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Romans 9:6-18 

 

Introduction: Amen. Church you may be seated. And as you are being seated, go ahead and take 

your Bibles with me and turn to the Book of Romans, chapter 9. Harvest Decatur, let me admit ahead of 

time this morning, this is a tough passage of Scripture. So gird up your loins, church! This is one of those 

passages that will really stretch our faith. And that’s good. Sometimes we need our faith to be stretched!  

I heard this last week that Tommy Nelson preached this text on Mother’s Day. And when he told 

his wife he was going to do it, his wife said, “Really, you’re going to preach this on Mother’s Day.” And 

Tommy said, “Yes, because this is the mother of all difficult texts in the Bible!”1 

I agree that this is a difficult text. Some pastors would just as soon skip this passage, and go onto 

the next one. Other pastors rush in where angels fear to tread. I don’t want to do either of those this 

morning. Rather, I want to teach this difficult text because, I think this is a faith-building text. This is a 

passage of Scripture that advocates for and reinforces the truth of God’s sovereignty.  

Ajith Fernando said once, “When we gaze at our sovereign God, we need only glance at our 

problems.”2 I think that’s right. And that’s one of the great benefits of studying and believing texts like 

this that emphasize God’s sovereignty.  

When it comes to the doctrine of God’s sovereignty (or more specifically the doctrine of election), 

we can either wring our hands over it, or we can trust God with it. We can wear out our minds trying to 

make sense of it, harmonizing it with our preconceived notions of fairness, or we can rest in the truth of it, 

believing that God’s got everything under control, and he’s going to accomplish his greater purposes. I 

want you to be able to do the latter by the time that we get done today.  

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

So let’s get started. Look at verse 6 with me. Paul says,  
6 But it is not as though the word of God has failed.  

Now why is Paul saying that in verse 6? Well he’s saying that because he’s still addressing the 

naysayers who are questioning God’s faithfulness in his promises to the Jews. We covered this last week. 

People are skeptically saying to Paul, “O yeah, Paul! God is always true to his promises? Well what about 

the Israelites? Hmmm? What about them? Didn’t God love them? Didn’t God make promises to them? 

And yet you’ve already said in this letter that ethnic identity and Jewish identity don’t lead to salvation. 

So how can you be so certain that God will be true to his promises to us now?” 

That’s the objection that Paul is dealing with here. And he’s already dealt with it by saying that God was 

faithful to the Israelites. He gave them all these great things from verse 4: “the adoption, the glory, the 

covenants, the giving of the law, the worship, the promises,” and even the Christ who was Jewish. So Paul says, 

“It’s not as though the word of God failed…” The word of God hasn’t failed. God has been true to his promises. 

The issue is that… look at the end of verse 6: 

not all who are descended from Israel belong to Israel, So follow Paul’s argument now. 
6 But it is not as though the word of God has failed. For not all who are descended from Israel belong to Israel, 

In other words, just because you were born a Jew doesn’t automatically mean that you were a saved 

believer.3 There were plenty of unsaved Israelites in the OT. And you don’t have to look that hard in the OT to 

find them. Is their unfaithfulness to Yahweh a failure of God’s promises? No. Just because you were born an 

Israelite, doesn’t mean you were a true, believing Israelite. That’s true in our day too. Just because you are 

                                                 
1 See his sermon, “Vessels of Mercy, Vessels of Wrath,” Romans 9:1-24, May 13, 2007: http://www.dbcmedia.org/sermons/vessels-of-mercy-vessels-of-wrath/  
2 Ajith Fernando, Acts, NIVAC (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan Publishing House, 1998), 169. 
3 Douglas J. Moo, The Epistle to the Romans, NICOT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1996), 573: “Paul does not deny that ethnic Israel remains God’s people, in some 

sense… But he denies that this corporate election of Israel means the salvation of all Israelites; and he insists that salvation has never been based on ethnic descent.” 

http://www.dbcmedia.org/sermons/vessels-of-mercy-vessels-of-wrath/


born into a Christian family, that doesn’t make you a Christian. You are not born a Christian. You are 

born again as a Christian.  
Let me say it this way. This is from Grant Osborne, one of my favorite Bible teachers: “Salvation is a 

matter of grace not race.”4 That’s what Paul is teaching here. Everybody with me? “Salvation is a matter of 

grace not race.” “Salvation is a matter of faith not family.”  
Paul says in verse 7.  

