ROMANS 9 IN CONTEXT 
From the beginning of the letter, Paul has wanted to prove that the gospel (the theme of the letter), is ‘the gospel of God’ – good news sent by the God of the Old Testament and so good news that was ‘promised beforehand through his prophets in the Holy Scriptures’ (1:2). For Paul there can be no good news in Christ unless what God has done in Him is part of the master plan that the Old Testament reveals to us.

For this reason Paul must talk about Israel’s role in light of the good news of Christ. By his day it had become clear that most Jews had not responded to the gospel. Again and again Paul preached to Jews, only to see minimal response. When he turned to the Gentiles, however, the response was much greater. So he now confronts a church that is largely Gentile. How does such a situation sit with God’s promises in the Old Testament? Didn’t He promise to send His Messiah to Israel, to glorify His people Israel and to bless Israel in the kingdom that was coming? How can that promise be fulfilled in a church that is largely Gentile?
These are issues Paul is trying to answer in chapters 9 to 11. He wants his readers to understand how God’s work in the gospel of Christ is perfectly in accord with what He promised in the Old Testament. Jews needed this message. If they are to embrace the gospel, they must see how it is the fulfillment of the Old Testament. Jewish Christians also need to be assured that their faith in Christ does not mean they have ceased to believe in the God of the Old Testament and the God of their Jewish heritage. But Gentile Christians must also see the connection between Old and New Testaments in the plan of salvation. They must see how their own faith has its roots sunk deeply into Old Testament soil.
As Paul makes explicit in chapter 11, there is a practical reason why the Gentiles needed to take this message to heart. They had become the majority in the early Christian church – in Rome as elsewhere. They had a tendency to look down on Jewish Christians. So Paul wants to undercut any arrogance by showing that their spiritual blessings are the result of what God had done through His people Israel.

Ultimately Romans 9 to 11 is about God. The theme of the section is stated in 9:6: ‘’It is not as though God’s word had failed.’ God is consistent and utterly faithful to His promises. To prove this Paul makes three points about Israel, relating to Israel’s past, present and future.
(1) God’s promises to Israel in the past are consistent with what He is now doing in saving only some Jews and Gentiles as well (9:6-29). In 9:30 - 10:21 Paul leaves the main path of his argument to analyse in more detail the turn of events with so many Jews refusing to believe in Jesus the Messiah while so many Gentiles do

(2) in 11:1-10 Paul turns to Israel’s present, showing that God is even now fulfilling His promise by saving many Jews

(3) the climax comes in the future (11:11-32) when God again shows mercy to Israel 
Each of the three chapters begins with a personal statement by Paul identifying himself with the people of Israel and expressing his great concern for them. He writes of the sorrow and anguish he feels over them (9:1ff), of his prayerful longing for their salvation (10:1) and of his conviction that God has not rejected them (11:1f).
Because of the abundant use of ‘proof-texts’ from this part of Romans to justify completely contrary positions, it might be helpful to begin with a summary of Paul’s argument in chapter 9. He begins by confessing that Jewish unbelief causes him anguish of heart (9:1-3) and perplexity of mind as he asks himself how the people of Israel with their unique privileges could have rejected their own Messiah (9:4,5). How can their apostasy be explained? Paul’s questions and answers follow one after the other.
First, has ‘God’s word … failed’ (9:6)? No, God has kept His promise, which was given though, not to all Israel, but to spiritual Israel (9:6b) whom He called according to His own ‘purpose in election’ (9:11).

Secondly, isn’t God ‘unjust’ to exercise His sovereign choices (9:14)? No. To Moses He stressed His mercy (9:15) and to Pharaoh His power in judgement (9:17). But it isn’t unjust to show mercy to the undeserving or to harden those who harden themselves (9:18). Both mercy and judgement are compatible with justice.

Thirdly, why then does ‘God still blame us’ (9:19). Paul’s three-fold answer exposes misunderstandings about God:

 (a) God has the right of a potter to shape His clay and we have no right to challenge Him (9:20,21) 

 (b) God must reveal Himself as He is, revealing both His wrath and His glory (9:22,23)
 (c) God foretold in Scripture both the inclusion of the Gentiles and the exclusion of Israel except for a 

      remnant (9:24-29)
Fourthly, ‘what shall we say in conclusion’ (9:30)? The explanation of the church’s composition (a Gentile majority and a Jewish minority) is that the Gentiles believed in Jesus while the majority of Israel stumbled over Him, the stone God had laid (9:30-33). So the acceptance of the Gentiles is attributed to the mercy of God and the rejection of Israel to their own rebellion.
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