WHY DOES GOD STILL BLAME US?
One of you will say to me: “Then why does God still blame us? For who resists his will?” 20 But who are you, O man, to talk back to God? “Shall what is formed say to him who formed it, ‘Why did you make me like this?’” 21 Does not the potter have the right to make out of the same lump of clay some pottery for noble purposes and some for common use?
22 What if God, choosing to show his wrath and make his power known, bore with great patience the objects of his wrath—prepared for destruction? 23 What if he did this to make the riches of his glory known to the objects of his mercy, whom he prepared in advance for glory— 24 even us, whom he also called, not only from the Jews but also from the Gentiles? 25 As he says in Hosea:
“I will call them ‘my people’ who are not my people;
    and I will call her ‘my loved one’ who is not my loved one,” 

26 and,
“It will happen that in the very place where it was said to them,
    ‘You are not my people,’
    they will be called ‘sons of the living God.’” 

27 Isaiah cries out concerning Israel:
“Though the number of the Israelites be like the sand by the sea,
    only the remnant will be saved.
28 For the Lord will carry out
    his sentence on earth with speed and finality.” 

29 It is just as Isaiah said previously:
“Unless the Lord Almighty
    had left us descendants,
we would have become like Sodom,
    we would have been like Gomorrah.”
                                                                                                                                         Romans 9:19-29 
If salvation is due entirely to God’s will (9:15,18) and if we don’t (and can’t) resist His will ‘One of you will say to me: “Then why does God still blame us? For who resists his will?” ’ (9:19). Is it fair for God to hold us accountable when He makes the decisions? Paul’s answer is in three parts, each touching on who God is and each correcting a distorted view we have of Him.
First, God has the right of a potter over His clay (9:20,21). Paul’s answer to his critic’s two questions, (‘why does God blame us’ and ‘who resists His will?’), is to ask three counter questions which each relate to our identity. They ask whether we know who we are (‘who are you, O man, to talk back to God?’), what kind of relationship do we think exists between us and God, and what attitude to Him do we think is right for this relationship. Each question emphasises the gap between humanity and God (9:20), between a crafted object and the craftsman (between ‘what is formed’ and ‘him who formed it’ [9:20]) and between a ‘lump of clay’ and ‘the potter’ who is shaping it (9:21). Is it fitting and right for a lump of clay to ‘talk back to God’? (9:20), for art to ask the artist why he has made it as he has (9:20) or for a pot to challenge the potter’s right to shape the same lump of clay into pottery for different uses (9:21)?
There is an Old Testament background to Paul’s questions. He is thinking of two texts in Isaiah. The first contains God’s complaint to Israel, ‘You turn things upside down’ (Isaiah 29:16). Refusing to allow God to be God, you even try to reverse roles, so the potter is the pot and the pot the potter. In the second text God pronounces ‘woe’ to ‘him who quarrels with his maker’ (Isaiah 45:9) where the pot challenges the potter to explain what he’s making.

Paul is challenging someone who ‘quarrels’ with God and not someone who asks genuine questions. If we quarrel with God we don’t let Him be God and recognise our true position as creatures and sinners. Paul’s emphasis in this passage is that as the potter has the right to shape his clay into vessels for different purposes, so God has the right to deal with fallen humanity according to both His wrath and His mercy (as was argued in 9:10-18). This isn’t saying ‘God has the right to create sinful beings just to punish them’ but rather that He has the right to deal with sinful humanity as He wishes, whether to pardon or to punish them.

We come back to our original question: is it fair for God to hold us accountable when He makes the decisions? Paul has firstly argued that God has the right of the potter over His clay (9:20,21). His second response is that God shows Himself as He really is (9:22,23). God’s freedom to show mercy to some and to harden others is compatible with His justice. Allowing God to be God means more than just not challenging Him; it also means recognising that His actions are in harmony with His nature.

‘What if God, choosing to show his wrath and make his power known, bore with great patience the objects of his wrath—prepared for destruction? 23 What if he did this to make the riches of his glory known to the objects of his mercy, whom he prepared in advance for glory’ (9:22,23) Verses 22 and 23 are parallel to each other. 9:22 speaks of the revelation of God’s ‘wrath’ and ‘power … to the objects of his wrath’ and 9:23 of the revelation of ‘the riches of his glory … to the objects of his mercy.’ Both verses begin with the same rhetorical question ‘What if God ..?’ and ‘What if he …’ If God acts in accord with His wrath and mercy, what possible objection can there be?   
God is said to bear ‘with great patience the objects of his wrath’ (9:22) instead of bringing judgement immediately. The implication is that by delaying judgement the door of opportunity is kept open longer while at the same time making His judgement greater if there is no change. This was the case with Pharaoh and is the situation today (2 Peter 3:3ff).