7 and not all are children of Abraham because they are his offspring, but “Through Isaac shall your offspring be named.”  

When I was a kid my pastor used to do this thing called “the OT Walk-Thru.” And he would 

teach us all the characters and the events in the OT. And I still remember him saying, “Abraham had to 

sons, ‘I and I.’” And we would all say, “Isaac and Ishmael.” And then he would say, “Isaac had two sons, ‘J 

and E.’” And we would say, “Jacob and Esau.” And he would walk us through all the characters and events 

of the OT with that question and answer format. It was great. I learned so much from that. If I ever was 

on Jeopardy and the category was OT, I could dominate that section. I wouldn’t do very good with 

biology or chemistry, but I could handle the OT. 

Well Abraham had two sons, “I and I”---Isaac and Ishmael. And what Paul is saying here is that just 

because you are a son of Abraham, that didn’t secure you a place in the Kingdom of God. Abraham had two 

sons, and only one of those sons was the “son of promise.”  

If you remember Abraham and Sarah tried to take matters into their own hand and produce an offspring 

through Sarah’s maidservant, Hagar. That didn’t end well. That produced Abraham’s first son, Ishmael, who 

was blessed materially by God, but was definitely not the “son of promise.” That came later when Abraham was 

100 years old and Sarah was 90. At 90 years old, Sarah conceived and had a son named Isaac.    

Paul says in verse 8. 
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.  

In other words, don’t doubt God’s promises. God is sovereign, and his promises never fail. God gets 

done what he promises to get done, every time!   

The message today is entitled “Our Sovereign God.” And I want to give you today three ways in which 

God’s sovereignty is confirmed and verified. And here’s the first one. 

Paul argues here that Ishmael wasn’t the son of promise, even though he was the son of Abraham. Isaac 

was the son of promise. Salvation is a matter of grace not race. Salvation is a matter of promise not paternity. 

And Paul verifies this truth in verse nine by quoting OT Scripture. He says… 
9 For this is what the promise said: “About this time next year I will return, and Sarah shall have a son.”

According to the book of Genesis (18:10), the Lord appeared to Abraham in human form, and he told 

Abraham that in about a year’s time, he would have a son. And this was after Ishmael had already been born! 

Abraham begged God, “Oh that Ishmael might be the promised one!” God said, “No!” God said, “Sarah 

your aged wife shall bear you a son, and you shall call his name Isaac.”  
Do you remember what Sarah did in Genesis 18 when she found out she would have a child at age 90? 

She laughed. Abraham did too when he heard this for the first time. So God has a sense of humor. God says, 

“That son of promise of yours, his name will be laughter.” Ha-ha-ha-ha ha.  

The Hebrew word “laughs” is ַחק ק and the Hebrew name “Isaac” is שָׂ  5 Sarah laughed.(”he laughs“) ִיְצחָׂ

because it was utterly ridiculous that they would have a child in their old age. And so, God laughs too and calls 

the baby ק   ”.or “laughter ִיְצחָׂ

Now why did God choose Isaac and not Ishmael? Why did God make Isaac the son of promise and not 

Ishmael? Here’s the reason, and this is something you and I both have to reckon with. The reason is because he 

wanted to. God is free to choose whomever he chooses. Salvation is a matter of grace not race. He is not bound 

to anyone or anything. He is sovereign. And his sovereignty is confirmed in his promises.  

