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INTRODUCTION 
 

This chapter has been the subject of much controversy throughout the centuries, 
especially concerning the doctrines of election and predestination. These are truths 
not quickly or easily learned. John Wesley and George Whitefield had to divide their 
ministries over them.  

In Romans 9, the apostle discusses some of the toughest questions that a man can 
contemplate about the actions and workings of God. However, when you come to a 
passage like this a number of things have to be kept in mind: 

 
(1) God is God and we are not. God alone has the right, as the Sovereign ruler of 

this universe, to do what He pleases. He does not need our advice as to how 
He rules this world.  

(2) The Apostle Paul does not apologise for what he says about predestination and 
election. Nor does he seek to avoid these great truths, but faces them honestly 
and with a submissive heart. 

(3) We should not consider the truths of this passage with our own 
presuppositions or pre-conceptions. Let us allow God to describe His character 
and His ways. We don’t need to conform Him to our standards. He is the 
standard. Therefore, we must look to the Word of God alone to teach us what 
we need to know about God’s sovereignty. 

(4) We must not presume that we can understand everything that is contemplated 
in the mind of God. Indeed, the Bible makes clear that there will be areas that 
we cannot grasp, “For My thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your 
ways My ways, saith the LORD.For as the heavens are higher than the earth, 
so are My ways higher than your ways, and My thoughts than your thoughts.” 
(Isa. 55:8-9) 

(5) What the Holy Spirit places in Scripture we must take seriously and study 
carefully as “All scripture is given by inspiration of God, and is profitable for 
doctrine, for reproof, for correction, for instruction in righteousness.” We 
must not avoid it or dilute it just to make it more palatable to the ears of 
modern man.  

(6) This section of Romans is not some argument that Paul wants to win for the 
sake of academic debate. It was not written for theologians and seminary 
students to debate. Rather it flows from his great burden for the lost souls of 
his own countrymen. The doctrines of election and predestination should not 
diminish our love for souls but rather it should increase it, as we know that 
God is in control of the end and the means. 

God’s sovereignty is clearly revealed throughout the Scriptures. We may not 
fully understand it but we are required to believe it. Let me give a good definition of 
God’s sovereignty: 

 



	   3	  

God is the absolute Sovereign Ruler of this world independent of and 
unlimited by any person or any circumstance. He is sovereign over: 
  
(i) what happens 
(ii) when it happens 
(iii) how it happens 
(iii) why it happens 
 
and even (iv) what happens after it happens. This is always true of all events 
in every culture, in every continent, and in every century. The Bible makes 
clear that God does not cause sin, but that He works through the sinful actions 
of men for His glory and purposes.  
 

Notwithstanding, Paul’s argument in Romans 9 is not primarily designed to 
systematically unfold the subject of predestination. In fact, what Paul is doing in 
Romans 9-11 is to deal with an objection to his teaching on justification by faith 
alone. This objection is based around the illustration of Israel. 

In Romans 8 Paul showed the golden chain of redemption had five links – 
foreknow, predestinated, called, justified, and glorified. He used these to prove that 
our salvation is secure. Now, Paul’s objectors accept that there is a doctrine of 
predestination. They believe that Israel is the chosen or elected nation, which they 
interpret it to mean that no Jew will go to hell. Certainly there is no way that God 
would select the accursed Gentiles over them. 

So, they point out that there is a fatal flaw in Paul’s system. As Israel are the 
elect nation that God foreknew in eternity past, then why is it that so many Jews reject 
justification by faith alone and, according to Paul, are accursed and cut off from 
Christ? Therefore, they argue Paul’s golden chain of redemption with election leading 
invariably to glorification doesn’t even match up to the test of history.  

On the surface this is a powerful challenge, as the OT makes clear that Israel 
were God’s elect and chosen nation with all the attendant covenants and promises. 
Therefore, if being elected by God in eternity past does not guarantee the salvation of 
a Jew, then what assurance and comfort has a Gentile Christian got based on the fact 
that they have been justified? Can we ever be sure that we will be glorified? 

Furthermore, if the golden chain of redemption is rooted in the character, 
promises, and work of God alone, then Paul is teaching that the promises and 
character of God have failed. This is a objection that Paul will have to carefully and 
biblically refute.  

