IS GOD UNJUST?
 What then shall we say? Is God unjust? Not at all! 15 For he says to Moses,
“I will have mercy on whom I have mercy,
    and I will have compassion on whom I have compassion.”
16 It does not, therefore, depend on man’s desire or effort, but on God’s mercy. 17 For Scripture says to Pharaoh: “I raised you up for this very purpose, that I might display my power in you and that my name might be proclaimed in all the earth.” 18 Therefore God has mercy on whom he wants to have mercy, and he hardens whom he wants to harden.
                                                                                                                                             Romans 9:14-18

Paul writes this letter as a seasoned teacher. He knows the questions people will have about his teaching and raises them himself to head off misunderstandings. He knows his teaching about the sovereignty of God in election will stir questions and objections. The questions are easy to anticipate. They are the same ones we ask when confronted with God’s unconditional election. Isn’t it unfair? How can God hold us responsible if He determines what happens? So before going on to explain how God has selected some Jews to be saved along with many Gentiles (9:24-29), he pauses to deal with them.
Granted that God’s promise has not failed, and has been fulfilled in Abraham, Isaac and Jacob and in their spiritual lineage (9:6-13), but isn’t ‘God’s purpose according to election’ (9:11) unjust? To choose some for salvation while passing by others seems like a breach of justice. Is it? ‘What then shall we say? Is God unjust?’ (9:14). Paul immediately answers, ‘Not at all!’ (9:14). He then explains, ‘I will have mercy on whom I have mercy, and I will have compassion on whom I have compassion’ (9:15). Paul’s way of defending God’s justice is to proclaim His mercy. He’s saying that the way God deals ‘savingly’ with sinners is not justice but mercy. Salvation ‘does not, therefore, depend on man’s desire or effort,’ that is, on anything we want or strive for, ‘but on God’s mercy’ (9:16).

Having quoted God’s word to Moses (9:15), Paul now quotes God’s word to Pharaoh, using the term ‘Scripture says to Pharaoh,’ because to him what God says and what Scripture says are one and the same, ‘I raised you up for this very purpose, that I might display my power in you and that my name might be proclaimed in all the earth’ (9:17).

Paul sees God’s words to Moses (9:15) and Pharaoh (9:17) as complementary and sums them up in 9:18 ‘Therefore God has mercy on whom he wants to have mercy, and he hardens whom he wants to harden’ (the message to Pharaoh). Neither here nor anywhere else in the Bible is God said to harden anyone who has not already hardened themselves. Pharaoh had already hardened his heart against God and refused to humble himself. So God’s hardening was actually abandoning him to his own stubbornness, just as God’s wrath against the ungodly in Romans 1 is expressed as ‘giving them over’ to their own depravity (1:24,26,28). The same combination of human obstinacy and divine judgement in the hardening of hearts is seen in God’s word to Isaiah (Isaiah 6:9f) that Jesus applied to his own ministry (Matthew 13:13ff; Mark 4:11f) and Paul to his (Acts 28:25ff).

Paul’s conclusion is that God is not unjust. Because all human beings are sinful and guilty in God’s sight (3:9,19), no one deserves to be saved. If God hardens some, He is not being unjust because that is what their sin deserves. On the other hand if He has compassion on some, He is not being unjust because He is dealing with them in mercy. The wonder is not that some are saved and others not but that any are saved at all. We honestly deserve God’s judgement. So if anyone is lost, the blame is theirs, and if any are saved, the credit is God’s.
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