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 “O Come, Let Us Adore Him.”  Reflecting on Romans 9, 

which is what we’re about to do together, should fuel our passion 

to come and adore our great Savior, Jesus Christ. That’s what I 

hope the fruit of this passage will be in our lives.  That we will 

adore Jesus Christ and praise His name forever, and give Him all 

the glory, for He alone is worthy.  This teaching on unconditional 

election should humble us before our Savior and cause us to praise 

God the Father and God the Son and God the Holy Spirit for the 

mercy we have received.  God is free.  And He is merciful.  And 

we will sing praises to His great name for all eternity.   

 I want to begin with a brief outline of verses 14-18, and 

then I’ll use four headings to lead us through the passage.  The four 

headings are these: questions (v. 14), mercy (v. 15), election (v. 

16), and freedom (vv. 17-18).   

 To remind you of the context, we’ve seen that Paul is 

addressing a very important problem.  The problem is the 

appearance that God has reneged on His promises to Israel.  The 

Messiah has come, Jesus Christ, but most of the Jews have rejected 

Him.  So it looks like God is not being faithful to His people and 

not upholding His promises. And that’s a big problem in light of 

the wonderful promises we cling to from Romans 8 and throughout 

Scripture.  If God doesn’t follow through on His Word, then what 

hope do we have? 

 So Paul takes on this important matter, first of all by 

clarifying the nature of God’s promise.  Here’s the important point: 

God never promised to save every individual Israelite.  That is 

evident from the family of the first patriarch, Abraham.  Of 

Abraham’s sons, Isaac was chosen as the son of promise, whereas 

Ishmael was not chosen.  Likewise with Isaac’s family.  Of his 

twin sons, the younger was chosen instead of the older.   

 Paul is teaching the doctrine which we refer to as 

unconditional election.  God chooses unconditionally.  We saw this 

very clearly in verse 11, speaking of Jacob and Esau, “though they 

were not yet born and had done nothing either good or bad—in 

order that God’s purpose of election might continue—not because 

of works but because of him who calls . . .” 

 Paul knows the questions that will come in response to this 

teaching.  He had probably heard these questions on multiple 
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occasions when he was teaching.  So he cites those questions here 

and responds to them.  He is an effective and engaging teacher in 

this way, and also inspired by God in every detail of how this is 

presented.   

 In verse 14 he brings up the question, “Is there injustice on 

God’s part?”  He states very emphatically that this is not the 

case—“By no means!”  The reason he gives for why there is no 

injustice with God (notice the word “for” at the beginning of verse 

15) is a quotation from Exodus 33:19, which shows God’s freedom 

in bestowing mercy and compassion on whomever He wills.  Verse 

16 restates the teaching of unconditional election, very similar to 

verse 11, that God’s free bestowal of mercy on individuals does 

not depend on human will or exertion, but solely on God.   

 Verse 17 cites another verse from Exodus, this time from 

9:16, where God states His purpose with Pharaoh.  Here is an 

example that is the opposite of God’s mercy.  This is an example 

of God hardening a person.  The purpose is stated very clearly.  It 

is for the display of God’s power and for the fame of His Name.  

Verse 18 summarizes both sides of this.  There is God’s freedom in 

bestowing mercy, as seen in verse 15.  There is also God’s freedom 

to harden individuals in their sin, as seen in the example of 

Pharaoh in verse 17.  Verse 18 concludes the paragraph by saying, 

“So then he has mercy on whomever he wills, and he hardens 

whomever he wills.” 

 So the basic answer to the question about God’s justice is 

to say that God is free.  God is free to have mercy.  He is free to 

harden.  He is free to display the beauty of His greatness.  He 

shows His mercy in rescuing many sinners from the punishment 

we all deserve.  He shows His justice in sentencing other sinners to 

the punishment we all deserve.  We can’t understand the specifics 

of why God does what He does, but we do know that in all He does 

and will do He is displaying the full-spectrum of His perfect 

attributes.  And for this we praise Him.  For to see the beauty of 

His perfection is the most satisfying gift that could ever be given to 

us.  It’s the gift we have in measure now and will have fully in 

heaven.  God’s purpose to glorify His Name is also for the good of 

His people.   