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Now you might think that Paul is going to relent now that he’s made his point. But no! Paul drills down 

even further. Because there is a moment in Israel’s history where God’s sovereign choice is made even clearer. 

                                                 
4 Grant R. Osborne, Romans: Verse by Verse (Lexham Press, 2017), 281. 
5 J. Barton Payne, “1905 ָצַחק,” ed. R. Laird Harris, Gleason L. Archer Jr., and Bruce K. Waltke, TWOT (Chicago: Moody Press, 1999), 764. 

https://ref.ly/logosres/twot?ref=biblio.at%3d1905%2520%D7%A6%D6%B8%D7%97%D6%B7%D7%A7%7Cau%3dPayne%2c%2520J.%2520Barton%7Ced%3dHarris%2c%2520R.%2520Laird%3b%2520Archer%2c%2520Gleason%2520L.%2c%2520Jr.%3b%2520Waltke%2c%2520Bruce%2520K.&off=5199&ctx=mos+7:9%2c+16).%0a%D7%A9%D7%82%D6%B8%D7%97%D6%B7%D7%A7~+(s%CC%81a%CC%84h%CC%A3aq).+An+alte


Because some might say, “Well obviously God didn’t choose Ishmael, because he was the son of 

Abraham’s recklessness. He was a son born to a maidservant. It was Abraham’s misdeeds that led to 

Ishmael being rejected.” Well not so fast. Because Paul gives us an even clearer example that salvation is a 

matter of grace not race. Look at verse 10.  
10 And not only so, but also when Rebekah had conceived children by one man, our forefather Isaac,  

Isaac had two sons, “J and E.” What were their names? Jacob and Esau! And Paul says Rebekah 

conceived these two by one man, Isaac. And the Greek here is even more explicit than the ESV translation. It 

wasn’t just that Rebekah conceived by one man; it was actually one sexual act that produced two offspring.6 It 

was one seminal discharge! That’s a more literal way to translate this. And Paul is trying to make clear here, 

there’s no discernible difference between these two, Jacob and Esau. Same mother! Same father! Same 

conception even!7 Esau, in fact, was actually born first. Esau was born a few moments before Jacob, and Jacob 

was actually grabbing his heel, so they named Jacob “heel-grabber.”  

Don’t you love these OT names? We have a baby dedication next week, I doubt any of our parents 

named their children based upon criteria like this. “Uh yeah, my son had a squished face when he was born, 

so we called him ‘squished-face.’” I’ve never had a baby-dedication story like that. And I’ve done a lot of 

baby dedications! Like Don said, we are the most “baby-dedicating-est” church in Decatur! 

 Jacob was a “heel-grabber,” so his parents called him “heel-grabber.” Esau was red and hairy, so they 

called him “Edom” which means “red.” And these twins were ethnically the same. Same mama! Same daddy! 

Same conception! Same birth! Same household! Same upbringing! Same everything! And yet Jacob was the son 

of promise, and Esau was not.  

And here’s the kicker. According to Paul, God’s choice of Jacob was determined even before they were 

born! Look at verse 11.  
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 [Rebekah] was told, “The older will serve the younger.”  

That’s a quotation from Genesis 25:13, by the way. God told Rebekah this before the boys were even 

born. “The rule of primogeniture doesn’t apply here,” says God. “The older will serve the younger.”  

And then Paul quotes Malachi 1:2-3. Here’s where God’s sovereign choice of election is clear:  
13 As it is written, “Jacob I loved, but Esau I hated.”  

Go ahead and write this down as #2 in your notes and then we can talk about this a bit. 1) God’s 

sovereignty is confirmed in his promises. And also… 

Now what does it mean when God says, “Jacob I loved, but Esau I hated.” Why does Paul quote 

Malachi 1:2-3 here? And what does Paul mean when he says “in order that God’s purpose of election might 

continue, not because of works but because of him who calls.” What is Paul trying to teach us here?  

