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Jacob I have loved, but Esau I have hated  
Romans 9:10-13 

Part One 
 
And not only this, but when Rebecca also had conceived by one man, 
even by our father Isaac 11 (for the children not yet being born, nor having 
done any good or evil, that the purpose of God according to election 
might stand, not of works but of Him who calls), 12 it was said to her, 
“The older shall serve the younger.” 13 As it is written, “Jacob I have loved, 
but Esau I have hated.” (Romans 9:10-13). 

 
Introduction—What’s at Stake? 
 
 As many of you are aware, the portion of Scripture we currently find 
ourselves examining (especially this particular chapter) is a flagship text for 
the doctrines of grace, the sovereignty of God, election, predestination—
theological distinctives at the heart of Calvinism and Reformed Theology.  
We certainly will, in an effort to be true to God’s word, dig in to these 
things.  But let us be mindful of why the Apostle wrote these chapters—
what was at stake? 
 The thematic verse of this entire section (chapters 9-11) appears in my 
estimation to be Romans 9:6a “But it is not that the word of God has taken 
no effect.” (Ouch hoion de hot ekpeptoken ho logos tou theou—Not such but that 
has fallen out the word of the God).  And if that is the theme of the section, the 
driving force behind the theme is Paul’s love and concern for the souls of 
his fellow-Israelite according to the flesh. 
 

I tell the truth in Christ, I am not lying, my conscience also 
bearing me witness in the Holy Spirit, 2 that I have great 
sorrow and continual grief in my heart. 3 For I could wish that 
I myself were accursed from Christ for my brethren, my 
countrymen according to the flesh (Romans 9:1-3).  

 
 And again we shall see: 
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Brethren, my heart’s desire and prayer to God for Israel is that 
they may be saved (Romans 10:1). 

 
 We think of a pastor, or in this case an apostle, writing a message to 
the people of God and we might think of him in a library or his study and 
well we should.  But we should also think of him in a prison (from which 
Paul penned many letters) or a at a funeral or graveyard or an intensive 
care unit, looking into the eyes of a friend whose very soul was in danger 
of being lost forever.   
 What is at the fore of the Apostle’s heart/message when considering 
the eternal welfare of those for whom he had such great love?  It is an 
elevation of the faithfulness of the word of God, especially as it speaks to 
an expanded apprehension of the divine prerogatives of God—the 
pleasure, the purpose, the power, the will and the decrees of God.  What 
we read in this section is Paul elevating these things to an uncomfortable 
shelf—so high that it causes the natural mind to reel and even to bark in its 
discomfort.  
 
The Natural Objections/Questions—The Unsearchable Answer 
 
 We can see how true this is by the objections/questions Paul 
anticipates:  
 

But it is not that the word of God has taken no effect (Romans 
9:6). 
 
What shall we say then? Is there unrighteousness with God 
(Romans 9:14)? 
 
You will say to me then, “Why does He still find fault? For 
who has resisted His will” (Romans 9:19). 

 
 Paul does not ignore the natural (or even some regenerate) mind’s 
reaction.  He knows the difficulty and addresses it.  It this teaching does 
not, at some level—at first blush, bring these very questions to our minds, 
we do not properly understand what the apostle is teaching.  It of no 
surprise that this section culminates with the doxological outburst: 
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Oh, the depth of the riches both of the wisdom and 
knowledge of God! How unsearchable are His judgments and 
His ways past finding out (Romans 11:33)!  

 
 The doctrine Paul presents is not unreasonable but it is unsearchable 
(some have such difficulty with that distinction).  “Unsearchable” 
anexerauneta means unfathomable.  Because the sea is deeper than my 
instruments can reach does not mean the sea is unreasonable or that my 
measuring device is inaccurate—it simply means it does not go that deep.  
And it is man’s lacking of willingness to acknowledge that fact that leads 
him (both Christian and non-Christian) into untold folly. 
 
A Critical Issue 
 
 Recently my fifteen-year-old son had friends (not all Christians) over 
and they sat at a fire in the backyard talking for a very long time.  When he 
came in I asked what they were talking about.  He said they were talking 
about predestination and wanted some clarification on it.  People are 
confused about it.  They want to talk about it.  So often in the church sadly 
it is avoided.  One professor of mine told me that he couldn’t think of 
anything less valuable to talk about. 
 But the Apostle Paul, in the very heart of his grand epistle, his 
magnum opus, the closest thing we have to a systematic theology in all of 
Scripture, finds the issue eminently critical.   
 The divines of Westminster (Chapter 3, 8) offered this: 
 

The doctrine of this high mystery of predestination is to be 
handled with special prudence and care, (Rom. 9:20, Rom. 
11:33, Deut. 29:29) that men, attending the will of God 
revealed in His Word, and yielding obedience thereunto, 
may, from the certainty of their effectual vocation, be assured 
of their eternal election. (2 Pet. 1:10) So shall this doctrine 
afford matter of praise, reverence, and admiration of God; 
(Eph. 1:6, Rom. 11:33) and of humility, diligence, and 
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abundant consolation to all that sincerely obey the Gospel. 
(Rom. 11:5, 6, 20, 2 Pet. 1:10, Rom. 8:33, Luke 10:20)1 