 So I would encourage you, as we study these weighty 

truths: when the mysteries of God’s plans are beyond the grasp of 

our finite minds, don’t try to squeeze God into a box.  Instead, 

praise Him for His freedom and His mercy.   
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Questions (v. 14) 

There’s a question in verse 14, “Is there injustice with 

God?”  There’s another question in verse 19, “Why does he still 

find fault?  For who can resist his will?” (we’ll look at that one in 2 

weeks).  These are questions that came up in Paul’s day, and they 

are questions that come up in our day as well.  Both questions have 

to do with God’s fairness.  Is God fair in choosing 

unconditionally?  Is God fair in choosing some and not others?   

The question comes up because of man-centered 

assumptions about fairness.  In our book, fairness would mean that 

everyone has an equal opportunity to be saved, and those who meet 

the necessary conditions will get in.  But these verses have been 

teaching in no uncertain terms that God’s choice is without 

conditions.  Hence the question: is that fair?  Is there injustice on 

God’s part?  Is He allowed to do that?  If He really chooses that 

way, does that cast a shadow on His integrity?   

The Old Testament quotation in verse 15 is not what we 

might expect.  We might like Paul to give a philosophical analysis 

of divine sovereignty and human responsibility here.  But he 

simply gives this assertion that God is free in bestowing mercy and 

compassion.  Do you see how that quotation seems a little odd in 

the flow of thought here?  He has been teaching unconditional 

election.  Now he’s going to show why this does not imply any 

injustice on God’s part.  And what does he do?  He seems to 

merely re-state the doctrine of unconditional election.  “For he says 

to Moses, ‘I will have mercy on whom I have mercy, and I will 

have compassion on whom I have compassion.’”     

Is that an answer?  Yes, it is an answer.  It is a very 

profound answer.  It’s just not the answer we might like or the 

answer we might feel entitled to.   

These questions in Romans 9 remind us of the questions 

Job asked of God.  Job was feeling like he deserved an explanation 

from God.  He felt entitled to know why these hard things were 

happening to him.  He asked questions throughout the book.  But 

in the end, when God finally answered Job, it was not the kind of 

answer Job was anticipating.     

Job had been trying to put God in the dock, to question 

Him, to interrogate Him.  But at the end of the book God 

interrogates Job in a way that puts him in his place and humbles 

him and causes him to repent.   
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God asks, “Where were you when I laid the foundation of 

the earth?  Tell me, if you have understanding.”  He asks him 

about the dawn, “Have you commanded the morning since your 

days began, and caused the dawn to know its place?”  He asks him 

about light, “Where is the way to the dwelling of light, and where 

is the place of darkness, that you may take it to its territory and that 

you may discern the paths to its home?”   

At the beginning of chapter 40 God says, “Shall a 

faultfinder contend with the Almighty?  He who argues with God, 

let him answer it.”  At this point the Lord finally gives Job a 

chance to respond.  And, of course, there is not much to say.  God 

has made His point.  God has shown that He is the infinite 

sovereign creator of the universe.  He is the Almighty.  God is big, 

and we are small.  And all that’s left for Job to do is to agree, to 

admit that he is very small in the presence of the Almighty.   

“Then Job answered the Lord and said: “Behold, I am of 

small account; what shall I answer you? I lay my hand on my 

mouth. I have spoken once, and I will not answer; twice, but I will 

proceed no further.” (Job 40:3-5) In other words, Job bows before 

God in silence, confessing that he had said far too much.   

