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Paul on the Jews: “The gifts and call of God are irrevocable.” 
 

What about the Jews? Are there two covenants? Or one?  

(Salvation history [Heilsgeschichte] or the apocalyptic Gospel?)  

 

These questions are especially important today because hate crimes against Jews are 

growing exponentially. We do not want to be silent or willfully blind, as many Christians 

were in the 1930’s. What can and should we do? 

 

Pastors can preach and teach on the Jewish question on a regular basis. A good place to 

start is with Paul, who was trained as a rabbi (Acts 22:3).  

 

Paul wrestles with the Jewish question in Romans 9-11. These three chapters are a 

unity which concludes with the “Amen” in Romans 11:36. This section is a case history, an 

example, an illustration of how Romans 1-8 applies to a particular, immediate, and difficult 

situation. Paul is traveling to Rome, to a mixed community of Jewish and Gentile Christians. 

He is introducing himself and taking up the question of salvation. Paul’s struggle 

culminates in Romans 11:33-36, which, whatever its literary form, is the theological “awe” of 

Romans 11:20 exploding into words. 

 

(See Paul on the Jewish question in Gal 3: 7, 9, 14, 28-29, and also Galatians 6:16, where 

Paul calls the church “the Israel of God.”) 

 

Romans 9:1-5. 4: “To them belong the covenants” (Abraham—Genesis 12:1-3; Moses—

Exodus 3, 20:1-17. Adam—Genesis 3:15; Noah—Genesis 9; David—2 Samuel 7; Jeremiah 

31:31-33, a new and different covenant.) Yet in another sense there is but one covenant. 

God does not change his mind or break his promise. 

9:5. Jesus is a Jew. 

9:6-33. The hidden God (absconditus). It is often not realized that “hiddenness” is a strong 

Old Testament emphasis. Isaiah 45:17, especially 4:7—evil! 45:15 “hides” Deut. 32:39; 1 

Sam, 2:6; Job 40:8; Psalm 104:20, 29; Lam 3:38; Amos 3:6. (See Forde, Where God Meets Man, 

chapters 1-2 on the hidden God.) 

9:21-22. The potter and the clay: Isaiah 29:16; 4:9; Jeremiah 18:1-8. 

 

Romans 10:2-4. Paul warns Jew and Gentile alike that trusting in one’s own righteousness 

leads to the abyss, not salvation. 

10:19-21. Again, Paul directly addresses the Jewish question. 

 

Romans 11:1-6. Example: Elijah, with the focus on grace/works. 

11:7-10. In effect a repeat of 9:6-18. 

11:11-12. “. . . so as to fall” (completely and finally)? By no means! = as in 6:2. 

11:12. “how much more” = as in 8:32. 



2 
 

11:13-16, 11:15. Again, = “how much more.” 

11:16b. Move to the next point, the olive tree. 

11:17-24. Grafting. Paul is not intending to be a botanist. With some grafting of olive trees, 

only the “no longer visible” root remains from the one tree. This whole section is daring, 

challenging, and illustrates Paul’s wrestling with the question. 

11:25. a “mystery,” not mysticism. Grounded in history, in the cross and resurrection. 

11:26. “all Israel.” What is the “true” Israel? This is God’s business, not ours. 

11:28. “as regards election.” Recall 9:1-5—the promises and covenants are to the Jews.  

11:29. God does not change his mind or his promises. Ever. 

11:32. Paul’s struggle – “all.” Paul’s answer: It’s God’s problem. He handles it. 

11:33. “unsearchable,” “inscrutable” = absconditus. Except in the cross and resurrection. 

11:33-35. How does Paul reconcile this? He doesn’t. He doesn’t say there are two 

covenants. Rather, quoting Isaiah: “Who has known the mind of the Lord, or who has been 

his counselor?” He lets God be God. 

11:36. “For from him and through him and to him are all things.” The Lord handles it. 

 

Romans 11:25-36 

 

“25Lest you be wise in your own conceits, I want you to understand this mystery, brethren: a 

hardening has come upon part of Israel, until the full number of the Gentiles come in, 26and so all 

Israel will be saved; as it is written, 

 

‘The Deliverer will come from Zion, he will banish ungodliness from Jacob’; 27‘and this will be my 

covenant with them when I take away their sins.’ (Isa 59:20-21, 27:9) 

 

“28As regards the gospel they are enemies of God, for your sake; but as regards election they are 

beloved for the sake of their forefathers. 29For the gifts and the call of God are irrevocable. 30Just 

as you were once disobedient to God but now have received mercy because of their disobedience, 
31so they have now been disobedient in order that by the mercy shown to you, they also may receive 

mercy. 32For God has consigned all men to disobedience, that he may have mercy upon all. 

  

“33O the depth of the riches and wisdom and knowledge of God! How unsearchable are his 

judgments and how inscrutable his ways! 

 
34‘For who has known the mind of the Lord, or who has been his counselor?’ (Isa 40:13) 
35‘Or who has given a gift to him that he might be repaid?’ (Job 35:7, 41:11) 

 

“36For from him and through him and to him are all things. To him be glory forever. Amen.”  

 

Paul and the Jews today: Preaching and teaching on Paul and the Jews is one way, among 

others, to help Christians engage the fight against anti-Semitism. 