Well let’s be clear about this. Esau was a sinful character. Esau was a pleasure-seeking, hedonistic 

sinner. But Jacob was too. Esau was a rebellious man, but so was Jacob. The Edomites, the ancestors of Esau, 

were a rebellious people. But so were the Israelites. They both deserved judgment. They both deserved God’s 

wrath. So here’s the question: Why did God show mercy to one and bring judgment on the other? Why did God 

love one and hate another? Answer: Because God wanted to. Because God said, “I will have mercy on whom I 

have mercy.” Because God chose Jacob. That’s the point of election.   

Now clearly this is a profound mystery in Scripture. It’s a profound mystery that I don’t pretend to 

completely understand. The Bible teaches the doctrine of election, that Go d sovereignly chooses those who will 

be his children. And the Bible teaches that men are responsible for their own actions and will be punished 

accordingly. I believe both of those Bible truths: (1) divine sovereignty and (2) human responsibility.8  

                                                 
6 See Moo, Romans, NICOT, 579n46: “The Greek is ἐξ ἑνὸς κοίτην ἔχουσα. κοίτη, meaning originally “bed” (cf. Luke 11:7), came to refer especially to the “marriage 

bed” (e.g., Heb. 13:4) and hence to sexual intercourse… It can also refer to the semen itself … the ἐξ may suggest that it is what Paul intends: Rebecca “had semen out 
of one”; i.e., Rebecca conceived both sons through one seminal emission.” 
7 Ibid, 580: “Born of the same mother, sharing the same father, and conceived at the same point in time, neither of the twins had a better claim to the divine promise as a 

birthright than the other.” 
8 Craig S. Keener, The IVP Bible Background Commentary: New Testament (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1993), Ro 9:16–29: “The Old Testament affirms 

both God’s sovereignty and human responsibility, assuming that God is sovereign enough to ensure both.” 



These two realities hold together as mysteries for us to explore, not problems to solve.9 NT Scholar, 

Tom Schreiner, says that we “need to remember that in the Pauline view predestination never lessens 

human responsibility, and the correlation between divine sovereignty and human freedom and 

responsibility is ultimately a mystery that is beyond our finite comprehension.”10 John Stott says 

similarly, “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.”11 I agree, and I think a perfect harmonization 

of those truths, divine sovereignty and human responsibility, exists in the mind of God, but is inaccessible to 

man. And throughout my ministry I have tried to avoid giving pat, simplistic answers to these matters.   

But here’s what I know to be true from Scripture. Please hear me on this. When God speaks of our 

chosen-ness in his Word, when God speaks of election, he speaks of it as a comfort. He speaks of it as 

affirmation and as assurance of his promises. And I think it is good for us to receive it that way. In other 

words, your identity as a child of God, your chosen-ness, should provide you with comfort knowing that 

God loves you. And it’s not something we should ever become prideful or conceited about.12  

You didn’t believe because you were smarter or more perceptive than other people. You believed 

because in your wretched, sinful state, God loved you and God chose you, just like Jacob. I know for 

some people that causes consternation. It has for me at different times in my life. But God told us these 

things, so that we would have confidence in his sovereignty and in his divine purposes in our world.  
Paul reinforces that here. Paul shows us the reality is that Jacob was no better than Esau. Even in terms 

of nationhood, the Israelites were just as rebellious as the Edomites, as are the Jews, as are the Gentiles, as are 

the Americans, Africans, Asians, and Europeans. The reality is that all people everywhere are recipients of 

God’s wrath. All nations, all peoples, all tribes, all tongues! All have sinned and fallen short of the glory of God 

(Rom 3:23)! And the only reason that we don’t experience God’s wrath is because of God’s grace. None of us 

deserves grace. None of us starts out from a place of guiltless innocence. We all start out guilty.  