Everything Job thought he would want to say to God now 

evaporates in the blazing presence of the Almighty.  I believe our 

experience in heaven will be similar as we enter the presence of 

God (Revelation 21:3-4).  We may often think of questions in this 

life that we would like to ask God when we get to heaven.  I’m not 

sure that we’ll ever actually ask many of those questions.  I am 

confident that our understanding of God will increase dramatically, 

but it won’t be due to theological Q&A sessions.  Our 

understanding will increase, and our reverence will deepen, and 

our passion will intensify, because we are in the presence of the 

Almighty God.  The questions and concerns that we wrestle with in 

this life will fade away.         

Job had an inflated view of himself and an all-consuming 

concern to vindicate himself.  But then he shut his mouth.  That’s 

what we need to do as well.  It’s certainly OK to ask honest 

questions and to seek greater understanding of our God.  But at the 

end of the day we need to put our hands over our mouths and 

praise God for who He is.  He does not owe it to us to explain 

Himself to us in every detail.  We are not capable of understanding 

Him exhaustively.  He is God Almighty who does as He pleases.   

So when it comes to asking questions of God, I would 

caution us from asking questions in a prideful way, with a sense of 

entitlement, or with the attitude that we know better than God how 
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He should act and what He should be like.  I certainly encourage 

you to ask honest, humble questions—faith seeking understanding.  

But never presume to know better than God.  And never presume 

that the ideas you have about God are more accurate than what the 

Bible says about God.  If the Bible says that God chooses 

unconditionally, who are we to accuse Him of injustice?   

Mercy (v. 15) 

 Our question should not be: How can God be just and only 

have mercy on some?  Our question should be: How can God be 

just and have mercy on anyone? 

Earlier in Romans Paul addressed the question of God’s 

justice from this vantage point—not the question of how God can 

be just in unconditional election, but the question of how God can 

be just in justification.  This was in the great paragraph in chapter 3 

that talks about justification and redemption and propitiation.  In 

verse 25 Paul writes, “This was to show God’s righteousness (or 

justice), because in his divine forbearance he had passed over 

former sins. It was to show his righteousness at the present time, so 

that he might be just and the justifier of the one who has faith in 

Jesus.”  

Here God’s fairness is called into question because He had 

passed over former sins.  A prime example is King David, who 

was a man after God’s own heart, but also sinned terribly against 

God.  David committed adultery with Bathsheba.  And then in his 

attempt to avoid blame He ended up having Bathsheba’s husband 

killed in battle.  And then Nathan came to rebuke David for these 

horrible sins, and David finally responded by admitting, “I have 

sinned against the Lord” (1 Samuel 12:13).  To which Nathan 

responded, “The Lord also has put away your sin; you shall not 

die.”  Now the question is: How can Nathan say that?  On what 

basis can God forgive David’s sin?  How can God be just and also 

forgive these atrocities?  How can He refrain from killing David 

for these sins? 

For many generations God passed over these former sins.  

But in the death of Christ He vindicated His righteousness by 

showing that He was not going to leave those sins unaccounted for.  

He had not simply ignored those sins.  He didn’t just look the other 

way.  He had a plan.  And as Christ hung on that cross God poured 

out His wrath against sin upon His own Son.  God IS righteous.  

He IS just.  And He deals with sin in a way that upholds His justice 

and His glory.  That’s what we should stand in awe of.  It’s 

amazing that God, who is perfectly just, has devised a plan to have 

mercy on me!   
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When we think about God’s fairness, it is absurd for us to 

think that we can question God as if we have the moral high 

ground.  Who are we to question God’s justice?  Do you want 

justice?  Justice would mean that we all get what we deserve, 

which is punishment.  We do praise God for His justice.  But we 

also praise Him that He is merciful as well as just.  And that’s why 

verse 15 should be such an encouragement.  God has mercy.  He 

has compassion.  He is perfectly just.  And He is also absolutely 

free to shower mercy upon those who do not deserve mercy.       

