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Who Are Israelites? 
Romans 9:4-5 

 
(we will read from verse 1 for context) 
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, 4 who are 
Israelites, to whom pertain the adoption, the glory, the covenants, the 
giving of the law, the service of God, and the promises; 5 of whom are the 
fathers and from whom, according to the flesh, Christ came, who is over 
all, the eternally blessed God. Amen (Romans 9:1-5). 
 
Introduction 
 
 I’m nostalgic, pretty easily moonstruck.  I remember walking through 
my elementary school in Hermosa Beach before they tore it down and 
listening to the old familiar echoes in the hallways and the smells yielding 
connotations of days gone by.  I have, hanging in my office at home, a 
section of the gym bleacher from my high school that somehow found my 
name etched upon it.  We have a member in our church who just coached a 
team at that high school to its first state championship—It was there forty 
years ago when they started that sport and I get sappy when I think of the 
evolution of that sport and all the coaches and players. 
 In the not-too-distant past I walked through a building on 3rd Street 
in Hermosa Beach where I attended church, on my own, as a 7 year-old for 
a year.  I still have the Bible they gave me when I turned 8.  I tried to 
remember where I sat and which Sunday school class I was in.  I wonder if 
the little old lady who taught that class with the flannel board, who is 
likely now in glory, would have been encouraged to know that I’ve 
continued in the faith. 
 I recall walking through St. Peter’s Cathedral, conflicted between the 
magnificence of the structure and the devastating theological/historical 
dramas surrounding its construction.  Shortly thereafter I visited Corinth 
and stood on a little, humble platform, where (I was told) the Apostle Paul 
preached.  I find myself moved by these places and events.  I am so looking 
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forward to the premier of Unbroken—the story of Louis Zamperini.  I 
drove by his old house a few months ago and just imagined him playing 
there as a child. 
 
Paul’s Conversion 
 
 But none of these things come close to what it must have been like for 
the Apostle Paul.  As you know, when on his way to Damascus “breathing 

threats and murders against the disciples of the Lord” (Acts 9:1) a “light 
from heaven shone around him” (Acts 9:3) then “for three days he was 

without sight” (Acts 9:9) after which Ananias found him and laid his 
hands upon him, that he might regain his sight “and be filled with the 
Holy Spirit—something like scales (falling) from his eyes” (Acts 9:17, 18). 
 How horrifying, yet exhilarating that experience must have been for 
Paul.  So much can be said of the spiritual, psychological, emotional re-
creation—regeneration of Saul to Paul—a Spirit given awareness of the 
depth of his own sin, of the height and power of God’s grace in Christ, the 
utter dispensing of his own righteousness that he may “know the power of 
His resurrection, and may share in his sufferings, becoming like him in 
his death” (Philippians 3:9, 10).   
 But along with Paul’s regeneration came an unveiled grasp of the 
true nature of the religion he had grown up with and what it all actually 
meant.  For Paul was not being introduced to religion—even the true 
religion for the first time.  He had been raised in the trappings (and truly 
they had become a trap of sorts) of the true religion.  His religious pedigree 
was of the highest order: “circumcised the eighth day…the stock (genous) 
of Israel, the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew of Hebrews” (Philippians 3:5). 
 Paul had not been part of a community that would, at least admit, 
they had abandoned true religion.  You might say they were “holding to a 
form of godliness, although they had(ve) denied its power (2 Timothy 
3:5).  The power to save was found in Christ and the very religious 
community, structure, liturgy that was designed to show forth the person 
and work of the promised Messiah had some gotten in its own way.  They 
had fallen in love with the shadows (Hebrews 8:5).  You can multiply what 
I felt at St. Peter’s by a thousand as Paul would observe his former religious 
cultus. 
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 As we have previously discussed, Paul was greatly vexed in his spirit 
for that community—his brethren, “countrymen according to the flesh” 

(Romans 9:3).  I have no doubt that included individuals who he knew and 
loved and desired to see come to faith in Christ—his “heart’s desire and 
prayer to God for Israel is that they may be saved” (Romans 10:1). 
 But how it must have grieved the Apostle to see this community—his 
countrymen who had been snatched by God, from all the nations in the 
world to be God’s people—people of whom it was said:  
 

For you are a holy people to the Lord your God; the Lord your 
God has chosen you to be a people for Himself, a special 
treasure above all the peoples on the face of the earth. 7 The 
Lord did not set His love on you nor choose you because you 
were more in number than any other people, for you were the 
least of all peoples (Deuteronomy 7:6, 7). 

