. The objection can be put in 
this way:

“If God guarantees to finish what He has started then what about Israel? If the 
Christian’s final glorification is certain because it is God’s purpose (8:28-30) 
then how do you explain the reason that a vast majority of Israel are not now 
Christians? Has God’s purpose for Israel changed, and if it has, how can the 
Christian have any confidence in God’s purpose for him?”

The apostle begins his answer to this objection by first expressing his great 
concern for his fellow Israelites. He desperately wants them to come to 
understand and know what the Holy Spirit has made plain to him. He desires 
their salvation to the point of almost wishing he could sacrifice his own 
salvation for theirs. And not only does Israel’s rejection of Christ cause Paul 
‘great sorrow and unceasing anguish’, but he is nearly perplexed at the tragic 
nature of their unbelief. 
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How could a people with all these privileges concerning God's plan and 
purpose completely overlook and miss that plan being executed through 
Christ? They are Israelites! How did this happen?  

And now he begins to deal with the objection. So what went wrong? Has God’s 
purpose for Israel changed? Has God changed His mind concerning Israel? (v. 
6-13)    

No, because not everyone who descends from Israel belongs to Israel. Being a 
physical descendant of Abraham doesn't mean you belong to ‘Israel’ - God's 
chosen people.

This is a point that the apostle has already made before (see 2:28), and one he 
explains again here by using the examples of Abraham’s immediate children 
and grandchildren. Isaac was chosen as the recipient of God’s promise and not 
Ishmael. Jacob was chosen by God and not his twin brother Esau. (And this was 
a choice made before they were born and had done anything good or bad.) No 
one can presume to be a recipient of God’s grace. God’s chosen people are just 
that — those whom He has chosen. Nothing has changed. God’s purpose in 
election continues to work as it has from the beginning. 

This naturally leads to further objections concerning the fairness of this 
doctrine. Is it fair for God to choose some over others? (v. 14-18)

Of course. It’s fair because no one deserves to be saved in the first place. Grace 
is God’s to give as He pleases, and the salvation of anyone at all is due to God’s 
grace alone. “So then it depends not on human will or exertion, but on God, who has 
mercy” (v. 16).
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"The wonder is not that some are saved and others not, but that anybody is 
saved at all."1

Well then, is it fair for God to hold us responsible for our eternal destiny when 
He is the one making the decision? (v. 19-29)

If there was ever a point in Paul’s argument to make a case concerning man’s 
free will then this would have been the time to mention it. However, the apostle 
does not. He affirms that we are guilty of our sin and then offers us no 
philosophical resolution as to how this lines up with God’s sovereign election. 
Instead, Paul says that to ask such a question means we're failing to understand 
who God is in comparison to us. Perhaps we need to be reminded of the way in 
which the Lord answered Job:

And the LORD said to Job: “Shall a faultfinder contend with the Almighty? He 
who argues with God, let him answer it.”

Then Job answered the LORD and said: “Behold, I am of small account; what 
shall I answer you? I lay my hand on my mouth. I have spoken once, and I will 
not answer; twice, but I will proceed no further.”

Then the LORD answered Job out of the whirlwind and said: “Dress for action 
like a man; I will question you, and you make it known to me. Will you even put 
me in the wrong? Will you condemn me that you may be in the right? Have you 
an arm like God, and can you thunder with a voice like his? Adorn yourself with 
majesty and dignity; clothe yourself with glory and splendor. Pour out the 
overflowings of your anger, and look on everyone who is proud and abase him. 

  John Stott, The Message of Romans, (InterVarsity Press: 1994), 269.1
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Look on everyone who is proud and bring him low and tread down the wicked 
where they stand. Hide them all in the dust together; bind their faces in the 
world below. Then will I also acknowledge to you that your own right hand can 
save you. (Job 40:1-14)

We ought to be careful of speaking too quickly concerning matters we can’t 
quite comprehend. Are we so sure of ourselves that we feel comfortable 
questioning the way in which God does what He does? Are we in any position 
to call a foul on God? God has created a world in which His wrath and His 
mercy will be displayed for His glory. And God’s mercy shines much brighter 
against the dark backdrop of His wrath. 

The apostle goes on to say that God’s objects of wrath are those ‘prepared for 
destruction’ whereas His objects of mercy are those ‘whom he prepared in advance 
for glory’ (v. 22-23). If God is the one who prepared the objects of His mercy in 
advance for glory then who is the one who prepared the objects of His wrath for 
destruction? Did God create some people in order to simply destroy them? Who 
or what is responsible for this ‘preparation for destruction’? 

We have no choice but to humbly admit that those who are objects of His wrath 
have prepared themselves for destruction through their own sinfulness. The 
wording of the text is clear that God has not prepared objects of wrath in the 
same way that He has prepared objects of mercy. “It is nowhere suggested that God 
has the right to ‘create sinful beings in order to punish them’, but rather that he has the 
right to ‘deal with sinful beings according to his good pleasure’, either to pardon or to 
punish them.”  2

 Charles H. Hodge, A Commentary on Romans, in The Geneva Series of Commentaries, (Banner of Truth Trust, 2

1972) 319.
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Therefore, if we're among those who have received salvation, we must thank 
Him tremendously. If we're not, we have only ourselves to blame. Left to 
ourselves, "No one seeks God" (3:11)

This doctrine has bothered many Christians throughout the history of the 
church, but perhaps the main reason for our difficulty in understanding it and 
accepting it is our subtle but false assumption that man has a right to receive 
salvation!

God's election, though confusing and beyond our capabilities of 
comprehension, is foundational for Christian worship. Only the Christian who 
recognizes he has played no part in his salvation and that it is a gift of mercy 
from God can sing with complete sincerity, "Not to us, O LORD, not to us, but to 
your name give glory" (Psalm 115:1).

As the apostle approaches the end of his defense concerning God’s sovereign 
election, he provides an explanation from Scripture of why the church is 
currently made up of so many Gentiles and yet not as many Jews as you would 
expect. He gives a prophecy from the prophet Hosea to point out the planned 
inclusion of the Gentiles and a prophecy from the prophet Isaiah to point out 
the planned exclusion of Israel apart from a faithful remnant. This has been 
God’s plan all along as Jesus Himself states in Matthew 8:11-12:

I tell you, many will come from east and west and recline at table with Abraham, 
Isaac, and Jacob in the kingdom of heaven, while the sons of the kingdom will be 
thrown into the outer darkness. In that place there will be weeping and gnashing 
of teeth.
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So how do we resolve God’s faithfulness to His people and Israel’s unbelief?

God has kept His promises and remained faithful to a faithful remnant among 
Israel.  John Stott refers to this faithful remnant as “The Israel within Israel.”  3

These along with Gentile believers are God’s chosen people — the true Israel. 

The Gentiles have obtained something that they weren’t even pursuing — 
righteousness. They were living as they pleased when all of a sudden the Spirit 
convicted and convinced them of this justification by God that comes through 
faith alone in Christ alone. The Israelites have failed to obtain the very thing 
they have been pursuing through their religious zeal. They were living in 
accordance with the Law and couldn’t conceive of this idea that justification by 
God comes through faith alone in Christ alone apart from their works.

The gospel concerning the cross of Christ is the ‘stumbling stone’ that has caused 
Israel to stumble in their unbelief. As those devoting their whole lives to 
achieving and obtaining righteousness through their own striving and effort, 
they rejected the terms of salvation offered in the gospel. The message of the 
cross is offensive to the self-righteous who assume they can earn their salvation. 
Therefore, they refuse to accept these terms and therefore, they reject Christ and 
as a consequence their salvation.

 Ibid., 2683
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