While Paul describes the objects of God’s mercy as those ‘whom he prepared in advance for glory’ (9:23), he describes the objects of God’s wrath simply as ‘prepared for destruction’ (9:22) without giving any further explanation. Because the Scripture nowhere describes God preparing anyone for destruction, the inference is that their own evildoing prepares them for it.
Paul appears to make 9:23 dependant on 9:22: ‘‘What if God, choosing to show his wrath … bore with great patience the objects of his wrath? ... What if he did this to make the riches of his glory known?’ (9:22,23). The ultimate disclosure will be ‘the riches of his glory’ but these riches will shine more brightly against the somber background of His wrath. ‘Glory’ is the final destiny of the redeemed in which the splendour of God will be shown to and in them, as first they are transformed and then the universe (8:18f).
So God’s two actions, summed up in 9:18 as ‘showing mercy’ and ‘hardening’ have now been traced back to His character. He does what He does because He is who He is. And although this doesn’t solve the ultimate mystery why He prepares some people in advance for glory and allows others to prepare themselves for destruction, both are revelations of God, of His patience and wrath in judgement and above all His glory and mercy in salvation.
Paul is still responding to the question: why does God still blame us? (9:19). He has said firstly that God as the potter has the right over His clay (9:20,21). His second response was that God reveals Himself as He really is (9:22,23). We now come to his third explanation: God foretold these things in Scripture (9:24-29).
Among the objects of His mercy whom He has prepared in advance for glory (9:23) Paul now includes ‘even us, whom he also called, not only from the Jews but also from the Gentiles’ (9:23). God’s way of dealing with Jews and Gentiles had been clearly foretold in Old Testament scripture. In 9:25,26 Paul quotes two scriptures from Hosea to explain God’s amazing inclusion of the Gentiles, and then in 9:27-29, two texts from Isaiah, to explain His equally amazing reduction of the Jews to a remnant.

The background to the Hosea texts was Hosea’s marriage to his ‘adulterous wife,’ Gomer, together with their three children whose names symbolised God’s judgement on the unfaithful northern kingdom of Israel. He told them to call their second child (a daughter), ‘Lo-Ruhamah’ (meaning ‘not loved’) because, he said, ‘I will no longer show love to the house of Israel’ (Hosea 1:6). He then told them to call their third child (a boy) ‘Lo-Ammi’ (‘not my people’) because ‘you are not my people and I am not your God’ (Hosea 1:9). Yet God went on to say that He would reverse the situation of rejection explicit in the children’s names. These are the texts Paul quotes:
“I will call them ‘my people’ who are not my people;
    and I will call her ‘my loved one’ who is not my loved one,” 

26 and,
“It will happen that in the very place where it was said to them,
    ‘You are not my people,’
    they will be called ‘sons of the living God.’”  (9:26,27)
The prophecy takes the form of God’s promise in mercy to overturn an apparently hopeless situation, to love again those He had declared unloved and to welcome again as His people those He had said were not. The immediate and literal application was to Israel in the 8th century BC, repudiated and judged by Yahweh for apostasy, but promised a reconciliation and reinstatement. Paul saw the text having a further, gospel fulfillment in the inclusion of the Gentiles. They had been ‘separate from Christ, excluded from citizenship in Israel and foreigners to the covenants of promise, without hope and without God in the world’ (Ephesians 2:12). ‘But now in Christ Jesus,’ Paul continues, ‘you who once were far away have been brought near through the blood of Christ … Consequently, you are no longer foreigners and aliens, but fellow citizens with God’s people and members of God’s household (Ephesians 2:13,19). Peter also applies Hosea’s prophecy to the Gentiles in 1 Peter 2:10. The outsiders have been brought inside, the aliens have become citizens and the strangers are now beloved members of the family.
Paul now turns from Hosea to Isaiah, from the inclusion of the Gentiles to the exclusion of the Jews (apart from the remnant).
27 Isaiah cries out concerning Israel:
“Though the number of the Israelites be like the sand by the sea,
    only the remnant will be saved.
28 For the Lord will carry out
    his sentence on earth with speed and finality.” (quoting Isaiah 10:22f)
29 It is just as Isaiah said previously:
“Unless the Lord Almighty
    had left us descendants,
we would have become like Sodom,
    we would have been like Gomorrah.” (quoting Isaiah 1:9)
The historical background to both Isaiah texts is again one of national apostasy in the eighth century BC, although it now relates the southern kingdom of Judah. The ‘sinful nation’ has forsaken Yahweh and has been judged through an Assyrian invasion. The whole country lies desolate and very few survivors are left. God goes on to promise however, that Assyria will be punished for its arrogance and that a believing remnant will return to the Lord.

The significance of both texts lies in the contrast they contain between the majority and the minority. The ‘number of the Israelites’ was ‘like the sand by the sea’ (9:27). This was God’s promise to Abraham after his surrender of Isaac. In comparison with the countless numbers of Israelites, only a remnant would be saved. Similarly in 9:29, from the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah only a handful were spared, only Lot and his two daughters.
By bringing the Hosea and Isaiah texts together, Paul is providing Old Testament warrant for what He sees God doing in his day. God has called people to Himself from both the Jews and the Gentiles (9:24). So there is a fundamental Jewish-Gentile solidarity in God’s new society. But Paul is conscious of a serious imbalance between the number Gentile Christians and the number of Jewish Christians in the redeemed community. Following the wording of Hosea’s prophecy multitudes of Gentiles, formerly disenfranchised, have now been welcomed as the people of God. Following the wording of the Isaiah prophecy however, Jewish membership was only a remnant of the nation, so small that it constituted an exclusion, a ‘rejection’ (11:15). Jesus Himself had foretold this situation when He said: ‘I say to you that many will come from the east and the west, and will take their places at the feast with Abraham, Isaac and Jacob in the kingdom of heaven. But the subjects of the kingdom will be thrown outside …’ (Matthew 8:11f)
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