In this section of v6-13, Paul states that God is always faithful to His promises 
and decrees. He will first state the principle in v6 and then brings out two devastating 
illustrations of proof from the sacred history of Judaism in v7-13. As he does so Paul 
will affirm in the clearest terms the doctrines of unconditional election and the 
sovereignty of God in salvation. 

 
(1) PRINCIPLE OF GOD’S FAITHFULNESS (v6) 

Paul makes it clear in principle that there is no way that God’s promises can fail, “Not 
as though the word of God hath taken none effect.” Paul does not deny that the Jew 
has immense spiritual privileges (v4-5), but it is clear the failure to live up to them 
does not nullify the promises of God. The apostle wants his readers to grasp that 
God’s promises have not failed in the past, are not failing today, and will not fail in 
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the future.  
 Then in v6b, Paul gives the reason in a nutshell why the illustration of the 
history of the Jews does not overthrow this principle, “For they are not all Israel, 
which are of Israel.” This argument is simply that the true Israel is not synonymous 
with the physical ethnic Israel. This true Israel is those Jews born not just by physical 
descent from Abraham, but were children of the promise by faith. So any Jew who 
rejected Jesus as Messiah did not prove that God was unfaithful to His promises. All 
he did by his rejection is to prove that he was not of the true elect of Israel.  

This argument was briefly introduced by Paul himself in Romans 2:28-29. It is 
Pauline in origin, as Jesus Christ made a similar distinction in John 8. Although, the 
Master accepted these rebellious Jews were Abraham’s children by physical descent, 
“I know that ye are Abraham’s seed” (v37), He pointed out they were not truly 
Abraham’s children by faith as, “If ye were Abraham’s children, ye would do the 
works of Abraham” (v39). Christ then points them to their real spiritual ancestry, “Ye 
are of your father the devil, and the lusts of your father ye will do” (v44). 

The implications of Paul’s thinking here is clear. Great spiritual privileges and 
ancestry do not guarantee you salvation. Esau had Jacob as his twin brother, Isaac as 
his father, and Abraham as his grandfather but still went to hell, 

 
Looking diligently lest any man fail of the grace of God; lest any root of 
bitterness springing up trouble you, and thereby many be defiled; Lest there be 
any fornicator, or profane person, as Esau, who for one morsel of meat sold 
his birthright. For ye know how that afterward, when he would have inherited 
the blessing, he was rejected: for he found no place of repentance, though he 
sought it carefully with tears. (Heb. 12:15-17) 

 
Now, this truth should not have come as a surprise to the discerning Jewish reader of 
the OT. The principle of v6 explains the great apostasies of Israel. It also explains 
how men like Absalom, Jeroboam, and Ahab acted the way they did. Indeed, it 
explains why God had to send both Israel and then Judah into captivity. 
 The principle is relevant to Gentiles like us, as it explains why so many 
apostate children have come from Christian homes. It is a warning to every Christian 
parent that rearing children in a church environment and Christian home with all the 
attendant spiritual privileges and advantages does not guarantee household salvation. 
 

(2) PROOF OF GOD’S FAITHFULNESS (v7-13) 
Like any sound theologian, Paul will not merely state this principle of a people within 
a people in the Old Testament, but will then defend and support this statement in v7-
13 from Scripture. We will see the wisdom of Paul in this, as he will meet the 
objecting Jew on what he considers his strongest ground – his ancestry to the 
Patriarchs and OT Scripture. He will simply unfold the divine inference from the 
truths that are found there. 
  
(a) Isaac vs Ishmael 
 
Paul’s first line of proof that not all of the physical descendants of Abraham are the 
true Israel of the promises is the illustration of Isaac. He points out that, “Neither, 
because they are the seed of Abraham, are they all children.” It was only “in Isaac 
shall thy seed be called.” This is because children like Ishmael are, “the children of 
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the flesh, these are not the children of God” whereas children like Isaac are the 
recipients of the promise, “but the children of the promise are counted for the seed.” 
 Isaac is a good example as God sovereignly chose him to be the heir of this 
promise before he was even conceived (Gen. 17:19-21). Years later Isaac 
appropriated the promise by personal faith. However, this choice of Isaac by God was 
not Abraham’s choice, as he desperately wanted Ishmael to be a recipient of God’s 
salvation blessings, “O that Ishmael might live before thee!” (Gen. 17:18). Now, 
Ishmael was the firstborn and a physical child of Abraham, but he was not one of the, 
“children of the promise.” Indeed, Abraham later married a woman named Keturah 
and had six further sons. Yet only Isaac was the child of promise. 
 