 
 The teaching should be handled prudently but it should not be 
avoided.  This doctrine is at the heart of Paul’s apologetic for the 
faithfulness of God’s word.  When the sovereign election of God is 
dismissed in salvation, men will seek to fill the void—inevitably with 
works of some sort; either that or the entire subject of the power of the 
atoning work of Christ falls of the radar. 
 A Christian man recently contacted me vexed by the direction of his 
church.  He asked me to listen to a sermon that he felt represented a trend.  
The sermon had no law (at least in the true sense of the word) it had no 
gospel.  The sermon amounted to tips on how to access God in such a way 
as to have a successful 2015.  The speaker offered a quasi-biblical 
presentation of how to improve your finances, marriages, business 
relationships.  The congregation, according to this preacher, needed to 
think bigger in order to get more.   
 Paul seems to have a different goal toward in light of God’s glory and 
man’s redemption.  We are to have greater faith that God’s word will 
accomplish what God has set out for it to do—even if it does not comport 
with our personal wishes.  We are to abandon our paltry and shallow 
understanding of the depth to which God’s choices reach.  And I daresay 
there is not a passage in all of Scripture that will challenge us in this 
category more than the one before us this morning. 
 
And not only this, but when Rebecca also had conceived by one man, 
even by our father Isaac 11 (for the children not yet being born, nor having 
done any good or evil, that the purpose of God according to election 
might stand, not of works but of Him who calls), 12 it was said to her, 
“The older shall serve the younger.” 13 As it is written, “Jacob I have loved, 
but Esau I have hated.” (Romans 9:10-13). 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
1 The Westminster confession of faith. (1996). Oak Harbor, WA: Logos Research Systems, Inc. 
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Always By Promise 
 
 I realize it has been a long introduction, but the passage, though 
challenging, is not difficult.  Answering the anticipated objection that the 
promises made to Israel seem now to be found in the bosom of the church 
(issues we covered last time), he taught how it had always been by virtue 
of God’s promises and not by ethnicity that favor with God is found.  It 
was not by Ishmael (even though he of the flesh of Abraham) but by Isaac 
that the children of the promise are counted as the seed—as true children 
of God. 
 It was always by God’s power and promise that sinful man would 
find peace with God—not by ethnicity or ecclesiastical community.  But if 
someone were to object that Ishmael’s mother was an Egyptian, Paul now 
puts forth an example where no distinction whatsoever can be made.   
 Rebecca by one man, Isaac, conceived twins.  So now in this 
theological control group, all the variables are dismissed.  And we shall 
find that in the end, there is only one ultimate distinction—one distinction 
conveyed in three parts—the election eklogen (to make a choice), the 
purpose prothesis (to purpose of plan in advance) and the calling kalountos 
(to effectually summon) of God. 
 It should not be surprising that for many people (including Christian 
people) this is hard to accept.  It was in the midst of similar teaching by 
Jesus in the sixth chapter of John that we read: 
 

When many of his disciples heard it, they said, “This is a hard 
saying; who can listen to it” (John 6:60)? 

  
 And because it is a “hard saying” skleros logos, I think we should 
address some objections or efforts made to explain away or accommodate 
our natural resistance to such a teaching. 
 
 We cannot appeal to the ethnic lineage.  They have the same father 
and mother. 
 

We cannot appeal to one being the primogeniture. The first-born 
normally have the privileged status).  Jacob was the younger. 
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We cannot appeal to works.  To appeals to works of any kind 
(whether moral or religious) for neither had good or evil.  Appealing to 
works that God knew they would do turns the apostle’s argument on its 
head and wars against the very point he makes. 

 
We cannot appeal to corporate election.  To appeal to corporate 

election (the choosing of a nation as in Genesis 25:23) rather than 
individual election ignores that a group is always composed of individuals 
(and the distinction between Jacob and Esau was not corporate for they 
were both of the same outward body—both circumcised members of God’s 
covenant family).  Add to that how chapter 10 concerns itself with 
salvation of individuals (Romans 10:14-17).  Add to that the distinction 
Paul makes in Romans 11:5 and 7 “So too at the present time there is a 
remnant, chosen by grace... 7 What then? Israel failed to obtain what it 
was seeking. The elect obtained it, but the rest were hardened.”  Paul 
makes the distinction between the corporately elected and the individually 
elected.  Add to that the numerous passages which speak of calling, 
choosing and electing of individuals for salvation (Romans 8:28; Ephesians 
1:11, 12; 2 Timothy 1:9; 1 Thessalonians 4:4, 5). 

We cannot appeal to love and hatred meaning something less than 
the full force of those words.  Certainly these words are used in Scripture 
to illustrate a preference rather than severe dislike.   
 