Election (v. 16) 

 Very briefly here on verse 16.  I simply want us to 

recognize that Paul is teaching us again this truth of unconditional 

election.  What would be some conditions which would determine 

who gets saved and who doesn’t?  Human will could be a 

condition.  Those who choose Christ.  Those who exercise their 

will to make a decision.  God could make His decisions about how 

to bestow mercy based on who makes a decision of their own free 

will.  But this verse says plainly that’s not the case.  It does NOT 

depend on human will.  Nor does it depend on human exertion.  

Literally it refers to running.  God’s choice doesn’t depend on our 

running, our effort, our works.  What does it depend on?  God, 

who has mercy.    

 I want to clarify one thing here, lest we become fatalistic in 

our view of God’s sovereignty.  What this passage is discussing is 

unconditional election.  This is about whom God chooses unto 

salvation.  Verse 16 says God’s choice does not depend on human 

will or running.  Look back to verse 11 where it says that God’s 

purpose of election does not depend on “works” but on “him who 

calls.”  That’s an interesting contrast.  What do we usually think of 

as being contrasted with “works”?  “For we hold that one is 

justified by faith apart from works of the law.” (Romans 3:28, 

ESV)  

But notice, that’s in the context of justification.  When 

we’re thinking of how a person is declared righteous in God’s 

sight, that happens through faith in Jesus Christ, not by working 

for God.  In that sense, justification is conditional.  A person must 

believe in order to be justified.  What we’re seeing in Romans 9 is 

what comes before that and what’s underneath that—God’s choice, 

which is unconditional.         

I point this out so that nobody will say, “Oh, well if God 

chooses, then there’s nothing for me to do.  God will either save 

me or damn me.  And I’ll just sit on my couch and wait to see 

which is going to happen.”  Nobody should come to that 
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conclusion.  You must believe to be saved.  You must repent of 

your sins and consciously, decisively, redirect your life toward 

Christ.  You must ask for His mercy.  You must choose to follow 

Him.  Nobody will be saved apart from meeting those conditions.   

And what we must also see, according to Romans 9, is that 

nobody will meet those conditions unless they have been chosen 

by God and are effectually called by God.  Here is this important 

and mysterious relationship between God’s sovereignty and human 

responsibility.  God chooses, and His choosing enables us to 

choose Him and follow Him.   

A biblical exhortation that fits well here is from 2 Peter 

1:10-11.  “Therefore, brothers, be all the more diligent to confirm 

your calling and election, for if you practice these qualities you 

will never fall. For in this way there will be richly provided for you 

an entrance into the eternal kingdom of our Lord and Savior Jesus 

Christ.”  Live in such a way that confirms your calling and 

election. 

 So don’t sit on your couch thinking, “I’m in.  I’m elect.  So 

I can live however I want.”  Nor should you sit on your couch 

thinking, “I’ll never be in.  God would never choose me.  So I’ll 

just live however I want.”  No, both of those responses are wrong.  

Don’t take God’s mercy for granted.  And don’t take God’s 

condemnation for granted.  Repent and believe and pursue 

holiness, and as you do so it will become clear that you are, indeed, 

a child of God, chosen before the foundation of the world. 

Freedom (vv. 17-18) 

 It’s interesting to see in this paragraph the contrast between 

human will and God’s will.  We often speak of free will, referring 

to human free will.  But how much time have you spent thinking 

about God’s free will?  That’s what this passage is all about—

God’s absolutely free will.  Verse 16 says that God’s bestowal of 

mercy does not depend on human will.  Verse 18 refers twice to 

God’s free will.  He has mercy on whomever he wills, and he 

hardens whomever he wills.  

 The teaching about God’s hardening of individuals may be 

a very difficult concept to grasp, and even more difficult to accept.  

Let’s think back to the book of Exodus to try to understand this 

better. 

 What is so interesting about God’s dealings with Pharaoh is 

that we see the interplay of divine sovereignty and human 
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responsibility.  We see God’s sovereignty over evil, and we also 

see Pharaoh’s personal rebellion against God.   