 
 You or I might be frustrated, but for Paul it brought continual grief in 
his heart to see his kinsmen walking about in their empty religion, with a 
history of, and surrounded by, a God-given legacy.  They were like 
children given a priceless gift and choosing to play with the box.  Paul 
writes of them: 
 
…who are Israelites, to whom pertain the adoption, the glory, the 
covenants, the giving of the law, the service of God, and the promises; 5 of 
whom are the fathers and from whom, according to the flesh, Christ 
came, who is over all, the eternally blessed God. Amen (Romans 9:4, 5). 

 
Israelites 
 
  As these chapters unfold we’ll examine more precisely the prophetic 
role of the Israelite according to the flesh.  Suffice it so say for now that the 
extreme responses to Israelites throughout history both have their errors.  
They should neither be viewed as unique in their hostility to Christ and 
Christians nor should be view understood as God’s special treasure of 
grace while they remain outside of Christ. 
 On one end of the spectrum, we should not assign to the Israelite 
through history that special determination found in the contemporary of 
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Christ who conspired to have him killed any more than a contemporary 
Italian should be couple with Nero as psychopathic Christian killing 
monster.  Yet, at the same time, we do no favor to give those of any 
particular ethnicity the false assurance that due to the blood which flows 
through their veins, they have elevated status before the living God. 
 They were Israelites—as if to say they were the church.  Jacob had 
prayed that they should be called by his name: 
 

…the angel who has redeemed me from all evil, bless the 
boys; and in them let my name be carried on, and the name of 
my fathers Abraham and Isaac; and let them grow into a 
multitude in the midst of the earth (Genesis 48:16). 

 
 Paul refers to them as Israelites then begins to list the privileges of 
that designation...”to whom pertain…” (hos—of whom) 
 
The Adoption 
 
 At the top of Paul’s list is “the adoption.”  It so tempting to bring a 
shameful scrutiny to the Old Covenant—as if it were one big mistake—as if 
God were so unnecessarily austere.  As if there was something wrong with 
it!  We so happily dismiss it in order to abide in the more loving and less 
complicated New Covenant.  And no doubt, the New Covenant is superior.  
But there was nothing wrong with the Old Covenant with its laws, 
sacrifices, priests and liturgy.   
 The darkened estate of Paul’s countrymen according to the flesh was 
not due to an inferior religious system imposed upon them by God.  Calvin 
explains: 
 

…the ungodly cannot so contaminate the good endowments 
of God, but that they always deserve to be praised and 
admired: at the same time, those who abuse them acquire 
thereby nothing but a greater obloquy (blame or discredit). 1 

 

                                                           
1 Calvin, J. (1998). Romans (electronic ed., Ro 9:4). Albany, OR: Ages Software. 
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 A proper grasp of the glorious covenant for the Israelite would reveal 
the loving, tender and intimate adoption of God.   
 

Then you shall say to Pharaoh, ‘Thus says the Lord, Israel is 
my firstborn son (Exodus 4:22). 

 
 That the Jewish contemporaries of Christ had the devil as their father 
in no way impugns the religious system which had been given to them in 
great detail by God.   
 
Glory 
 
 To the Israelite belonged the glory of God.  God was not stingy in His 
self-revelation.  His glory rested on the dark and filled by tabernacle 
 

Then the cloud covered the tent of meeting, and the glory of 
the Lord filled the tabernacle (Exodus 40:34). 

 
 And by His glory the Lord led them by day and night through their 
wanderings (1 Samuel 4:22.). 
 
Covenants 
 
 The Israelite was given the benefit of “the covenants”.  A few words 
later Paul will include “the promises”.  I will find myself often referring to 
the covenant as a promise, which I think is essentially true but a bit short in 
depth.  For a covenant has stipulations or conditions whereas a promise 
can simply be given by one person.  God made a covenant with Adam 
saying “do this and live” a covenant of works.   

Upon Adam’s failure God revealed His covenant of grace—the 
stipulation of which was still obedience—but it would be the obedience of 
the Second Adam that would fulfill our obligation.  And with His victory 
would come all the promises.  This was not unique to the New Covenant.  
It was the Father’s promise from the fall of man. 

One thing that would be unique to the New Covenant would be the 
international/universal nature of inclusion.  To be a stranger to the 
covenant was synonymous with hopelessness: 
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…remember that you were at that time separated from Christ, 
alienated from the commonwealth of Israel and strangers to 
the covenants of promise, having no hope and without God 
in the world (Ephesians 2:12). 
 
The faithful Jew and faithful gentile were to now view themselves as 

“one new man” (Ephesians 2:15).  But Paul’s point here is that they always 
had this.  Why? 

