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Romans 11

1. I say then, God has not rejected His people, has He?  May it never be!  For I too am an Israelite a descendant of Abraham, of the tribe of Benjamin.
2. God has not rejected His people whom He foreknew.  Or do you not know what the Scripture says in the passage about Elijah, how he pleads with God against Israel?
3. “Lord, They have killed Your prophets, they have torn down Your altars, and I alone am left, and they are seeking my life.”
4. But what is the divine response to him?  “I have kept for Myself 7,000 men who have not bowed the knee to Baal.”
5. In the same way then, there has also come to be at the present time a remnant according to God’s gracious choice.
“In the same way then, there has also come to be at the present time a remnant according to God’ gracious choice”  Witmer sees a literal translation as: “a remnant according to the election of grace has come to be (482).”  Dunn’s translation is: “there is a remnant in accordance with the election of grace (638).”

“In the same way then”  “The force of the houpos is to indicate that the preceding verses do not merely provide a compelling argument (oun), but also a typical example of God’s dealings (Dunn 638).”  “No more than the defection of Israelites to the worship of Baal in Elijah’s time could the widespread Jewish indifference to the fulfillment of God’s promises in Paul’s day invalidate God’s faithfulness to Israel and thereby cause His word to ‘fall’ (9:6; Moo 1996, 677).”

“come to be”  “The perfect tense (gegonen), as usual, indicates an original action (God’s choice of Israel) establishing a situation which still pertains (Dunn 639).”

“at the present time”  “Verse 5 contemporizes the Elijah story and shifts the focus to the present (Edwards 262).”  “Although the nation has crucified their Messiah, and rejected the testimony concerning Him by the Spirit through the apostles – an infinitely worse condition of things than Ahab’s Baal worship” – “there is a remnant (Newell 412).”  “God’s original choice of Israel still holds true into the ‘now time,’ precisely because it was an election of grace; that is, it did not depend on Israel’s performance of covenant obligations, and so it was not restricted by them either (Dunn 639).”  “Since Paul sees a parallel between the days of Elijah and his own time, the inference can be drawn that when he wrote, the vast majority of Israel had resisted the Gospel, and that therefore, despite their claim of loyalty to God and the law, they had failed to move forward in terms of the climactic revelation in His Son (Harrison 117).”

“When … ‘in the present time,’ is added, a specifically eschatological note is sounded, giving the typical case of Elijah typological significance.  That is to say, the present phase of God’s purpose (involving a reaffirmation of election but in ‘remnant’ terms) is understood not simply as one further example of God’s way of working, far less as an after thought, or adjustment of God’s plans to take account of an unexpected turn of events.  Rather it is the eschatological point of all His dealings up till ‘the now time’: election and remnant as ‘now’ being experienced in and through Paul’s ministry are part of the climax of salvation-history thus foreshadowed in the Elijah episode (Dunn 638).”  “Every saved Israelite has abandoned his Israelitish hopes, and believed on Christ as a common sinner (Newell 412).”

“remnant according to God’s gracious choice”  Paul “preserves the careful balance he has maintained throughout these chapters as he discusses Israel.  God’s Word affirms a continuing role for Israel in salvation history.  But Israel cannot claim this role as a matter of right, for it is due solely to the working of God’s grace (Moo 2000, 356).”  “As God had preserved a faithful minority in Elijah’s day, so he had preserved a minority of Jews who believed in Jesus Christ as ‘a remnant of grace (Edwards 262).”  Paul “knew that in every church from Jerusalem to Rome there were always some Jews who accepted Jesus as the Messiah, ‘a remnant according to the election of grace.’  They had not bowed the knee to the Baal of unbelief, because God’s Spirit, now as in the prophet’s day, had rescued them from the faithless sentiment of the nation against Jesus of Nazareth.  This remnant, this reserve from the unbelieving mass, has come to be and exists in accord with God’s electing grace, the phrase being added to show in what manner the remnant obtained salvation (Stifler 185).”  “Indeed many of [the Jews] have been cast off, but not all.  There is a remnant according to grace who will be saved (Lindsell 1668).”  “Paul was only one of many in his generation elected to faith from the people of Israel.  In every generation of the church ‘a remnant chosen by grace’ has been called from among the Jews (Witmer 482).”  “While the nation lies fallen and faithless, elect individuals are being brought into the Church (Stifler 185).”


“The matter of numbers is not crucial.  What is more important is the reminder that irrespective of its size, it is ‘chosen by grace’.  This means that the character of the remnant is also not important, as though the choosing depended on the quality of its constituency.  [Herntrich wrote:] ‘The remnant has its origin, not in the quality of those saved, but in the saving action of God (Harrison 117).”