 We could ask the question, Did God harden Pharaoh’s 

heart, as Paul indicates in Romans 9:17-18?  Or did Pharaoh 

harden his own heart?  If we read the Exodus narrative carefully, 

the answer we have to give is – “Yes”!  It’s both.  God hardened 

Pharaoh’s heart.  And Pharaoh hardened his own heart.  It’s not 

either – or.  It’s both – and.  This is very instructive for our 

understanding of divine sovereignty and human responsibility.  

God is in control.  He has mercy on whom He wills, and He 

hardens whom He wills.  But that does not mean that we’re robots.  

His sovereignty does not cancel out our real choices for which we 

are held accountable.  On the one hand, those whom God chooses 

for salvation, they will make a real decision for Christ and will 

repent and believe.  On the other hand, those whom God hardens 

will decide again and again to reject God, ignore Him, rebel 

against Him.   

 That’s the case with Pharaoh.  It’s important to see in 

Exodus that the very first place where it mentions Pharaoh’s hard 

heart, it is the Lord saying, “I will harden his heart, so that he will 

not let the people go” (4:21).  Then in 7:3 the Lord says it again, “I 

will harden Pharaoh’s heart.”  There are several other places where 

it says that the Lord hardened Pharaoh’s heart (9:12; 10:1, 20, 27; 

11:10; 14:8).  And then there are also places where it leaves it a bit 

ambiguous.  It puts it in the passive voice, stating simply that 

“Pharaoh’s heart was hardened” (7:13-14, 22; 8:19; 9:7, 35).  In 

most of those places, the verse adds, “as the Lord had said” or 

something to that effect.  For instance, after the seventh plague 

(hail), after Pharaoh promised to let the people go if the plague 

would cease, and the plague did cease, it says “But when Pharaoh 

saw that the rain and the hail and the thunder had ceased, he 

sinned yet again and hardened his heart, he and his servants. So 

the heart of Pharaoh was hardened, and he did not let the people 

of Israel go, just as the LORD had spoken through Moses.” (Exodus 

9:34–35, ESV)  

 There we see the passive statement “the heart of Pharaoh 

was hardened . . . just as the Lord had said.”  And we also see one 

of the few places where it clearly mentions Pharaoh’s active role in 

this as well.  It says that Pharaoh sinned and hardened his heart.  

So you see it is both – and.  God hardened Pharaoh’s heart.  And 

Pharaoh hardened his own heart. 

 We get into trouble when we try to be more philosophically 

satisfying than biblical.  God’s ways are not going to fit into nice 

neat philosophical categories for us.  I’m not saying that we should 
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avoid thinking deeply about God’s ways.  We should think deeply 

about God’s ways!  That’s what we’re doing in Romans 9!  But 

our focus should be on seeing God as He reveals Himself in 

Scripture, not trying to squeeze Him into our preconceived notions 

about who He should be and how He should act.   

 God is free.  That’s the point I hope you’ll go away with 

today.  God is absolutely free to do as He pleases.  And in His 

freedom He acts with a very clear purpose, which Romans 9:17 

reveals to us.  God has determined to make His power known and 

to proclaim His Name in all the earth.  This is God’s overarching 

aim in all that He does.  He is not only free to do this.  He is also 

absolutely righteous and just in pursuing this aim, and the 

manifestation of His glory is the greatest gift He could ever give to 

humanity.   

Jonathan Edwards wrote an important book entitled A 

Dissertation Concerning the End for Which God Created the 

World.
1
  To shorten that title, and to give the answer to the 

question that Edwards is asking, we could say it like this: God’s 

ultimate goal is His own glory.  End means goal.  It’s the point of 

everything.  It’s the purpose toward which everything is moving.  

The ultimate end / goal / purpose for which God created the world 

is His own glory.  To say it another way, God does everything He 

does for His own glory.  He is passionate about His own glory.  He 

loves His own greatness.  He is the happiest Being in existence, 

and nothing fuels His happiness more than the beauty of His own 

glory.   