(b) Jacob vs Esau 
 
The apostle Paul would be fully aware that some thinking Jews might well agree that 
Ishmael should not be the recipient of the promises, as he was the son of the 
handmaid Hagar. Whereas, the Jew could boast that he was descended from the 
lineage of the “full” wife Sarah through Isaac.  

As a great apologist and teacher, Paul will anticipate this objection and 
demolish it in his second illustration drawn from the Patriarchs. This second witness 
will strengthen the evidential basis to the principle, which is what Jewish law 
required, “at the mouth of three witnesses, shall the matter be established” (Deut. 
19:15). It is, therefore, not mere repetition. 

Paul moves on to the next generation and selects as his line of proof the 
biblical account of Jacob and Esau. A number of things should be noted about this: 
 
(i) Jacob and Esau were twins – they had the same mother and father. 
(ii) Esau was the firstborn. Indeed, he was his father Isaac’s preferred choice to 
receive the spiritual birthright.  
(iii) Esau was a wicked man but so was Jacob. God could not have chosen Jacob 
because he was good. Just read the Genesis account! 
 

Note carefully how God chose Jacob to be heir of the promises of God, “The 
elder shall serve the younger” (v12). This would eventually lead this equally wicked 
man, Jacob to one day by faith embrace and persevere in Christ’s bestowed grace with 
its attendant privileges and blessings here and hereafter. God revealed to Rebekah that 
He sovereignly chose Jacob over Esau while they both were still in the womb (Gen. 
25:23). Once God had made this decision no one or anything could frustrate His 
sovereign purpose. Isaac and Esau tried but the narrative shows how God overruled 
them. One eventually went his own way – the other went God’s way. 

Now why did God make this choice to elect Jacob and not Esau? Was it 
triggered by God’s sovereign choice in eternity past or was it triggered by God’s 
knowledge of the choices and good works that the twins would make in time? The 
latter interpretation means that God made His choice on what man would choose to 
do, rather than on what God would do. Hence man is sovereign in salvation, as he 
called according to man’s will! But that is not what the Scripture teaches, “I will have 
compassion on whom I will have compassion. So then it is not of him that willeth, nor 
of him that runneth, but of God that sheweth mercy” (v15-16).   

Men have argued like this for centuries. But what saith the Scripture? That 
will be test. Let’s just let the Bible speak, “For the children being not yet born, 
neither having done any good or evil, that the purpose of God according to election 
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might stand, not of works, but of Him that calleth” (v11). God’s sovereign effectual 
call of salvation was decreed before the birth of Esau and Jacob. So as they were not 
born, they could not have influenced the decision of God by their works. God is no 
mere passive spectator or reporter in the great chain of redemption.  

Paul could not have made it any clearer. It is “not of works, but of Him that 
calleth.” And the reason, “that the purpose of God according to election might stand.” 
Now whether you understand or feel comfortable about the difficult implications of 
such a statement is not the point. Let’s accept that is what the Bible explicitly states 
and submit to that! The nineteenth century preacher, Ichabod Spencer once told 
someone confused about this doctrine, “When you are entirely willing that God 
should be God, election will trouble you no longer.” 

God’s promises did not fail for Ishmael or Esau. Both became the fathers of 
wicked and idolatrous nations. Ishmael and Esau were not the children of the promise 
but simply of the flesh. Likewise, God’s promises have not failed any Jew who rejects 
Jesus as the Messiah. They were not children of the promise either.  

 
VERSE 13 
 
Few verses have generated as much confusion as this verse 13, “As it is written, Jacob 
have I loved, but Esau have I hated.” A student once said to the theologian, Dr. 
Griffith Thomas that this verse troubled him. His problem he recounted was that he 
could not understand why God hated Esau. Thomas answered, “I am having a 
problem with that passage too, but mine is different. I do not understand why God 
loved Jacob.” That’s the right perspective and heart to look at a passage like this. 
God’s sovereign and unconditional election ought to produce gratitude, not 
presumption. 

There are a number of things we need to keep in mind when we analyse such a 
verse: 
 
(i) Esau deserved to go to hell. He was wicked, godless, and proud. Esau has no 
grounds for complaint, as he received the wages for his sin.  
 
(ii) Jacob equally deserved to go to hell for his sins also. He does not come across as 
any more righteous or likeable in the Genesis account. Jacob as a slave of sin was not 
able to free himself by his own efforts. The only way he could be saved is by God 
extending mercy and grace. However, by extending grace to Jacob, God did no 
disservice to Esau who got what he deserved. 
 
(iii) Ancestry makes no difference in salvation – both children came from the same 
father and mother. 
 
(iv) Works make no difference in God’s sovereign selection of one over the other. 
 
The word “hated” here can mean “to dislike strongly or to love less.” The best way to 
see this in this context is as a relative term meaning to love less. One writer explained 
it well, 
 

Jesus used the same word in a similar way when He cautioned that a man must 
hate his father and mother if he would come to Christ (Luke 14:26). Obviously 
Jesus, who was an advocate of the Law (Exod. 20:12), was not encouraging 
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“hate” in the usual sense of the word. But through a consecrated use of the 
hyperbole of antithesis, Jesus is saying that the love a man has for Christ ought 
to dwarf his love for his father to the extent that the latter would seem to be 
“hate” by comparison. Hatred in this sense is not absolute but relative to a 
higher choice.  Therefore, God did not “hate” Esau in the conventional sense 
of the word. In fact, He greatly prospered and favored him (Gen. 27:38, 39, 
40). Esau did receive earthly blessings, as he himself testified (Gen. 33:9.)  

However, God’s favor and blessing upon Jacob was so extensive that by 
comparison Esau would appear to be hated. The verse could be understood to 
mean that God has chosen Jacob to fulfill His elective purpose, but He has 
passed over Esau. Keep in mind that Esau rejected God. The divine rationale 
for this action is simply the elective purpose of God in Israel. 

 
The two illustrations of Isaac and Jacob prove that God gives His salvation 

promises sovereignly and not biologically. Indeed, it would be terrible for us as 
Gentile Christians if God only saved Jews! It would also be disastrous for us if God 
had not elected us sovereignly for salvation. None of would get beyond Romans 3:20! 

Finally, if God did not sovereignly foreknow, predestinate, call, justify His 
elect people then we would have no assurance today that we will one day be glorified. 
But that is the beauty of sovereign election. It is, “that the purpose of God according 
to election might stand” (v11). God’s sovereign election of His people is the only 
assured way of His purpose and plan coming to a perfect fulfillment.  

 
 

CONCLUSION 
 

(1) Believer – why is it impossible for you to lose your salvation? Because of our 
good deeds? NO! Because we feel it? NO! Because this Church say? NO! But 
because the promises of our eternal salvation is rooted in the faithfulness of God’s 
character. Salvation is not based on our works, but on a promise that God sovereignly 
gives. Remember, God chose Jacob over Esau before they had ever acted good or bad. 
 
(2) Believer – I know we are all dressed up in our Sunday best here but never forget 
that we all deserve the same eternal hell as Esau. There is not a one here that can 
stand and say today that they deserve to be in heaven! 
 How much we owe the Lord and how quickly we forget! A great gospel debt 
hangs over us all. No wonder Paul talked about the need for “our reasonable service” 
in Romans 12:1. Indeed, note the heart of Paul when he thought about it in v2-3 of 
chapter 9. 
 
(3) Unbeliever – Because of your sin, you fully deserve to be in eternal hell! If you do 
not repent, you will get there. Unbelieving Israelites are lost just as you an 
unbelieving Gentile shall be lost. But the promises of God are faithful and true for 
you also. God is extending to you another window of mercy to repent from your sin 
and trust in Jesus Christ.  

Remember, there is never a case of a willing sinner and an unwilling Saviour. 
Are you willing to trust in Christ alone? Come today and do not delay.  