“remnant”  The Greek word leimma (‘remainder’) is found here only in the NT, and in the LXX only in 2Kng 19:4 (Bruce 201).”  “Underlying [leimma] is the much more common ‘remnant’ idea (Dunn 638).”  “It came particularly into prominence at the great Assyrian and Babylonian crisis points of Israel’s history.  Since the ‘crisis of faith’ now confronting Israel was of a similar order, and more critical in eschatological terms, Paul would recognize the typological parallels (Dunn 638).”  “The promise had come to the people of Israel, but the whole nation had never risen to the full height of its privilege and responsibility.  At every period only a devoted minority had accepted the appointed task and faithfully served God.  It was this nucleus which was always the saving element; in spite of the apostasy of the many, the sacrifice of the few had availed to keep alive in the community a devotion to the will of God.  It served also to increase and clarify the understanding of what God offered to His people and of what He asked from them in return.  In actual experience the process had proved to be one by which the extent of the redemptive element within the nation was steadily circumscribed till in a moment of prophetic inspiration it was delineated in the figure of the suffering Servant, and still further restricted till it found perfect expression in the figure of the Son of Man.  But having narrowed to a single personality perfectly obedient to the will of God, the remnant was capable of indefinite expansion in the body – i.e., the Church – through which the will of the risen Christ expressed itself.  It is with this creative and transforming remnant in mind that Paul writes (Cragg 565-6).”

“Leimma … is quite close in meaning to the word ‘chosen’ (Gk. ekloge, vv.5,7).  The idea of the remnant was first presented in 9:27, though in different terminology.  The word for remnant may have been suggested in Paul’s mind by the word for ‘reserved’ (Gk. kataleipo) in v.4 above, which it is a cognate (Edwards 262).”  “The ‘remnant’ here comprises those who have believed the gospel, but behind their faith lies the divine election.  Their forming part of the ‘remnant’ is thus ‘no longer on the basis of works (v.6)’ (Bruce 201).”  “Those who had turned to Christ were only a remnant (Harrison 117).”  “As it was in Elijah’s day, so it was in Paul’s day.  Despite widespread apostasy, a faithful remnant of Jews remained (Barker 1999, 1651).”  “In the same way, despite the prevalence of unbelief among the Jews of Paul’s day, there yet remains a ‘remnant chosen by God’s grace’ (Moo 1147).”  “This confidence is founded on the conviction that the redemption of the many will come through the service of the few (Cragg 565).”

“according to God’s gracious choice”  “There surfaces here again the careful balance that Paul preserves throughout Romans when dealing with Israel.  He affirms the continuing significance of Israel in the stage of salvation history that the gospel has inaugurated.  But he denies that this continuing significance owes anything to Israel’s intrinsic merit or to her achievement in obeying the law (Moo 1996, 677).”  “The existence of a remnant of believing Jews is not ultimately ascribed to their greater wisdom or nobility, or to their free will, or to their spiritual perception.  The inclusion of the remnant in God’s people is due to His electing grace (Schreiner 582).”  “Israel only understands its election when it understands it as an act of God’s free and unconditional choice (Dunn 639).”  “The remnant is not constituted as a group within Israel by their faithfulness to the law, but as a group sustained by God’s grace; that is how election is to be understood and how it is sustained (Dunn 639).”  “It is not a remnant of virtue or good works or merit, but a ‘remnant chosen by God’s grace’ (Edwards 262).”  “Jews are no different from Gentiles at this point: only by God’s gracious intervention can they be transformed from sinners doomed to die into righteous people destined for eternal life (Moo 1996, 677-8).”  “The only reason some Jews believe is because God has graciously and mercifully chosen them to be part of His people (9:27-29).  The linkage of grace and election also must be observed.  Many worry that the choosing of some and not all would be unjust, but this idea overlooks the fact that election is gracious.  No one deserves to be elected, and thus the election of any is a merciful gift of God that cannot be claimed as a democratic gift (Schreiner 582).”

6. But it is by grace, it is no longer on the basis of works, otherwise grace is no longer grace.
“it is by grace; it is no longer on the basis of works”  “Having mentioned grace at the end of v.5, the apostle cannot pass by the opportunity to contrast grace with works.  They are mutually exclusive as a means of establishing relationship to God (Harrison 117).”  “Paul cannot refrain … from emphasizing again the failure of the law, and of works based on the law, and the autonomy of grace (Knox 567).”  “Israel and the church rightly understand their election only when thy understand it as an action of God’s free grace, not as an achievement of their works (Edwards 262).”  “Their salvation will be by grace apart from works (Lindsell 1668).”  “The remnant of grace, in other words, affirms that Israel was called into existence by grace (9:8-11) and awaits a future consummation of grace (11:28-32; Edwards 262).”  “A significant number of Jews – like Paul himself (v.1b) – have been obedient to the gospel of Jesus Christ and been saved.  But the remnant exists only as the product of God’ grace, and cannot therefore be entered into by ‘works’ (Moo 1147).”

“if it is by grace”  “If God has elected the individuals who make up the remnant ‘by grace,’ it follows that He could not have elected them on the basis of works (Moo 1996, 678).”

“it”  “Election is the implied subject of … v.6 (Schreiner 582).”  “This verse expands the phrase ‘election of grace.’  It serves also to show that the election, fully vindicated in chapter 9, is by means of grace.  This, which was implied before, is now clearly stated.  The OT promised a remnant; it is shown now that nothing but grace secures it (Stifler 186).”