If anyone comes to me and does not hate his own father and 
mother and wife and children and brothers and sisters, yes, 
and even his own life, he cannot be my disciple (Luke 14:26). 
 
Whoever loves his life loses it, and whoever hates his life in 
this world will keep it for eternal life (John 12:25). 

 
 So even if we grant that the words do not contain intense vitriol, we 
are still left with the fact that God chooses one and leaves the other to his 
own sinful devices. 
 We cannot appeal to the common argument (which Paul will 
address shortly) that this negates man’s responsibility.  We tread on very 
dangerous ground when we play this game with God—like a rebellious 
child trumpeting to his parent that he did not ask to be born.  It is the 
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height of hubris for a man to say to God that since my mind cannot plumb 
the depths of your sovereignty, I feel no need to acknowledge your 
sovereignty or seek to obey your commands.  As I said, Paul addresses this 
in a few verses, but he had already contended with a similar objection back 
in chapter three. 
 In a passage where the faithfulness of God is brought into question 
(similar to the one before us) Paul indicates that the unbelief of man is not 
an indictment against the faithfulness of God.    
 

But if our unrighteousness demonstrates the righteousness of 
God, what shall we say? Is God unjust who inflicts wrath? (I 
speak as a man.) 6 Certainly not! For then how will God judge 
the world? 7 For if the truth of God has increased through my 
lie to His glory, why am I also still judged as a sinner? 8 And 
why not say, “Let us do evil that good may come”?—as we are 
slanderously reported and as some affirm that we say. Their 
condemnation is just (Romans 3:5-8). 

 
 The argument goes something like this: the righteousness of God is 
elevated by contrast in light of my unrighteousness so the more 
unrighteous I am the more the righteousness of God becomes apparent.  
This seems to be what God wants so I guess I’m okay.  Paul’s simple, two-
fold response is that God will “judge the world” and that “their 

condemnation if just.”  It would be like Judas arguing that his betrayal has 
brought redemption to the world, so how could he be considered a son of 
perdition? 
 
What Shall We Say Then? 
 
 I pray you are not weary of the theological argumentation.  There 
will be much more to come in the weeks ahead.  It might do us well to 
briefly look ahead to Paul’s aim.  After pressing his instruction on God’s 
divine prerogatives Paul stops to ask a rhetorical question: 
 

What shall we say then? That Gentiles, who did not pursue 
righteousness, have attained to righteousness, even the 
righteousness of faith; 31 but Israel, pursuing the law of 
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righteousness, has not attained to the law of righteousness. 
32 Why? Because they did not seek it by faith, but as it were, by 
the works of the law. For they stumbled at that stumbling 
stone. 33 As it is written:“Behold, I lay in Zion a stumbling 
stone and rock of offense, And whoever believes on Him will 
not be put to shame” (Romans 9:30-33). 

 
 We may not fully comprehend the depths of the correct answer of 
God’s sovereignty in our salvation, but it appears that Paul’s goal is to help 
us understand the folly of the alternatives.  Israel was pursuing the law of 
righteousness—“seeking to establish their own” righteousness (Romans 

10:3).  What Paul’s teaching does is close every door but the door of faith in 
Christ (John 10:9).  It vanquishes every fig-leaf (Genesis 3:7).  It crumbles 
every tower (Genesis 11).  We cease to ask “who will ascend to heaven or 

descend into the abyss” (assuming the “who” means who is good enough 
or who is evil enough).  Questions like that of the rich young ruler 
“Teacher, what good deed must I do to have eternal life” (Matthew 
19:16)? are exposed as folly. 
 This teaching of Paul culminates with our hands over our mouths, 
our counting of all our good deeds as “rubbish” (Philippians 3:8) and left 
with utter, complete and unique dependence upon Him who others would 
consider a stumbling stone to their religion. 
 So when all the variables of the “blood…the will of the flesh (and) 

the will of man” (John 1:12) are removed, Paul leaves us with the election 
eklogen (to make a choice), the purpose prothesis (to purpose of plan in 
advance) and the calling kalountos (to effectually summon) of God.  These 
things will be the topic of our study in our next meeting. 
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Questions for Study 
 

1. The ninth chapter of Romans is highly controversial.  Why do you 
suppose the Apostle Paul wrote it?  What was at stake (pages 2-3)? 

2. What are some of the natural questions Romans 9 brings out?  Have 
you asked them?  Have you heard others ask them?  How do you 
generally answer (pages 3, 4)? 

3. What does it mean that God’s judgments are unsearchable (page 4)? 

4. Should predestination be avoided as a topic of discussion in the 
church because it is so mysterious (pages 4, 5)? 

5. What appears to be the Apostle Paul’s goal(s) in this chapter (page 
5)? 

6. Why does the Apostle Paul bring up Rebecca and the twins?  What is 
the flow of his argument (page 6)? 

7. What are some natural objections/explanations of this teaching?  Do 
they provide a reasonable alternative (pages 6-8)? 

8. What seems to be the Apostle Paul’s aim in light of Romans 9:30-33)? 
 
 

 


