
Pursue it by Faith. Romans 9. Prepared for Grace Church on October 4, 2015. 
Jonathan Shradar. 
 
Have you ever been around someone, usually a little kiddo, that is so emotional that 
they go from laughing to crying in mere moments? It is as if peaking on one end of the 
emotional spectrum incites the other end to peak as well. 
 
This morning I want to welcome you to this exact situation in Scripture. Just a sentence 
before today’s text we have reached what many call the Himalayas of the Bible. The 
soaring heights of amazing care of God for those that are in Christ. Then comes the 
reality, that not everybody is in on this…  
 
We know of those under wrath, disobedient and turning from God. We know 
justification flows from the faith of those that believe in Jesus. But what of Israel? What 
of God’s people and the generations of promise to be set apart. How are they now 
outside of Christ, and separated from the glorious goodness of Romans 8? Has God’s 
Word failed; is God unjust?  
 
These are questions Paul is used to, because he has wrestled with them himself and now 
he addresses them so that the church will have answers.  
 
Paul will look to Scripture to tackle the question of Israel and he will present to us that: 
 
God in his perfect sovereignty, works by election his purpose of mercy. 
 
Romans 9:1-5 “I am speaking the truth in Christ—I am not lying; my conscience bears 
me witness in the Holy Spirit—[2] that I have great sorrow and unceasing anguish in my 
heart. [3] For I could wish that I myself were accursed and cut off from Christ for the 
sake of my brothers, my kinsmen according to the flesh. [4] They are Israelites, and to 
them belong the adoption, the glory, the covenants, the giving of the law, the worship, 
and the promises. [5] To them belong the patriarchs, and from their race, according to 
the flesh, is the Christ, who is God over all, blessed forever. Amen.” 
 
Prayer  
 
Context:  We begin a series on God’s sovereignty (9, 10 & 11).  
 
This week in some one-on-one Bible study time we read Isaiah 55:8-9 “For my 
thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your ways my ways, declares the LORD. [9] 



For as the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways higher than your ways and 
my thoughts than your thoughts.” 
 
An if ever I needed a reminder of this, it is as we approach Romans 9.  
 
A word of caution: This is among the least popular passages in Scripture as Paul builds 
the biblical case for the doctrine of election -  meaning that before the world was created 
God chose who would receive salvation. This rubs hard against our natural inclinations 
(in the same way security might) and is often culturally seen in a negative and 
misunderstood light. There are things that remain mystery, beyond our thinking.  
 
At the same time, it is a great comfort to us when we come to realize how God works and 
what his purpose is. It is this purpose that Paul is relying on and that fuels his ministry. 
And he knows how good it is to be covered by the grace of Christ that he yearns for his 
brethren that they might believe.  
 
In this letter to the church he has laid out the human condition and our need for a 
savior, the glories of justification by faith, and the Spirit-empowered life and now he 
unpacks the who and how of those that are saved.  
 
He pauses to make clear he is telling the truth, and then reveals his anguish, his great 
sorrow over the fact that much of Israel, ethnic Jews, continued to disregard Christ. 
Here is the apostle to the Gentiles saying he wishes he could give himself up as a 
substitute for his kinsmen. Because these are the people of God’s covenants and 
historical care and they seem to be opposed to God’s goodness in Christ. Jesus, who is 
part of their ethnic heritage, the God over all, they reject.  
 
This is a very significant thing, what of Israel, all of Scripture (the OT) has been about 
God’s covenantal pursuit of this nation, this people, and the coming hope of redemption 
through the Messiah and now that he has come, the people are blind to see and fail to 
believe.  
 
It is with this same Scripture that Paul will make a powerful statement about the 
sovereignty of God. His God is no petty deity, unable to effect his purpose in the 
universe he has created, but a mighty God who is doing what he has planned. 
 
God works by election, his purpose is mercy, and in the tension of these two truths there 
is still human responsibility.  
 



 
1) God Works by Election  
 
Romans 9:6-13 “But it is not as though the word of God has failed. For not all who are 
descended from Israel belong to Israel, [7] and not all are children of Abraham because 
they are his offspring, but “Through Isaac shall your offspring be named.” [8] This 
means that it is not the children of the flesh who are the children of God, but the 
children of the promise are counted as offspring. [9] For this is what the promise said: 
“About this time next year I will return, and Sarah shall have a son.” [10] And not only 
so, but also when Rebekah had conceived children by one man, our forefather Isaac, [11] 
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—[12] she was told, “The older will serve the younger.” [13] As it is written, “Jacob I 
loved, but Esau I hated.” 
 
Paul knows a key objection to the gospel: if Jesus is the Messiah, and he came in 
fulfillment of God’s promises in his Word, and if God’s chosen people reject the Christ, 
doesn’t that mean that God’s Word has somehow failed?  
 
Paul answers a decisive no to that question. Salvation is not guaranteed based on 
birthright, it is based on something else. Not all who are descended from Israel belong 
to Israel.  
 
He uses the story of Abraham - the one that received the promise of covenantal 
relationship - and his Children to uncover this truth. Here are two children of Abraham, 
two offspring, Ishmael first mothered by Hagar a servant and then the promised son, 
Isaac by Sarah. It is Isaac that has the promise meaning that it doesn’t matter if you are 
born in a family… you must have the promise. 
 
And as if he knows we might argue that the difference of mothers plays into the promise 
- he also uses Jacob and Esau as examples of the promise, or choice, mattering and not 
the flesh. Here is Rebekah with twins, two children conceived by the same father and 
mother, but God chose one over the other in the womb.  
 
 
Not at all based on anything Jacob or Esau had done… they had yet to do anything, but 
in order to achieve his purpose of election.  
 



All of this history, one chosen for the promise over another, it is playing out v. 11 “in 
order that God's purpose of election might continue, not because of works but because 
of him who calls” 
 
God had a purpose, and he worked it out in his own way, that his purpose in election 
might stand (continue). God’s purpose will remain, no matter what. 
 
It is that God’s choice of Isaac (not Ishmael), and Jacob (not Esau), does not  originate 
in them or in any works they may have done, but in the mind and will of him who calls.  
 
This is not only how God functions with these historical characters but with Israel and 
with all people. Some are chosen for the promise of the gospel and others are not.  
 
“This divine choice is an expression of free and sovereign grace, for it is unconstrained 
and unconditional, not merited by anything in those who are its subjects. God owes 
sinners no mercy of any kind, only condemnation; so it is a wonder, and matter for 
endless praise, that he should choose to save any of us; and doubly so when his choice 
involved the giving of his own Son to suffer as sin-bearer for the elect.” J.I. Packer.  
 
This is what Paul and we mean by election - and it is how God works. “Because of him 
who calls,” so that he will get the glory!  
 
Ephesians 1:3-6 “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, [4] even as he 
chose us in him before the foundation of the world, that we should be holy and 
blameless before him. In love [5] he predestined us for adoption as sons through Jesus 
Christ, according to the purpose of his will, [6] to the praise of his glorious grace, with 
which he has blessed us in the Beloved.” 
 
Gospel blessing is not a human entitlement based on ethnicity or some other human 
achievement or qualification. God bestows his grace with utter sovereignty and wisdom. 
And it is not meant to dishearten us but instead drive us to worship. We bow before him 
in worship and wonder, knowing that our salvation is truly all of grace. 
 
If you count yourself as a Christian this morning… the truth of election is humbling and 
awe inducing.  
 
“Many mysteries surround the doctrine of election, and theologians are unwise to 
systematize it in such a way that no puzzles, enigmas or loose ends are left. We need to 



remember two truths. First, election is not just a Pauline or apostolic doctrine; it was 
also taught by Jesus himself. “I know those I have chosen,” (Jn. 13:18). Secondly, 
election is an indispensable foundation of Christian worship, in time and eternity. It is 
the essence of worship to say: ‘Not to us, O Lord, not to us, but to your name be the 
glory’ (Ps. 115:1). If we were responsible for our own salvation, either in whole or even in 
part, we would be justified in singing our own praises and blowing our own trumpet in 
heaven. But such a thing is inconceivable. God’s redeemed people will spend eternity 
worshipping him, humbling themselves before him in grateful adoration, ascribing their 
salvation to him and to the Lamb… Because our salvation is due entirely to his grace, 
will, initiative, wisdom and power.” Stott 
 
 
The doctrine of election is not a wedge to divide but a comfort as the God that so loved 
the world that he sent his son would chose people to be saved, to be his. You don’t have 
to be born into relationship, you are brought into relationship by God’s sovereign 
election.  
 
Paul doesn’t stop here though. He knows questions, specifically from Jewish believers 
remain. And we might wrestle with a few questions ourselves. If God is choosing some 
and not others, where is the justice in that?  
 
But God is not working justice by election, he is granting mercy.  
 
 
2) God’s Purpose is Mercy  
 
Romans 9:14-18 “What shall we say then? Is there injustice on God's part? By no 
means! [15] For he says to Moses, “I will have mercy on whom I have mercy, and I will 
have compassion on whom I have compassion.” [16] So then it depends not on human 
will or exertion, but on God, who has mercy. [17] For the Scripture says to Pharaoh, “For 
this very purpose I have raised you up, that I might show my power in you, and that my 
name might be proclaimed in all the earth.” [18] So then he has mercy on whomever he 
wills, and he hardens whomever he wills.” 
 
Appealing again to OT Scripture, Paul cuts down any argument that would suggest God 
is unfair as the context for election is not earning or achieving but his mercy that he will 
have on whom he desires.  
 



To the Jewish member of the church in Rome, this makes sense, God is forever just 
because he is the standard not our thinking of him… 
 
He shows that God is out to secure mercy, not condemnation. God is not unjustly 
condemning some, but in mercy he is saving some. We sinners have no claim on God 
whatsoever. If we are saved, that is due to God’s mercy, not the justice of our cause. 
 
It is not our will or effort that is the basis of our salvation, but entirely the merciful will 
of God. God’s mercy and compassion cannot be subject to any cause outside his free 
grace.  
 
This is the place of our infinite indebtedness to the grace of God.  
 
But Paul is also telling us that God uses even those hardened to his grace to reveal his 
mercy. Pharaoh was raised up for this purpose… we might look at the exodus story and 
think it would have been more efficient to simply wipe out the Egyptians and given over 
their wealth to Israel… instead of generations of slavery before a dramatic string of 
plagues that eventually has Israel freed from captivity.  
 
God’s power was demonstrated and proclaimed to the earth. He was made known to all 
others. And mercy even flowed to Pharaoh as he was given repeated opportunity to 
believe in God and his calling on the people of Israel.  
 
The fruit of God’s mercy was the redemption of a people.  
 
God is in all of life. Oh the countless ways this has played out over history and the 
multitudes of people in Pharaoh’s position… used to show God’s power and to work his 
mercy. Think of stories of brave missionaries in the face of tyrannical opposition… Even 
the mercy of a loved one yet to come to Christ; that there is still time; and your faith and 
trust in God’s sovereignty reveals his power and mercy.  
 
His election is all about mercy and he is actively using others, even those hardened in 
their own sin, to showcase his goodness to the world.  
 
 
So God chooses those that are saved - from eternity he has determined…not based on 
ethnicity or association, or effort and achievement…  and those saved are redeemed in 
mercy.  
 



But what of those, not chosen? Doesn’t that mean that God has destined many for 
destruction? Why, if he is sovereign, does he still blame us? 
 
 
3) God’s Wrath & God’s Mercy  
 
Romans 9:19-29 “You will say to me then, “Why does he still find fault? For who can 
resist his will?” [20] But who are you, O man, to answer back to God? Will what is 
molded say to its molder, “Why have you made me like this?” [21] Has the potter no 
right over the clay, to make out of the same lump one vessel for honorable use and 
another for dishonorable use? [22] 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, [23] in order to make known the riches of his glory for vessels of mercy, 
which he has prepared beforehand for glory—[24] even us whom he has called, not from 
the Jews only but also from the Gentiles? [25] As indeed he says in Hosea, “Those who 
were not my people I will call ‘my people,’ and her who was not beloved I will call 
‘beloved.’” [26] “And in the very place where it was said to them, ‘You are not my 
people,’ there they will be called ‘sons of the living God.’” [27] And Isaiah cries out 
concerning Israel: “Though the number of the sons of Israel be as the sand of the sea, 
only a remnant of them will be saved, [28] for the Lord will carry out his sentence upon 
the earth fully and without delay.” [29] And as Isaiah predicted, “If the Lord of hosts had 
not left us offspring, we would have been like Sodom and become like Gomorrah.” 
 
While we are thinking the eternal destiny of man or individuals, Paul is contemplating 
the failure of Israel to respond to the Messiah… the national reality of only a remnant 
being saved… to make a way for the salvation of gentiles.  
 
God, in order to show his wrath against sin and the goodness of his mercy is patient so 
that salvation will be opened to others… “to make known the riches of his glory for 
vessels of mercy, which he has prepared beforehand for glory…” 
 
Paul uses prophecy of Hosea, language spoken toward the tribes of the Northern 
kingdom Israel, to indicate the expansion of the church to all who believe, not from the 
Jews only but also the Gentiles…  
 
 
God is patient and calls those we would not expect. But wrath still remains… apart from 
that call. Why are some vessels of honor and some vessels of dishonor?  
 



This falls back on what we know of humanity and the character of God. Here is a holy 
God who is perfect; so holy sin has no place before him. And humanity, from the first 
parents, each and every one has inherited sinfulness as a disposition. Opposition to God 
and his law.  
 
So, on our own, each and every human deserves wrath… all of us… this is most 
poignantly where human will and the sovereign decree of God are compatible… But his 
mercy widely overcomes.  
 
The question is not, “Why are some made for dishonor?” because dishonor is the natural 
state of the clay. The question is rather, “Why are any selected for honor?”  
 
If anybody is lost, the blame is theirs, but if anybody is saved, the credit is God’s.  
 
"Between the vessels of wrath and the vessels of mercy he makes this striking 
distinction; that the vessels of wrath fit themselves for destruction, but the vessels of 
mercy are prepared for glory by their God. The judgments executed on the ungodly, at 
whatever period they are inflicted, are brought on them, not by any absolute decree of 
God, but by their own wilful and obstinate continuance in sin: but the blessings 
imparted to the godly are solely the fruit of God’s sovereign grace and mercy. They who 
perish must take all the shame to themselves; and those who are saved must give all the 
glory to their God" - Charles Simeon 
 
Scripture doesn’t tell us  why. Why mercy is poured out on some. But because it is, we 
can worship all the more - as those not deserving are given salvation - and we can 
proclaim the good news of Jesus far and wide so that those called will come home. That 
God in his patience would be bearing with us to call more in.  
 
 
So far the logs for the fire of worship are that God elects, he calls people not on the basis 
of their family tree or heritage, but mysteriously by his will… that God’s purpose in 
election is mercy, not your will or effort, your ability to meet the demands of the law, but 
a merciful gift of grace given for his own glory. And while wrath remains for 
unrighteousness, God is patient in the unfolding of his mercy to make known the riches 
of his glory. There is still time for others!  
 
From the emotional agony over the lost to the glory of salvation for the undeserving Paul 
has brought us part of the way in understanding why Israel would miss the Messiah and 
Gentiles would be brought into the faith.  



 
 
What should we say to all this then? How can we communicate how to pursue Jesus in 
light of election, and God’s purpose of mercy? 
  
 
4) Human Responsibility 
 
Romans 9:30-33 “What shall we say, then? That Gentiles who did not pursue 
righteousness have attained it, that is, a righteousness that is by faith; [31] but that 
Israel who pursued a law that would lead to righteousness did not succeed in reaching 
that law. [32] Why? Because they did not pursue it by faith, but as if it were based on 
works. They have stumbled over the stumbling stone, [33] as it is written, “Behold, I am 
laying in Zion a stone of stumbling, and a rock of offense; and whoever believes in him 
will not be put to shame.” 
 
Those who did not pursue righteousness have attained it by faith… those that pursued it 
by works could never do enough or be good enough. They missed the place of faith.  
 
In our natural inclinations this still doesn’t seem right to us - frankly that is why we 
don’t have global consistency on how salvation works - because at the moment I make 
salvation about my work or worth I have laid a hold of the wrong thing. Even in the 
slightest, if I make it about a decision I am capable of making apart from the 
regenerating work of the Holy Spirit, I have pursued a righteousness of my own… 
 
 
But the gospel of Jesus and his grace, his gift of righteousness for those the Father has 
given to him is not meant to match our logic or preference. It is meant to give God more 
glory. And many will stumble over this. Paul uses the prophet Isaiah again to show that 
Jesus is the stumbling stone foretold generations before.  
 
“Behold, I am laying in Zion a stone of stumbling, and a rock of offense;” Israel falls to 
her destruction missing the Messiah and stumbling over their inability to accept the 
grace that he is offering. This is the offensiveness of the gospel of grace - that you can’t 
earn it, you can’t expect it based on your birth - that the worst and least deserving are 
granted mercy… God’s higher ways and thoughts working out beyond our approval and 
assent.  
 



But there is tremendous hope in these last verses. Where some would rely on some of 
the earlier verses to prevent them from sharing the gospel… because “Whoever believes 
in him will not be put to shame” we can share this good news so that others, those called 
and granted mercy, will believe.  
 
1 Corinthians 1:20-24 “Where is the one who is wise? Where is the scribe? Where is 
the debater of this age? Has not God made foolish the wisdom of the world? [21] For 
since, in the wisdom of God, the world did not know God through wisdom, it pleased 
God through the folly of what we preach to save those who believe. [22] For 
Jews demand signs and Greeks seek wisdom, [23] but we preach Christ crucified, a 
stumbling block to Jews and folly to Gentiles, [24] but to those who are called, both 
Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God.” 
 
Near Easter, there is a French saying used in prayer and reflection - The Love of God is 
Folly. It is so absurd and unlikely that it seems foolish. It trips up those that are 
convinced of another way and it seems silly to others.  
 
But for some reason, it pleases God, through the folly of what we preach to save those 
who believe. So that is what we will keep doing - preaching the folly of the mercy of God 
upon those that could never deserve it.  
 
That God, the sovereign over all, the one that uses what and who he will to reveal his 
power and glory, uses us to proclaim his grace to all who believe!  
 
 
God in his perfect sovereignty, works by election his purpose of mercy. 
 
Many will use the doctrine of election to divide or debate… but we are told here in 
Roman 9 that it is for God’s glory.  
 
Response:  
 
Believe in this folly - Pursue it by faith: That you are in need of a savior and he has 
come - as a substitute in your place, to live obediently and take on your punishment.  
 
I can tell you this morning that Scripture never tells us to try to figure out if we are elect. 
Instead it says: 
 
“Believe in the Lord Jesus, and you will be saved.” Acts 16:31 



 
“But to all who did receive him, who believed in his name, he gave the right to become 
Children of God.” John 1:12 
 
To do the works of God, “believe in the One he has sent.” John 6  
 
All you bring to this Christian thing is your need. Repent, turn from opposition to God, 
and believe in Jesus. You will not be put to shame!  
 
Worship - We go from the glory of the inseparable love of God in Christ, to the glory 
that it is a function of God’s mercy and nothing else. Election is not meant to incite 
confusion, it is meant to incite awe! In that awe, in the freedom you have been granted, 
worship. There is no charge against God’s elect. Be free.  
 
Preach it - Use this patience of God as best we can - forge relationships, share your 
hope…  
 
 
 
Close: J.I. Packer “The doctrine of election, like every truth about God, involves 
mystery and sometimes stirs controversy. But in Scripture it is a pastoral doctrine, 
brought in to help Christians see how great is the grace that saves them, and to move 
them to humility, confidence, joy, praise, faithfulness, and holiness in response.” 
 
“It is the family secret of the children of God. We do not know who else he has chosen 
among those who do not yet believe, nor why it was his good pleasure to choose us in 
particular. What we do know is, first, that had we not been chosen for life we would not 
be believers now (for only the elect are brought to faith), and, second, that as elect 
believers we may rely on God to finish in us the good work that he started. Knowledge of 
election thus brings comfort and joy.” 
 
Might we be people that are comforted by God’s mercy and find our joy in what is to 
others as folly. For his glory and our good.  