“grace”  “The fourfold repetition of karis in vv.5-6 puts it beyond doubt where the key to Paul’s understanding of Israel and of the gospel is to be found (Dunn 639).”

“no longer on the basis of works”  “Paul is attacking the view that one may be justified on the basis of works done legalistically in order to merit favor with God (Stein 246).”  “In saying that election is ‘no longer’ (ouketi) by works, there is no implication that salvation in the old covenant was by works, for the word ouketi here is logical rather than temporal (Schreiner 582-3).”  “’Grace’ is God acting sovereignly according to Himself; ‘works’ is man seeking to present to God a human ground for blessing (Newell 412).”

“no longer”  “The ‘no more’ is not temporal, but logical (Stifler 185).”  “’No longer’ means simply ‘not;’ in so far as there is any temporal significance here, it applies not to the fact itself, but to our thinking about it: ‘we can no longer think of membership in the redeemed community as being won by our own works (Knox 566).”

“works”  “The word ‘works’ refers to anything that human beings do.  Since Paul’s focus is on the basis for the election of Israel, it is quite likely that he would think of these human actions as done specifically in obedience to the Mosaic law.  But, as I have insisted before, it is not the fact that these works are ‘torah’ – works that prevents them from being a basis for election.  As Paul’s reference to the ‘works’ of Abraham (4:2-8) and Jacob and Esau (9:10-13) suggest, his problem with ‘works’ lies not in the fact that they are ‘torah’ – works but in the fact that they are human works.  Paul’s polemic, while focused on Israel because of His particular situation, is applicable to all human beings and finds its ultimate basis in the human condition.  Because of their sin but also simply because of their creaturely status, people can make no claim on God (Moo 1996, 678).”  “For Paul ‘works’ are antithetical to faith (4:2-5) and to the grace of God, involve the keeping of the Jewish laws and in particular the rite of circumcision (Gal 5:2-4), are a legalistic attempt to achieve a right standing before God by one’s keeping of the law (3:20:4:2), permit one to boast before God (4:2), and seek to place God in one’s debt (4:4; Stein 246).”  “As for ‘works,’ in Paul the term refers to self-righteous acts done legalistically in order to merit or earn salvation (Stein 246).”  “Paul deliberately speaks of ‘works’ in general without introducing the word ‘law,’ in order to prove that human works of any kind play no role in the reception of God’s electing grace (Schreiner 583).”

“otherwise grace is no longer grace”  Paul “pauses to point out, as it were, that his doctrine of God’s redemptive activity maintains its consistency at every point (Cragg 566).”  “For Paul the purity of grace is bound up with the conviction that God elects apart from any work on the part of human beings (Schreiner 583).”  “It is impossible to mix grace and works, for the one cancels the other (Wiersbe 550).”  “’Grace’ means that ‘works’ have no role to play, that God is entirely free to bestow His blessing on whomever He chooses.  If those blessings were in fact dependent on our works, God would not be free in His granting blessing, and ‘grace would no longer be grace’ (Moo 2000, 356).”  “If God’s election were based on what human beings do, His freedom would be violated and He would no longer be acting in grace.  For Paul, however, the gracious character of God’s activity is a theological axiom, automatically ruling out any idea that would conflict with it (Moo 1996, 678).”  “Had the Jewish Christians become a remnant because of their works, they would have had no significance for greater Israel, for Israel itself ‘pursued a law of righteousness (9:31).  But since the remnant had been preserved by grace, it became a pledge of God’s continuing favor towards Israel as a whole (Edwards 262).”  “If the remnant was selected on the ground of grace, their legal works had no part whatever in the selection, else the grace would have lost its character as grace (Stifler 185-6).”


“The election of a remnant of the Jews is no contradiction of Ro 9:6-7, where Paul says that no one’s election is guaranteed because of one’s pedigree, for the latter text teaches that no one is saved on the basis of ethnic background, nor does Jewishness guarantee salvation.  What Paul affirms here, however, is that God by His grace freely confers, in accordance with His historic promises, saving grace upon a remnant of Jews by virtue of His sovereign will.  God sovereignly chooses to redeem those whom He freely chose (Schreiner 583).”

7. What then?  What Israel is seeking, it has not obtained, but those who were chosen obtained it, the rest were hardened;
8. Just as it is written, “God gave them a spirit of stupor, eyes to see not and ears to hear not, down to this very day.”
9. And David says, “Let their table become a snare and a trap, and a stumbling block and a retribution to them.
10. “Let there eyes be darkened to see not, and bend their backs forever.”
11. I say then, they did not stumble sa as to fall, did they?  May it never be!  But by their transgression salvation has come to the Gentiles, to make them jealous.
12. Now if their transgression is riches for the world and their failure is riches for the Gentiles, how much more will their fulfillment be!
13. But I am speaking to you who are Gentiles.  Inasmuch then as I am an apostle fo Gentiles, I magnify my ministry,
14. If somehow I might move to jealousy my fellow countrymen and save some of them.
15. For if their rejection is the reconciliation of the world, what will their acceptance be but life from the dead?
16. If the first piece of dough is holy, the lump is also; and if the root is holy, the branches are too.
17. But if some of the branches were broken off, and you, being a wild olive, were grafted in among them and became partaker with them of the rich root of the olive tree,
18. Do not be arrogant toward the branches; but if you are arrogant, remember that it is not you who supports the root, but the root supports you.
19. You will say then, “Branches were broken off so that I might be grafted in.”
20. Quite right, they were broken off for their unbelief, but you stand by your faith.  Do not be conceited, but fear;
21. For if God did not spare the natural branches, He will not spare you, either.
22. Behold then the kindness and severity of God; to those who fell, severity, but to you, God’s kindness, if you continue in His kindness; otherwise you also will be cut off.
23. And they also, if they do not continue in their unbelief, will be grafted in, for God is able to graft them in again.
24. For if you were cut off from what is by nature a wild olive tree, and were grafted contrary to nature into a cultivated olive tree, how much more will these who are the natural branches be grafted into their own olive tree?
25. For I do not want you, brethren, to be uninformed of this mystery – so that you will not be wise in you own estimation-that a partial hardening has happened to Israel untiil the fullness of the Gentiles has come in;
26. And so all Israel will be saved; just as it is written, “The Deliverer will come from Zion, he will remove ungodliness from Jacob.”
27. “This is My covenant with them, when I take away their sins.’
28. From the standpoint of the gospel they are enemies for your sake, but from the standpoint of God’s choice they are beloved for the sake of the fathers;

29. For the gifts and the calling of God are irrevocable.
30. For just as you once were disobedient to God, but now have been shown mercy because of their disobedience,
31. So these also now have been disobedient, that because of the mercy shown to you they also may now be shown mercy.
32. For God has shut up all in disobedience so that He may show mercy to all.
“The doxology that ends this section of Romans is the natural outpouring of Paul’s praise to God, whose wisdom and knowledge brought about His great plan for the salvation of both Jews and Gentiles (Barker 1724).”

33. Oh, the depth of the riches both of the wisdom and knowledge of God!  How unsearchable are His judgments and unfathomable His ways!

“depth of the riches”  “The phrase ‘depth of riches’ is an emphatic way of communicating the immeasurable extent of the ascribed qualities to God (Schreiner 632).”  “The first two lines exalt the inexhaustibility of God’s riches both of His wisdom and of His knowledge.  Paul is very conscious that the divine wealth of goodness and glory previously referred to (2:4; 9:23) is a far from complete picture of God’s treasury.  The resources which God can draw on for human benefit are limitless and neither Jew nor Gentile has begun to experience their full potential (Dunn 702-3).”  Cranfield wrote “’the thought expressed is of profundity and immensity’.  As in Col 1:27 and Eph 3:8 the thought is primarily of the ‘mystery’ unveiled in vv 25-27 (Dunn 699).”

“depth”  “Whatever wisdom and knowledge the believer might claim (1Co 3:18; 8:1; 12:8) he has not even begun to know what God knows or to see what God sees (Dunn 703).”  Paul speaks of “an infinitely rich depth, that is to say, one which instead of being an immense void, presents itself as embracing contents of inexhaustible fullness (Godet 416-7).”  “We can marvel at the depth of the riches and wisdom and knowledge of God, satisfied that though every attribute of the Eternal One runs out beyond the limits of the human mind, yet these things are the sole foundation of any hopeful effort to understand life.  We can begin with what we know of God, even though we must admit the partial and fragmentary nature of our farthest knowledge; such an admission will instill that spirit of reverent diffidence which ought to characterize our search (Cragg 577-8).”

“riches”  “Riches is to be taken absolutely.  It is not the riches of His grace, nor of any one thing, but of all.  God is inexpressibly rich (Stifler 200).”  “Instead of treating [riches, wisdom and knowledge] as separate divine properties, we may take ‘wisdom and knowledge’ as dependent on ‘riches’ (Bruce 211).”  “The riches of God’s wisdom and knowledge focus on His wisdom and knowledge in terms of His saving plan (Schreiner 633-4).”  “God’s saving plan is full of wisdom and knowledge 634).”  “For the same Lord is Lord of all, abounding in riches for all who call on Him (10:12b).”  “They call not to give, but as beggars to receive out of His store (Stifler 202).”

“wisdom and knowledge”  “God’s wisdom and knowledge refer particularly to the revelation of His purposes in Christ.  These purposes, as Paul has shown in chs. 9-11, are being worked out in the context of a historical process involving both Jews and Gentiles (Moo 1149-50).”  “Paul, from the mountain height attained in his argument, beholds in one view the history of man from the beginning in Adam to the triumphant end in Christ as King of kings.  This history is not man’s, but God’s in His dealing with man, a history of God’s own wisdom and knowledge (Stifler 200).”

“wisdom”  “God’s love explains God’s gifts, but His mind and wisdom alone explain His providence or manner in which He makes the gifts of love effective (Stifler 201).”  “Sophia,” wisdom, denotes the admirable skill with which God weaves into His plan the free actions of man, and transforms them into many means for the accomplishment of the excellent end which He set originally before Him (Godet 417).”  “Sophia clearly denotes the wisdom of God in the way He operates in reference to the world, or specifically in the way He brings about man’s salvation.  The thought is still of the mystery of God’s saving purpose for all.  Paul links here into a deeply rooted Jewish tradition.  The wisdom of God in creation, revelation, and redemption is a focal topic particularly in Jewish wisdom literature (Dunn 699).”  “If the omniscience of God, especially His foreknowledge were confounded with His wisdom, everything in the universe would be directly the work of God, and the creatures would be nothing more than blind instruments in His hands (Godet 417).”

“Are we to conclude that God does not know what He is doing, and that the nation of Israel completely ruined His plans?  Of course not!  God is too wise to make plans that will not be fulfilled.  Israel did not allow Him to rule, so He overruled (Wiersbe 553)!”  “Only a God as wise as our God could take the fall of Israel and turn it into salvation for the world (Wiersbe 553).”  “Christ has been made the Wisdom of God unto us: there is no other real wisdom (Newell 443).”

“knowledge”  “Gnosis, knowledge, refers especially in the context to divine foreknowledge, and in general to the complete view which God has of all the free determinations of men, whether as individuals or as nations (Godet 417).”  “The plan of God for the salvation of all people demonstrates God’s infinite knowledge and His ability to use it wisely (Witmer 486).”

“knowledge of God”  “The reference is not to our knowledge of God but to God’s infinite knowledge.  One should also observe that God’s knowledge does not merely mean that he foresees all that will occur, although it certainly includes that idea.  The notion that God ordains all that comes to pass is also entailed, so that ‘the knowledge of God’ refers to His determining of all that happens (Schreiner 633).”

Philo rejoices “in knowing God (through the Logos) while recognizing how little can be known of God (Dunn 700).”  “Here is where we all join Paul: in adoring contemplation of God’s counsels, … and the knowledge of man and of his heart and his history, past present and future, that He displays in it all (Newll 442).”  “When the present creation has passed away, with the very ‘laws’ that are said to ‘govern’ it; and God creates a new heaven and a new earth, all but God’s saints will be eternally ignorant!  For all the natural man knows is the present creation: whereas of the new creation God says, ‘Behold, I make all things new!’  This will include the very mode and manner of existence: and what does ‘science’ know about that (Newell 443)?”

“unsearchable”  “The … word anexerauneta, … means ‘incapable of being traced by footprints’ (Witmer 486).”  Godet translates anexerauneta as “the traces of which cannot be followed to the end (417).”  Unsearchable applies “to an abundance of ramifications and of details in execution which the understanding cannot follow to the end (Godet 417).”  “In Ephesians 3:8, its only other use in the NT, it is rendered ‘unsearchable’ and refers to the riches of Christ (Witmer 486).”  “In Eph 3:8 … God’s saving plan and its wisdom are unfolded so that the readers will comprehend the wisdom of God (Schreiner 634).”

“His judgments”  God’s “judgments are the product of His wisdom (Stifler 200).”  “These judgments become the ways which His wisdom employs for the realization of His plan (Godet 417).”  “The krimata should not be reserved only for God’s judicial decisions, although it certainly includes them, but it should also be extended to include all of the ‘decisions’ God executes in the world.  One should not think of God’s judgments in the transcendent realm but His judgments and actions in history.  The word hodoi also refers to God’s action in the world, comprehending both His saving and judging actions (Schreiner 634).”  “The celebration of God’s judgments is particularly appropriate at the conclusion of an argument which has strongly affirmed the certainty and justice of God’s final judgment (Dunn 703).”  “The axiomatic assumption that God acts justly, as Creator and covenant God, that what He does is right, even when hard to understand (Dunn 699).”  “The word in every case implies the idea of a judicial decree; and what Paul has just been referring to, those severe dispensations whereby God has successively chastised the ingratitude of the Gentiles (ch.1) and the haughty presumption of the Jews (ch 11), shows clearly that we are to keep to its strict sense (Godet 417).”

“unfathomable His ways”  “Human beings perceive the course of history and events as they occur.  Paul would hardly deny that we see events as they take place.  The point is that the mere observation of these events does not translate into an understanding of what God is doing in history.  Human beings see the bare events as they transpire, but they do not perceive the saving plan of God that is being accomplished in and through these events.  To us the events of history may simply be ‘sound and fury, signifying nothing,’ since we are unable to perceive on our own God’s wise plan for history.  To perceive the meaning of all the events in history we need God’s interpretive binoculars that will enable us to see aright what he is up to.  The logic of the verse progresses from God’s wisdom and knowledge to His activity in the world.  Paul is not thinking abstractly here buy concretely of God’s wisdom and activity with regard to Jews and Gentiles.  He has imprisoned all in disobedience in order to lavish His mercy on all (Schreiner 634-5).”  “God’s wisdom and ways are inaccessible to human beings, apart from revelation, because we are limited in wisdom and strength (Schreiner 635).”

“All would accept an unknowability about God and His purposes: to accept His judgment and follow His way was not always to understand them (Dunn 700).”  “God has revealed some of His judgments and His paths so that people may know them, but it is humanly impossible to exhaust them (Witmer 486).”  “There is a certain paradox in the human situation.  God gave man a mind, and it is man’s duty to use that mind to think to the very limit of human thought.  But it is also true that there are times when that limit is reached and all that is left is to accept and to adore (Barclay 155).”  “This great passage should probably be taken as prompted primarily by Paul’s recognition that there was no way of making neat sense out of the realities evidenced in the believer’s experience of the grace of God in Christ.  These realities far outrun any logic – as indeed reality always does Knox 577-8).”  Paul “recognizes, doubtless more acutely than any modern critical reader, how full of gaps and of unassimilable, incompatible elements his argument has been.  But this is true not because he has not done well what he has tried, but because the thing he has tried can never be done well, although we can never cease trying to do it (Knox 578).”  “We believe that the inscrutable mysteries are taken up into something yet greater and more comprehensive: the eternal purpose of the Most High (Cragg 577).”  “At many times in life there is nothing left but to say: ‘I cannot grasp Thy mind, but with my whole heart I trust Thy love.  Thy will be done (Barclay 155)!”

“unfathomable”  The NIV translates this “beyond tracing out.”  The Greek word is anexichniastoi, which Godet translates as “what cannot be searched to the bottom (417).”  Unfathomable “applies to the supreme principle which the mind seeks to approach, but which it does not reach (Godet 417).”

“ways”  God’s ways are “the mode of His procedure in making His decrees effective (Stifler 200).”  “The feeling is of one who has been permitted to perceive something of God’s ways with mankind, but whose overwhelming impression is that the something is only a passing glance into mysteries too deep to begin to penetrate, too vast even to begin to comprehend (Dunn 703).”  “His plans will not be aborted nor will His purposes lack fulfillment (Wiersbe 553).”

34. For who has known the mind of the Lord, or who became His counselor?
“who has known the mind of the Lord”  “Who has known the mind of the Lord, except as it was divinely revealed to him (Stifler 201-2)?”  If God’s judgments and ways “are incomprehensible and unfathomable, it is man’s natural understanding, and until they have been revealed; but, says the apostle, (1Co 2:10) ‘God hath revealed them unto us by His Spirit; for the Spirit searcheth all things, even the deep things of God.’  It is therefore in view of the unveiled mystery that the exclamation is raised, as is done by Paul here: ‘O the depth of the riches!’  A fact which does not prevent the mind which understands them in part from having always to discover in them new laws and applications (Godet 417).”  “The question: ‘Who has known?’ is a challenge thrown down to the natural understanding.  As to those whom God has enlightened on the subject of His designs, Paul himself says [in] 1Co 2:16; ‘But we have the mind of Christ.’  This first question contrasts the always limited knowledge of man with the infinite knowledge of God (Godet 418).”  “Even though the mystery has been revealed (v 25), it is the recognition that there is far, far more to God’s purposes and actions than human mind can ever take in which is the fitting final thought (Dunn 700).”

“How can we hope to comprehend Him who holds us and all things in His hand (Knox 578)?”  “No human being can fully know the mind of the Lord; and the more we study His ways, the more we offer Him praise (Wiersbe 553).”  “Paul might well have had in mind the whole of the magnificent Isa 40:12-16, with its similar assertion of God’s faithfulness and righteousness in the face of bewildering historical circumstances (Dunn 700).”  “The OT context of the citation is important.  In Isa 40 the second exodus from Babylon is promised, but Israel is filled with doubts and fears because they are so weak and Babylon is so strong.  Yahweh assures Israel that He can accomplish His saving plan because all the nations are as nothing to Him, a mere drop in the bucket or a speck on His scales.  The thematic connection to Ro 9-11 should not be missed.  Just as Yahweh promised to save Israel when such deliverance seemed impossible and they had virtually given up, so too He has planned history in such a way that He fulfills the covenantal promises made in Isaiah in an unexpected way.  He has extended salvation to uncircumcised Gentiles and at the end of history will again fold in unbelieving Jews.  Does the inclusion of Israel again seem incredible?  It is no more incredible than the pledge to rescue Israel from the dominion of Babylon.  God effects salvation for the weak so that the glory of His strength is impressed upon all.  Captive Israel in Babylon did not perceive the mind of the Lord, that it was His plan to rescue them from their plight; similarly no human being could anticipate the wisdom of God’s plan by which He has arranged history to bring about the salvation of both Jews and Gentiles in a most improbably way (Schreiner 635).”

“Paul also cites Isa 40:13 in 1Co 2:16, where he claims that believers have the mind of Christ.  This assertion on first glance seems to contradict Ro 11:34, but the two notions are compatible, for the main thesis of 1Co 2:6-16 is that no one can know the mind and thoughts of God’s Spirit apart from God’s free and gracious revelation.  Apart from the revelation of the Holy Spirit, no human being knows what God has prepared for those who love Him, but the Spirit has granted that revelation to believers.  The theme in Ro 11 is remarkably similar.  No human being has the wisdom and knowledge to discern (much less to advise) God on the course that human history should take.  Nonetheless, the point of this section is ultimately not that God’s plan is a mystery to us and beyond comprehension.  That observation is true insofar as it goes.  Human beings cannot understand God’s mind or plan, since their capacities are restricted.  But Paul goes on to say that this inaccessible wisdom of God has been revealed to us, even though we are still unable to plumb the depths of it.  Human beings cannot discern God’s wise plan for history on their own, nor would they ever devise a scheme like God’s.  Nonetheless, in Ro 9-11 Paul has communicated the main strokes in that plan, so that believers can discern the wisdom of God as it unfolds.  This is not to say that comprehensive lineaments of His plan are granted to believers, only that the chief lineaments of His plan are made known to them.  Ro 11:34 is therefore remarkably similar in theme to 1Co 2:16 human beings cannot know God’s wisdom unaided, but they can access it as the Holy Spirit reveals it (Schreiner 636).”

“who became His counselor?”  This question “bears on the relation between human and divine wisdom.  It is no longer merely the discovery of the secrets of God by the study of His works which is in question, but some good counsel which man might have been called to give to the Creator in the organizing of His plans (Godet 418).”  “The very idea of man being able to offer advice to God, let alone to understand enough of God’s judgments and ways to be able to evaluate them as more or less appropriate, is not even worth considering (Dunn 703).”  “The apostle then quoted Isa 40:13, which shows that God is the sole Designer of His wise plan.  No one knows His mind or gives Him advice (Witmer 486-7).”  “We may not understand every detail of [God’s] plan, and we may even be tempted to quarrel with some parts of it, but, as Paul reminds us with the OT quotations in vv. 34-35, any criticism from us, who are mere mortals, is completely out of place (Moo 1150).”  God’s “ways are beyond our understanding and criticism (Moo 1149).”  “Men professing themselves to be wise, always become fools (Newell 444).”

“counselor”  “The word sumboulos denotes one who deliberates with another, and can communicate to him something of his wisdom (Godet 418).”  “No one has access to the requisite wisdom to counsel God about the course of history, hence no one can expect a reward for his or her wise counsel (Schreiner 636-7).”

35. Or who has first given to Him that it might be paid back to Him again?
“who has first given to Him”  “This is … a free quotation from Job 41:11, which testifies to God’s sole responsibility for His acts (Witmer 486-7).”  The NJB translates this “Who has given anything to Him, so that His presents come only as a debt to be returned?”  “The matter in question is a service rendered to God, a present which man is supposed to have made to Him so as to merit a gift in return.  Such, indeed, is the position which the Jews were taking, and by which they claimed especially to limit the freedom of God in the government of the world on account of their meritorious works (Godet 418).”  If this were indeed the case, imagine “the relation of dependence on man in which God would be placed, if the former could really be the first to do something for God and thereby constitute Him his debtor (Godet 418).”  “No one ever gave to God.  Salvation and the whole plan of its administration are of grace (Stifler 202).”


Paul alludes to Job 41:11.  Once again the larger OT context of the citation is significant.  One of Job’s major complaints during His suffering was that God was unjust.  This led Job to doubt God’s wisdom.  In Job 38-41 God reveals Himself to Job and rebukes His for questioning God’s justice and mode of operation in the world.  Job is too limited and finite to superintend the world and all that is in it.  God reveals to Job through His speech that He indeed has the capacity to superintend the world He has established.  Job responds to God’s speech (Job 42:3) by admitting that He has transgressed beyond His sphere, that His knowledge is too limited, and that no one can thwart God’s plan (42:2).  Just as Job doubted God’s wisdom and ability in his suffering, so too the Roman Christians might be inclined to question God’s wisdom in terms of His saving plan for world history.  Job’s vision of God’s greatness was too circumscribed.  God accomplished His plan with respect to Job in wisdom and justice, and so too His plan to save some Jews and Gentiles is wise and just.  He is debtor to no one’s wisdom, strength, or goodness, and He has accomplished His purposes by His own initiative (Schreiner 637).”


“Men love to think of themselves as creators of this and that.  But man has created nothing.  He is the user, for a few days, of this present creation of God.  He may even discover some substance or force that God created long since created.  Man must needs boast of his inventions, his creations, his greatness, and especially his progress.  But alack, the undertaker comes along and hauls his away (Newell 443)!”

“first given”  “Prodidomi means properly ‘give beforehand, pay in advance.’  Paul may intend this meaning since it underscores the impossibility of the thought: even if there was a strongly legalistic strand in the Judaism Paul was opposing, it would never have gone so far as asserting that good works preceded God’s covenant grace (Dunn 701).”  “At the same time it is possible that he was using this agreed theologoumenon of Jewish theology as a way of underlining his own insistence on grace as a matter of divine initiative from start to finish (Dunn 701).”

“that it might be paid back”  “No one receives God’s favor as a recompense for something done (Stifler 202).”  God “is under no obligation to repay anyone, for no one has ever given Him anything.  “Everything under heaven is God’s in the first place, (Job 41:11b).  The thought is particularly appropriate in the epilogue to an argument intended to confront and refute the assumption of most of Paul’s Jewish contemporaries that God’s mercy was their national prerogative, for such an assumption too easily becomes the presumption that God’s mercy is Israel’s right, something God owes them, as some later rabbinic statements show (Dunn 704).”

36. For from Him and through Him and to Him are all things.  To Him be the glory forever.  Amen.
“from Him”  “God’s being is the ground of our life (Knox 578).”  “God is the source (Ryrie 1719).”  “God is the first cause” of everything (Witmer 487).  God is Creator (Stifler 202).  “Paul confines all the prepositions to God, despite the Christological reference of dia in vv 8-9.  This must indicate that Paul saw no conflict whatsoever between ascribing agency in creation to God and ascribing it also to Christ (Dunn 702).”  “Ro 11:36 thus confirms the implication of 1Co 8:6 that ascribing agency in creation to Christ did not conflict at all with His belief in God as one and alone creator, and that the Christology thus expressed was contained with His (Jewish) monotheism (Dunn 702).”

“through Him”  God is the sustainer (Ryrie 1719).  “God is the effective cause” of everything (Witmer 487).  God is “the mighty Worker who without creature-assistance brings into effect, into realization, one by one, His counsels (Newell 443).”  “He is the mediator of their existence; He upholds, rules, and directs (Stifler 202).”  “Everything, even the free denominations of the human will, are executed only through Him, and are turned immediately to the accomplishment of His designs (Godet 418-9).”

“to Him”  God is “the goal of all things (Ryrie 1719).”  “God is … the final cause of everything (Witmer 487).”  “They serve ultimately not man’s, but God’s ends (Stifler 202).”  “It is more natural to apply the term ‘to Him’ to the accomplishment of His will, in which His own glory and the happiness of His sanctified creatures blend together as one and the same thing (Godet 419).”  “God is indeed the Sovereign of all things, the One to whom all creatures are accountable and whom all should glorify (Witmer 487).”  “We cannot propound a philosophy of history if history has no meaning.  But if we can assume that there is a God, and that absolute power and infinite love are among his attributes, the discussion can proceed.  It becomes possible to speak of the purpose which is unfolded by a sequence of events.  What is true at the beginning of the argument is true also at its conclusion.  If God is wisdom, power, and love, then we can await with hope the outcome of that process in which we are now inextricably involved (Cragg 577).”  

“are all things”  “This verse is the proof that no one gives to God and therefore receives a recompense (Stifler 202).”  “Since [God] is the source and means of all things, no one could possibly function as His counselor or expect payment for some service rendered.  God is the giver, not the recipient, of wisdom to human beings; God is the one who gives all things to us, not the one who receives benefits from human hands (Schreiner 638).”  “What is meant, therefore, is the totality of created things, visible and invisible.  The glory of God, the reflection of His perfections in all that exists, that glory, now veiled, in so many respects in the universe, must shine forth magnificently and perfectly forever and ever.  For, as Hodge says, ‘the highest end for which all things can exist and be ordered, is to display the character of God’ (Godet 419).”  “All things, all events, are full of God (Stifler 202).”  “In the final analysis the election of Israel, the gospel outreach to the Gentiles, the whole course of salvation-history itself, are simply aspects of the most fundamental relation of all, that of the Creator with His creation (Dunn 704).”  “If a man can say that all things come from God, that all things have their being through Him, and that all things end in Him, what more is left to say (Barclay 155)?”

“To Him be the glory”  “The salvation of Jews and Gentiles is penultimate.  What is ultimate is the glory of God (Schreiner 638).”  “God’s absolute independence, man’s total dependence in everything which might be a matter of glory to Him: such is the thought of this verse, the termination of this vast survey of the plan of God (Godet 418).”  If it is true that from Him and through Him and to Him are all things, we have found the secret of intelligibility in life; then and only then, can we confidently end with an ascription of praise (Cragg 578).”  “God has arranged redemptive history to bring the maximum glory to Himself.  He has arranged it so that it is clear that all things are from Him, through Him, and to Him (Schreiner 638).”  “God is the only proper One to magnify.  The all-sovereign God deserves the praise of His creatures (Witmer 487).”

“Amen”  “The ‘amen’ in the text indicates Paul’s intense wish that God’s purpose to receive glory and praise will be realized (Schreiner 638).”  “This Hebrew word originally was an adjective meaning ‘reliable, sure, true’ or and adjectival verb, ‘it is reliable or true’ (Elwell 39).”  “As an acclamation in worship, it signifies response (Bromiley 53).”  “There are cases where the people used it to express their assent to a law and their willingness to submit to the penalty attached to the breach of it (Vine 25)."  “It denotes concurrence, or in the case of a vow commitment, or at the end of one’s own prayer the hope for its fulfillment (Bromiley 53).”  “The individual also said ‘Amen’ to express his ‘let it be so’ in response to the Divine ‘thus it shall be (Rev 22:20’ (Bromiely 25).”  “The one who prays or asseverates or joins in the prayer or asservation of another, by the use of ‘Amen,’ puts himself into the statement with all earnestness of faith and intensity of desire (Elwell 39).”  “In every case acknowledgment of what is valid or binding is implied (Bromiley 53).”
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