The Late D. James Kennedy, a Presbyterian pastor, gives a useful illustration of this. Let’s say that I 

have these five friends who are planning to rob a bank. Let’s say it’s our elders: Mike, George, Ryan, 

Paul, and Don. Well, when I find out about it, I plead with them not to do it. I beg them. Finally they 

push me out of the way and say “Forget you, Tony, we’re going to do it.” So I tackle one of them and 

wrestle him to the ground. Let’s say, Mike Vernon. So the others go ahead and rob the bank. And in the 

process they kill a guard and two civilians. They are captured, convicted, and sentenced to life in prison. 

Well Mike Vernon wasn’t involved in the robbery, so he goes free. Now here’s the question for you: 

whose fault was it that the other men were arrested and sentenced? It was theirs, right? Can they blame 

anyone else but themselves? No! And yet Mike Vernon is walking around scot-free. Can Mike say, “Well 

it’s because my heart is so good and resisted the temptation, that’s why I’m free?” No! The only reason that he 

is free is because I wrestled him to the ground and restrained him.  

Here’s the point: In the same way, those who go to hell have no one to blame but themselves. 

Those who go to heaven have no one to praise but Jesus Christ. Thus we see that salvation is all of grace 

from its beginning to its end.13 

Augustine of Hippo puts it this way, “Who but a fool would think God unfair when he imposes 

judgment on the deserving or when he shows mercy to the undeserving.”14 Augustine in his characteristic 

way said, “God does not choose us because we believe, but that we may believe.”15 

                                                 
9 See D.A. Carson’s Divine Sovereignty and Human Responsibility (Eugene: Wipf and Stock Publishers, 1994), 2. See also Robert H. Mounce, Romans, NAC 

(Nashville: Broadman & Holman Publishers, 1995), 202: “Human logic cannot harmonize divine sovereignty and human freedom, but both are clearly taught in 
Scripture. Neither should be adjusted to fit the parameters of the other. They form an antinomy that by definition eludes our best attempts at explanation.” 
10 Thomas R. Schreiner, Romans, Second Edition, BECNT (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2018), 491. 
11 John R. W. Stott, The Message of Romans: God’s Good News for the World, The Bible Speaks Today (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 2001), 268. 
12 Even the location of a person’s birth is a result of God’s sovereign working as made clear in F. F. Bruce, Romans: An Introduction and Commentary, vol. 6, Tyndale 

New Testament Commentaries (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1985), 190: “Some people have better spiritual opportunities than others; and of those who have 

equal opportunities some profit by them and others do not. Some nations have received more gospel light than others, and are correspondingly accountable to God. Men 
and women who have experienced the forgiving grace of God will always wonder why their eyes should have been opened while the eyes of others remain closed.” 
13 D. James Kennedy, Truths That Transform, 39–40. I am indebted to J.D. Greear for showing me this illustration. See his sermon on Romans 9:1-29 entitled “Mystery 

and Assurance”: https://vimeo.com/353273861  
14 Handbook on Faith, Hope, and Love, CHAPTER XXV. “Predestination and the Justice of God.” https://www.ccel.org/ccel/augustine/enchiridion.chapter25.html  
15 Predestination of the Saints 17.34. Quoted in Moo, Romans, NICOT, 588.See also Augustine’s comments in Gerald Bray, ed., Romans (Revised), Ancient Christian 

Commentary on Scripture (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1998), 242–243: “No one believes who is not called. God calls in his mercy and not as rewarding the 
merits of faith. The merits of faith follow his calling; they do not precede it.… Unless the mercy of God in calling precedes faith, no one can even believe and thus 

begin to be justified and to receive the power to do good works.” 

https://vimeo.com/353273861
https://www.ccel.org/ccel/augustine/enchiridion.chapter25.html


We don’t think of salvation that way as Westerners. We really struggle with this. A woman came up to 

Charles Spurgeon once and said, “I have a problem with that fact that God chose Jacob and rejected Esau.” 

