JESUS AND THE FUTURE OF ISRAEL
Part 6 Understanding Paul’s Answer: the Remnant and the Rest, Election and Disobedience in Romans 11
Paul’s answer is neither simple nor expected because at every stage he rejects the possibility that God has rejected Jewish Israel, the disobedient people.

The first stage of the argument is easier to follow. In Romans 11:1-6 Paul introduces the idea of a believing remnant of Israel as evidence that God has not rejected His people. Paul himself and all other Jewish Christians constitute this remnant. Just as it had happened in the days of Elijah, so now in Paul’s time, only a remnant of Israel responded faithfully to God. Paul points to himself and other Jewish Christians as evidence that God has not withdrawn His grace from Jewish Israel. This remnant is a sign that God is still faithful to His election of Jewish Israel. The remnant signifies to the whole of Israel the essential nature of true Israel and what Israel is always called to be because the Jewish Christian remnant exists as the Israel of God, whose status is not based on works but on grace. For this reason Paul stresses his own solidarity with Jewish Israel (Romans 11:1). He himself is the hopeful sign that God has not rejected His disobedient people because Paul also was in a state of disobedience when God’s grace reached him.
But if the believing remnant is a hopeful sign concerning God’s faithfulness to Israel, what of those who continue to refuse to believe? Paul answers: ‘the others were hardened’ (Romans 11:7). God’s hardening of His people because of their disobedience is announced already by the Old Testament prophets. From Moses to David to Isaiah, Israel finds itself at times under God’s judgement that keeps it unresponsive to the grace of God. The prophetic language uses pictures of a deep sleep, a blindness that fails to see what God is doing, a resounding deafness. Consequently Israel forgot the great redemptive events of the exodus (Deuteronomy 29:4), persecuted God’s anointed servant (Psalm 69) and refused to worship God (Isaiah 29). But even in the midst of these judgements there was hope. The deaf will hear, the blind will see and those who err in spirit will finally understand (Isaiah 29:18). The harshness of God’s language is clearly intended to bring repentance and faith. These are not necessarily absolute and final judgements. Paul’s answer to the question of the destiny of unbelieving Israel is the same as that given by the Old Testament prophets during other times of Israel’s disobedience.
This Old Testament perspective continues in the next stage of Paul’s argument (Romans 11:ff). He describes hardened Israel as having stumbled but not having fallen. The distinction between stumbling and falling is intended to describe a judgement that is less than final. His description is borrowed from prophetic judgements that speak of a snare, a trap, a pitfall, or a stumbling block, as well as the prophecy concerning the stone in Zion that makes Israel stumble. Stumbling is not an irrevocable action. God’s historic judgements on Israel were not detached from God’s plan of salvation and actually furthered its purpose. Just as Pharaoh’s hardening served God’s gracious purpose (Romans 9:17), so Israel’s hardening served the salvation of the Gentiles. Israel’s unbelief became the occasion for Paul’s ministry to the Gentiles (Acts 13:46; 28:28). 
This turning to the Gentiles is not an end in itself. It contributes to God’s ultimate intention to save Israel by making them jealous. The gathering of the Gentiles doesn’t displace Jewish Israel but in fact serves God’s purpose of achieving Israel’s inclusion. Steeped in Old Testament promises, Paul cannot imagine the eschatological completion of God’s plan of salvation would not include the eschatological fullness of Israel. God has not yet closed the book on unbelieving Jewish Israel. He still anticipates their inclusion, an event compared to the resurrection of the dead (Romans 11:12,14f). The door is still open in spite of the present judgement of hardening because of unbelief.
Our difficulty grasping the tension between hardening and election in part stems from our predominantly individualistic way of thinking. We tend to think that benefits are received solely on the basis of individual worth, action or merit. Paul sees a relationship between the present harvest of believers among Jewish Israel and his eschatological hope for the future of Jewish Israel. The believing remnant constitute the first fruits dedicated to the Lord and represent the entire ‘lump of dough’ or the entire harvest (Numbers 15:17-21). Just as Jesus Christ, as the first fruits of those who have died, represents and guarantees the resurrection of those who have died, represents and guarantees the resurrection of those who belong to Him (1 Corinthians 15:23), so the elect remnant of Jewish Israel represents and assures the eschatological salvation of Jewish Israel. In addition, Paul’s eschatological hope is rooted in Abraham and the patriarchs of Israel. Because of God’s election, they form the root of the olive tree of Israel, and their consecration to God, their holiness, means that the branches have the same character of holiness, being consecrated to God (Romans 11:16). So for Paul blessings remain a future possibility for hardened Israel because of the corporate relationship to those who have received God’s grace. Present disobedience need not cancel future hope rooted in God’s choosing grace.
The metaphor of the olive tree becomes a summary statement of all Paul has been saying. The olive tree exists only because God chose to plant Israel in the midst of the nations. Because of unbelief of Jewish Israel, Gentiles are grafted into the olive tree to share in the privileges that God gave to Israel. Gentile Christians become part of the olive tree, part of believing Israel. Since their status has been created by grace and not by their own nature, any thought or attitude on their part that minimises this grace by assuming any other basis for membership in Israel will result in judgement. Gentile believers cannot assume any kind of superiority over unbelieving Jewish Israel, over the branches cut off. All believers live exclusively from the sovereignly given grace of God. Because Israel exists solely on the basis of God’s grace and because that grace promises even to heal Israel’s faithlessness (Hosea 14:4), Paul has reason to hope for the branches that have been cut off. Because God is sovereign and gracious, He can easily graft them in again. For this hope to be realised, those under judgement and presently cut off will have to come to faith. That remains the only way to be true Israel (Romans 11:23).
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