 
The Giving of the Law  
 
 This Good News was brought to the Israelite through “the giving of 

the law.”  We tend to think of the law merely as the commandments (there 
are also those who think it contains everything but the commandments).  It 
might be best to understand the “giving of the law” as the whole counsel of 
God—which was the singular prerogative of Israel 
 

He declares His word to Jacob, His statutes and His 
judgments to Israel. 20 He has not dealt thus with any nation; 
And as for His judgments, they have not known them. Praise 
the Lord (Psalm 147:19, 20)! 

 
And what great nation is there that has such statutes and 
righteous judgments as are in all this law which I set before 
you this day (Deuteronomy 4:8)?2 

 
 The Israelite had been given knowledge from heaven. 
 
 
 
 
Service 
  

                                                           
2 The New King James Version. (1982). (Dt 4:8). Nashville: Thomas Nelson. 
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 They had “the service of God”.  That is, they had detailed instruction 
on the specific religious rites which were to be performed in the worship 
service—that all these great riches might be preserved and God continually 
glorified in their midst. 
  
From Whom Came Christ 
 
 They had the adoption, the glory, the covenants, the law, the service 
and they were uniquely chosen as the people through whom Savior of the 
world would come “according to the flesh.”  And though some argue the 
construction of verse 5, it is predominantly (for various reasons) 
understood to proclaim the deity of Christ—who was an Israelite according 
to the flesh, was at the same time “over all, the eternally blessed God.”  
The deity of Christ (that Christ is God over all the world—Jew and gentile 
alike), so critical to our redemption, was a stumbling block for the Jew who 
with their tribal thinking and ethnic and moral confidence. 
 We will in the weeks to come examine to what extent these promises 
to Israel were fulfilled.  We will pursue Paul’s apologetic, as it were, 
leading him to explain (what was no doubt a complaint—one we continue 
to hear to this day) that God had not kept His promise—that the “word of 
God had(s) taken no effect” (Romans 9:6). 
 
The Warning 
 
 But I would like us to conclude by considering this phenomenon—
the phenomenon of people surrounded by truth—by the truth—who for 
one reason or another become spiritual skeletons while surrounded, as it 
were, by the flesh and blood of God’s promises of Fatherhood, glory, 
righteousness and worship.  This is not a history lesson.  In a couple of 
chapters Paul will warn the church: 
 

Well said. Because of unbelief they were broken off, and you 
stand by faith. Do not be haughty, but fear. 21 For if God did 
not spare the natural branches, He may not spare you either. 
22 Therefore consider the goodness and severity of God: on 
those who fell, severity; but toward you, goodness, if you 
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continue in His goodness. Otherwise you also will be cut off 
(Romans 11:20-22). 

 
 How many churches through the course of history have become just 
what Israel was?  Westminster Confession of Faith Chapter 25, 5 reads: 
 

The purest Churches under heaven are subject both to 
mixture and error;  and some have so degenerated as to 
become no Churches of Christ, but synagogues of Satan.  

 
 When it gets right down to it Israel was “broken off” because of 
unbelief.  Sometimes the church, in its desire to be meaningful to man 
becomes un-meaningful to God.  The central pursuit of these religious 
institutions is psychological well-being, social or political activism or a 
relative ethical communal fellowship—these churches want to be anything 
but religious—they pride themselves in anti-religion and float words like 
relationship, connection, restoration as the central themes of their 
ministerial efforts. 
 Other churches can be more dedicated to a biblical motif or thesis.  It 
is possible to have all the correct liturgical structures, covenantal 
pronouncements and ethical dictates, but if these things are all not heard in 
faith—intently—then our involvement in them becomes a testimony 
against us.  And our own church can find itself in danger of becoming the 
object of sorrow and grief to the truly faithful. 
 

Therefore consider the goodness and severity of God: on 
those who fell, severity; but toward you, goodness, if you 
continue in His goodness. Otherwise you also will be cut off 
(Romans 11:22). 
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Questions for Study 
 

1. What happened to the Apostle Paul after his conversion, specifically 
in regard to his understanding of Israel (pages 2-4)? 

2. What is included under the title of Israelite (pages 4, 5)? 

3. In what respects is the Old Covenant superior to the New?  In what 
respects are they similar (pages 5, 6)? 

4. Would an Israelite have considered God his/her Father (pages 5, 6)? 

5. Discuss the relationship of covenants to promises (pages 6, 7). 

6. What is included in the giving of the law (page 7)? 

7. How is today’s church in danger of becoming like the Israel during 
the time of the Apostle Paul (pages 8, 9)? 

 
 