Spurgeon responded, “I have a problem with the fact that God chose Jacob at all.”16 We tend to think that God 

has to be fair to us. We think that God owes us all an equal opportunity for salvation. But why should that be 

the case? God is free to do as he wills. And if God was “fair with us, then we would all deserve hell.17 

And by the way, I don’t think the ancient Hebrews struggled as much as we do with this doctrine. I think 

we have a faulty view of fairness that they didn’t struggle with. They struggled with other stuff like idolatry. 

But they didn’t struggle with the fairness of the doctrine of election. I think that’s more of a Western or 

American struggle, because we value so highly the self-made-man. We like to celebrate our own personal 

independence and self-determination. And this offends us.  

Here’s the thing about Scripture too. I’ve said this before, but let me say it again. Scripture is an “Equal 

Opportunity Offender.” There are some things in Scripture that we love, and there are other things that rub us 

the wrong way. While for other people and other cultures, maybe they don’t like what we like, but they like 

what rubs us the wrong way. We should expect it to be that way. If nothing in Scripture ever causes you to 

struggle or be challenged, then you probably aren’t reading it right.  
Just as an example of how Scripture is an “Equal Opportunity Offender,” I’ve given this illustration 

before from Tim Keller.18 Imagine an 8th Century Anglo-Saxon warrior who has these two competing 

desires: 1) He has a desire to smash things. He’s a warrior. He wants to kill. He wants to destroy. And 2) 

he has same-sex attraction. Both of those things are inside him. And yet his 8th Century Anglo-Saxon 

culture says, “smashing and killing people are good. Same-sex attraction is bad.” So he smashes and kills 

people, but he suppresses his same-sex attraction. Then he gets evangelized by Anglo-Saxon missionaries. 

Then he goes to church. Then he reads the Bible and it says, “No, Anglo-Saxon warrior, both of those things 

are wrong before God. You need to stop doing both of those things as a follower of Christ.”  

Now fast forward to today’s world, and we have a similar man walking the streets of New York 

City or Chicago or Decatur, Illinois. And 21st Century man has those two same impulses inside of him: 1) 

He has aggression. He likes to smash people. He likes to kill stuff. And 2) He also has same-sex attraction. 

So he goes to a psychiatrist and gets prescribed medication for his aggression, so he doesn’t want to kill 

people. But his psychiatrist and his culture and all his friends say same-sex attraction is good. Embrace 

that desire. It’s the exact opposite of the 8th Century Anglo-Saxon warrior. In the 21st Century, 

“smashing and killing people are bad. Same-sex attraction is good.” In the 8th Century, “smashing and 

killing people are good. Same-sex attraction is bad!” What’s a Christian to do with all this? Well we trust 

and obey the truth of God’s word. God’s word is an “Equal Opportunity Offender.” Both the 8th Century 

warrior and the 21st Century modern man with same-sex attraction have some stuff that are going to be 

offensive to them and cut against the grain of what the culture tells them.  

I think similarly some of us love the idea that we are saved by grace and that our faith in Christ 

saves us. But we just can’t tolerate what the Bible says about the doctrine of election. That cuts against 

the grain of our western individualism. And what’s interesting is that in some cultures, primarily eastern 

cultures, it’s exactly the opposite. They don’t have a problem with God’s sovereignty and election. But 

they have a problem with justification. They see it as too individualistic. And that bothers them.  

Tim Keller says, “No matter which ‘side’ we come from and no matter our culture or 

temperament, then, we must make an effort to discern the carefully nuanced balances of the gospel of 

free election and justification. We must remember the prejudices we bring with us to the Scriptures. And 

we must be willing to learn to balance out our own views.”19 

Now here’s why this is important. Here’s why I’m stressing this so much. Because when you get to 

the place where you can honestly say, “I deserve death. I deserve eternal separation from God. I deserve 

God’s wrath and not his mercy.” Then you can get to the place where you say, “Hallelujah, God loves me. He 

                                                 
16 Quoted by Tommy Nelson, ““Vessels of Mercy, Vessels of Wrath,” Romans 9:1-24, May 13, 2007. 
17 Robert H. