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Paul’s Sorrow over Israel’s Unbelief: Romans 9:1-5 
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Sunday, December 1, 2013 

I’m excited to be back in Romans this morning, after our 

study through several themes in Proverbs.  We begin a new section 

in Romans today, a very significant section.  Romans 9-11 address 

some very deep and weighty questions about the nature of God and 

His eternal purposes.  I’m going to give a very brief review of 

Romans 1-8, and then talk about the transition to Romans 9-11.  

And then we’ll start this morning by examining Romans 9:1-5, 

seeing Paul’s sorrow over Israel’s unbelief.   

Romans 1-8 

To remind you where we’ve been already, here’s the one 

minute overview of Romans 1-8.  We have to remember that this 

letter was written, not just as a theological treatise, but as a 

missionary support letter.  Paul, the missionary, the church planter, 

was writing to the church in Rome, asking for their support to 

launch him on his way to Spain.  This letter makes clear to them 

the Gospel he preaches—the Good News which is for both Jews 

and Gentiles.  It is to go out to all the nations. 

 We also need to remember that Paul wrote this letter under 

the inspiration of the Holy Spirit such that this letter is not merely 

a human document.  It is the very word of God to us.   

 Paul begins the letter with a greeting, and right away he is 

speaking about the gospel.  And then, in verses 16-17 of chapter 1, 

he gives the thesis statement of the letter, which is then unpacked 

in the chapters that follow. 

“For I am not ashamed of the gospel, for it is the power of 

God for salvation to everyone who believes, to the Jew first and 

also to the Greek. For in it the righteousness of God is revealed 

from faith for faith, as it is written, “The righteous shall live by 

faith.”” (Romans 1:16–17, ESV)  

Then, from 1:18 to 3:20 Paul teaches about the reality of 

sin, which finally leads to the glorious Gospel statements at the end 

of chapter 3.  “[A]ll have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, 

and are justified by his grace as a gift, through the redemption that 

is in Christ Jesus, whom God put forward as a propitiation by his 

blood, to be received by faith.” (Romans 3:23–25, ESV)  
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 Chapter 4 continues to unpack the idea of justification by 

faith alone by going back and examining the Old Testament 

character Abraham who “believed God, and it was counted to him 

as righteousness” (Genesis 15:6).  Paul teaches the concept of 

imputation, the crediting of Christ’s righteousness to those who 

believe.   

Chapter 5 goes into further detail on this, contrasting union 

with Adam and union with Christ.  And then chapters 6 and 7 

respond to objections.  Does justification by faith alone mean that 

people can continue in sin?  And if we’re not under the law 

anymore, does that imply that the law is sin?  Paul responds to 

those important questions in chapters 6-7. 

 And then chapter 8 gives us great assurance of this 

salvation.  There is no condemnation for those who are in Christ 

Jesus.  And there is no separation.  Nothing can separate us from 

the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.  God saves, by His 

sovereign power and love, and He will work all things for our good 

and see us through to the end. 

Why Romans 9-11? 

 Now, look at the abrupt transition from the end of chapter 8 

to the beginning of chapter 9.  What are we to make of this?  Why 

does Paul move from the uplifting promises at the end of Romans 

8 right into the seemingly devastating reality of Romans 9:1-5?   

 Well, there’s a looming question that has to be addressed.  

Paul touched on it briefly in chapter 3, asking the questions, “what 

advantage has the Jew?  Or what is the value of circumcision?”  

His answer is, “Much in every way.”   

 Paul returns to speaking of the privileges of the Jews here 

in Romans 9:1-5.  But there’s a problem.   A huge problem!  The 

problem is that in spite of these tremendous privileges, the Jews, 

by and large, are cut off from their own Messiah.  And that’s not 

only a problem for the Jews, it’s a problem for the entire church—

Jews and Gentiles—because Israel’s unbelief makes it appear that 

God is not faithful to His promises.   

 That’s what is really at stake here.  God’s faithfulness to 

His promises.  God made promises to His people, Israel.  But it 

does not appear that they are receiving those blessings.  So what 

does that mean about God’s faithfulness? 

 Here’s the connection with everything leading up to this 

point in Romans.  How can we, as the church—whether Jewish 

believer or Gentile believer—cling to the great promises of 
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Romans 1-8 if God is not faithful to His word?  How can we trust 

in Romans 8:28 if God has failed His people Israel?   

 That’s why Paul has to shift gears here and begin this new 

section to fully engage that question.  He needs to put that 

objection to rest.  His thesis statement is in verse 6.  “It is not as 

though the word of God has failed.”  The rest of chapters 9-11 seek 

to establish that important point.  

 We tend to associate Romans 9 with the teaching of God’s 

sovereignty in election.  And Romans 9 certainly teaches that.  We 

also think of Romans 9-11 in terms of the question of Israel.  And 

that is an important theme as well.  But we need to see the flow of 

Paul’s thought here, and why he speaks to these matters.  He is not 

merely trying to put forth some theological points about God’s 

sovereignty or about the nation of Israel.  He is establishing the 

absolute trustworthiness of God, Himself.  That’s the big picture 

purpose of this section.  He wants to show, beyond a shadow of a 

doubt, that God’s word has not failed.   

 We spent several weeks rejoicing in the wonderful hope 

presented in Romans 8.  Romans 9-11 should clear up any nagging 

doubts about that hope.  God is good on His promises.   

 Now, as we get started here in Romans 9, these first 5 

verses simply set up the problem.  If you’re scratching your head 

right now, wondering, What’s the big deal here?  Why does Paul 

need to spend 3 chapters to make this point?  Well, verses 1-5 

summarize the issue.  Let’s look at these verses in detail now.   

Paul’s Sorrow 

 Verse 1 is about as emphatic and emotionally charged as 

we could imagine.  First he writes, “I am speaking the truth in 

Christ.”  Then he adds, “I am not lying.”  And then he adds even to 

that, “my conscience bears me witness in the Holy Spirit.”  So he 

affirms the truth of what he’s about to say.  He denies any 

falsehood.  And He also appeals both to Christ and the Holy Spirit.   

 His emphasis here could be an indication that some people 

doubted that Paul cared about his fellow Jews anymore.  After all, 

he has said some pretty devastating things about Israel’s law.  He 

has also been focused on the mission to the Gentiles.  So some 

might conclude that Paul does not have a deep concern for Israel.   

Paul would hate for anyone to jump to that conclusion.  So 

he states it very emphatically here, that indeed he has a grave 

concern for his kinsmen according to the flesh.   
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 Verse 2 expresses the heartache—great sorrow and 

unceasing anguish in my heart.  Paul was a very passionate man, 

especially when it came to the Gospel.  He is sorrowful because so 

many of his Jewish brothers and sisters have rejected the Messiah.  

He’s also sorrowful because of how that rejection could reflect 

negatively on God’s faithfulness—calling God’s faithfulness into 

question.   

 Verse 3 makes a shocking statement.  “I could wish that I 

myself were accursed and cut off from Christ for the sake of my 

brothers, my kinsman according to the flesh.”  The word translated 

“accursed” is the word “anathema.”  This is a reference to eternal 

damnation.   

What does Paul mean by this statement?  Would he really 

go to hell if that could save his kinsmen?  Well, that would be 

impossible.  Jesus Christ, the God-Man, was the only Person who 

could sacrifice himself, put Himself under the wrath of God, to 

bring about the salvation of others.  (see Galatians 3:13)  And as 

Paul has just written in chapter 8, nothing can separate us from the 

love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.  Paul knows this request is 

impossible.     

But we do see Paul’s burdened heart, and we see his Christ-

likeness.  We see his sacrificial attitude.  Moses made a similar 

plea in Exodus 32, after the Golden Calf incident.  Moses said to 

the Lord, “Alas, this people has sinned a great sin. They have 

made for themselves gods of gold. But now, if you will forgive their 

sin—but if not, please blot me out of your book that you have 

written.”” (Exodus 32:31–32, ESV) The Lord did not grant Moses’ 

request.  Neither did God grant Paul’s wish in Romans 9:3.  But in 

the lives of both Moses and Paul we see a reflection of Christ. 

As Jesus said in John 15:13, “Greater love has no one than 

this, that someone lay down his life for his friends.”  That’s the cry 

of Paul’s heart.  If it were possible, if there was a personal sacrifice 

he could make that would benefit his friends . . .that’s how 

passionate he is to see them embrace their Messiah.   

I love this about Paul.  He presents the Gospel so clearly 

and boldly, and he does so with a sorrow for those who are lost.  

He’s not just trying to protect an idea.  He’s not just defending a 

theological position.  He wants to see the world changed by this 

Good News.  He’s willing to make tremendous sacrifices for the 

sake of the lost. 

He writes in 1 Corinthians 9:19, 22, “For though I am free 

from all, I have made myself a servant to all, that I might win more 
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of them. . . .  I have become all things to all people, that by all 

means I might save some.”  I hope we will have that attitude 

increasingly in this congregation.  Let us have the heart of Paul, 

grieving for those who are lost, willing to sacrifice for those who 

do not yet know Christ.   

We don’t preach the Gospel just so we can pat ourselves on 

the back and congratulate ourselves that we have sound doctrine.  

We ought to preach the Gospel with this brokenhearted attitude 

that Paul models for us here.  Let’s examine our hearts and repent 

of our apathy.  And let’s pray to God to give us a servant’s 

mindset.  Our lives, our plans, this church, should not revolve 

around what we’re most comfortable with.  We should be thinking 

of others, sacrificing for others, and adapting our lives to be 

servants to those who do not yet know Christ.   

Israel’s Unbelief 

 Let’s start back in Romans 2, where Paul made that 

statement that “circumcision indeed is of value . . .”  But then he 

added, “if you obey the law.”  And then he went on to say that 

physical circumcision, in and of itself, doesn’t do anything for you.  

What really matters is circumcision of the heart.   

 In the argument of that paragraph, he left that first 

statement without explanation.  He mentioned that circumcision is 

of value, but he didn’t say what that value is.  And the rest of what 

he said made it sound like there is no value in being an ethnic Jew. 

 Then in chapter 3 the question returns.  What advantage has 

the Jew?   Or what is the value of circumcision?  At that point we 

might expect him to say, “None whatsoever.  There’s no advantage 

to being a Jew.  There’s no value in circumcision.”  But that’s not 

what he says.  He says, “Much in every way.”  And then it sounds 

like he’s beginning a list.  “To begin with . . .”  Literally, in the 

Greek, he uses the word, “first.”  Here’s the first thing: “the Jews 

were entrusted with the oracles of God,” or literally, “the words of 

God.”  That’s the first advantage.   

What’s curious is that he doesn’t list a second or third or 

fourth.  It’s not until Romans 9 that he lists “the adoption, the 

glory, the covenants, the giving of the law, the worship, and the 

promises.” 

So there are many advantages to being a Jew.  There are 

many things that have value that are connected with Israel.  The six 

things listed in Romans 9:4 seem to fall into three pairs.  First he 

says they are Israelites, as a kind of heading.  And then there are 
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these six privileges.  If you look at these in the Greek, the first and 

fourth end with the same letters, the second and fifth end in the 

same way, and the third and sixth have the same letter at the end.  

And these fit together as pairs conceptually as well.   

Adoption and the giving of the law fit with the exodus from 

Egypt.  God adopted this people (He said “this is my firstborn son” 

Exodus 4:22), brought them out of Egypt, and gave them the law at 

Sinai.  The next pair, the glory and the worship, fit with the 

tabernacle and Temple structures which were the symbols of God’s 

presence with His people.  And then the covenants and the 

promises refer, of course, to the promises given in God’s covenants 

with the patriarchs, Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.  God made 

promises to these fathers of the people of Israel.   

Now, these are amazing blessings.  The Israelites saw the 

power of God in the exodus.  They received the word of God 

through the ministry of Moses.  They witnessed the presence of 

God in the tabernacle and Temple.  They were recipients of the 

great promises of God to the patriarchs.  They are a people of 

amazing spiritual privilege.  And yet they are, by and large, cut off 

from Christ.    

Now, let’s apply this to our own context for a moment.  

Let’s think about the access we have to truth about God.  And yet 

there is a similar tragedy, because there are plenty of people who 

are exposed to many spiritual blessings and yet are cut off from 

Christ. 

Do you recognize the advantage it is to you that you have a 

Bible (and if you don’t have a Bible, we’d be glad to give you 

one), and that you can attend a church that teaches and proclaims 

the truth of God’s Word?  This is a tremendous advantage to you.  

You can read the Bible in your own language.  You can go online 

and find sermons and study tools and books that will help you 

understand the Bible better.  You can come here on Sunday 

mornings for Sunday School and a worship service, where you will 

learn things from the Scriptures.  You can attend small groups and 

Bible studies where you can ask questions and discuss these things 

with others.  All of this is tremendously valuable to us, and we 

should be grateful to God for it.   

Simply to be exposed to the reading of God’s Word is an 

advantage.  R. C. Sproul shared about this, reflecting on his 

childhood years.  He was raised in a theologically liberal church, 

but at least they read the Bible as part of the liturgy.  The pastor 

didn’t believe in the resurrection of Jesus from the dead, but still 

they would read passages of Scripture each Sunday.  Sproul said, 
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“Everything that went before the reading of the Bible and 

everything that went after it was distortion and heresy.  Still, in 

spite of the minister—not because of him—I was sitting under the 

Word of God.  That was the advantage to me.  When I became a 

Christian, it was through the testimony of the Word of God.  In 

preparation for my call to conversion, the Word of God was at 

work in my life.”
1
 

I think that should be an encouragement to all of us, that we 

should be putting ourselves under the Word of God.  We should 

read the Bible for ourselves.  We should come to church to hear the 

preaching of God’s Word.  And how great it is to be at a church 

where we don’t just read the Word and then deny what it says (like 

the church Sproul grew up in).  Here at Three Rivers Grace we 

actually believe the Bible, and love it.  We’ve been changed by it, 

and we seek to live it out in our daily lives. 

And that is the other thing that needs to be emphasized, 

which Paul emphasizes, in this discussion of Israel’s privileges.  

On the one hand, it is quite amazing to have “the adoption, the 

glory, the covenants, the giving of the law, the worship, and the 

promises.”  But on the other hand, those privileges do not make 

salvation automatic.  The privilege of being a Jew does not mean 

that all ethnic Jews will automatically be saved.  No, in fact Paul is 

saying right here that they are lost.   

And we need to realize this as well.  You have tremendous 

advantages due to your access to Gospel truth and your exposure to 

individuals who are living out the Gospel.  But those connections 

do not mean you’re saved.  It’s still possible that your heart is hard.  

You may enjoy the company of folks at church, but those 

connections are no ticket to heaven.  Sitting in a pew, getting 

baptized, being a member of the church . . . none of that will save 

you.  You have to be connected to the Messiah, which will involve 

an inward transformation in your life that will change you forever.  

If that hasn’t happened in your life, you need to cry out to God to 

help you and change you and forgive you.  You need to look to 

Jesus and put your hope in Him.  I’d love to talk to you personally 

after the service if you’re struggling to understand what all this 

means.  There are many here who would love to speak to you in 

more detail about what the Gospel is and what it means to be a 

Christian.  It’s not just going through the motions or doing certain 

religious rituals.  It’s about having a radically new life.  It’s about 

being a new creature in Christ.  

                                                           
1
 Sproul, Romans, page 79. 
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So avail yourself of the privileges you do have.  Avail 

yourself of the opportunities to read and study and learn from 

God’s Word.  Spend time with those who love Jesus.  But never 

presume upon those advantages.  Don’t think that your access to 

God’s Word, or your knowledge of God’s Word, or your 

connection to a church, means that you’re automatically right with 

God. 

The thing that grieves Paul’s heart so deeply in these verses 

is that his fellow Jews have all these rich privileges, but they have 

rejected their long-awaited Messiah.  This is the problem that Paul 

will respond to in these three chapters.  

 We’ll end at verse 5 this morning.  To frame the problem 

even more pointedly, Paul concludes this paragraph by stating that 

“from their race, according to the flesh, is the Christ [the Messiah] 

who is God over all, blessed forever.  Amen.”  So it’s not just that 

there were these amazing spiritual privileges in the past . . . what 

makes this situation even more problematic is that the fulfillment 

of those promises has now arrived in the Person of Jesus Christ, 

and they have rejected Him.   

“He came to his own, and his own people did not receive him.” 

(John 1:11, ESV)  

 And then the final astounding piece of this problem is that 

their Messiah is, indeed, over all, God blessed forever. Amen.  

There has been debate over how to translate this phrase.  Looking 

at the Greek, one has to decide if the whole phrase refers to Christ, 

or if only part of it refers to Christ and the last part is a reference to 

God the Father, or if the whole phrase is a doxology to God the 

Father.  These are three of the options.  It could be, as the ESV has 

it, “from their race . . . is the Christ who is God over all, blessed 

forever.”  Or it could be “from their race . . . is the Christ who is 

over all.  God [as a reference to the Father] be blessed forever.”  Or 

it could be, “from their race . . . is the Christ.  God, who is over all, 

be blessed forever.”  I don’t mean to be confusing, but these 

options are somewhat complicated.  I won’t go into any more 

detail than that.   

 I will say that I think the ESV gets it right, and I do believe 

Paul is affirming the deity of Christ here, which is what makes the 

issue of Israel’s unbelief all the more painful.  The Jewish 

Messiah, who is God in the flesh, has been rejected by His own 

people.   

 In the weeks to come we’ll be examining Paul’s careful 

response to this problem.  It’s a response that reveals much about 
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the nature of God.  I pray these will be weeks and months of 

growing together in our understanding of God’s sovereign grace 

and our understanding of God’s good purposes in salvation history.  