We see this theme throughout Scripture.  Let me just read 

you a few texts.  Christ’s ultimate end is the glory of God.   “Now 

is my soul troubled. And what shall I say? ‘Father, save me from 

this hour’? But for this purpose I have come to this hour. Father, 

glorify your name.” Then a voice came from heaven: “I have 

glorified it, and I will glorify it again.” (John 12:27-28, ESV) Also 

in the High Priestly prayer Jesus said, “Father, the hour has come; 

glorify your Son that the Son may glorify you." (John 17:1, ESV) 

 The whole work of redemption is for the glory of God. 

"[Christ Jesus], though he was in the form of God, did not count 

equality with God a thing to be grasped, but made himself nothing, 

taking the form of a servant, being born in the likeness of men. 

                                                           
1
 For an accessible publication of this work, along with helpful notes and an 

introduction, see John Piper, God’s Passion for His Glory: Living the Vision of 

Jonathan Edwards with the complete text of The End for Which God Created the 

World (Wheaton: Crossway, 1998).  My quotations will be from this 

publication.   
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And being found in human form, he humbled himself by becoming 

obedient to the point of death, even death on a cross. Therefore 

God has highly exalted him and bestowed on him the name that is 

above every name, so that at the name of Jesus every knee should 

bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue 

confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father." 

(Philippians 2:6-11, ESV)   

"Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, 

who has blessed us in Christ with every spiritual blessing in the 

heavenly places, even as he chose us in him before the foundation 

of the world, that we should be holy and blameless before him. In 

love he predestined us for adoption as sons through Jesus Christ, 

according to the purpose of his will, to the praise of his glorious 

grace, with which he has blessed us in the Beloved." (Ephesians 

1:3-6, ESV)  And then the phrase, “to the praise of his glory,” 

appears in verse 12 and 14.  All of redemption is ultimately about 

the glory of God.  Christ’s incarnation and obedience and suffering 

and death and resurrection and exaltation, and from predestination 

and election to adoption and sanctification, it is all for God’s glory. 

 The natural world that God created is also for the display of 

His glory.  "O Lord, our Lord, how majestic is your name in all the 

earth! You have set your glory above the heavens." (Psalm 8:1, 

ESV)  "And one called to another and said: “Holy, holy, holy is the 

Lord of hosts; the whole earth is full of his glory!”" (Isaiah 6:3, 

ESV) 

It is also seen in Scripture that God’s glory is His ultimate 

end both in His wrath and His mercy.  This is what we’re seeing in 

Romans 9:17 and also in verses 22-23 (which we’ll look at in two 

weeks), "What if God, desiring to show his wrath and to make 

known his power, has endured with much patience vessels of wrath 

prepared for destruction, in order to make known the riches of his 

glory for vessels of mercy, which he has prepared beforehand for 

glory—" (Romans 9:22-23, ESV)  God’s glory is made manifest 

both in His just punishment of unrepentant sinners and in the 

mercy He bestows upon those He has chosen for salvation. 

 God does everything He does for His own glory. 

 To summarize, then, let’s not be individuals who arrogantly 

come to God with accusations of injustice.  Let’s not question God 

in that way.  Let’s not question His Word in that way.  Rather, let 

us praise God for His freedom in bestowing mercy on sinners.  He 

is free to do so.  He is free to have mercy.  He is free to harden.  

And He is entirely righteous in all that He does.   
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 He sent His own beloved Son to this earth, born as a baby, 

placed in manger, later ridiculed and falsely accused and tortured 

and killed, hanging on that cross bearing our shame.  This is God’s 

mercy to us.  And I praise Him today that He exercised His free 

will to save a wretch like me.  Come, let us adore this Savior 

whom God has sent for us.  Let us adore Him, Christ the Lord.  

We’ll praise His name forever.  We’ll give Him all the glory . . . 

for He alone is worthy.  


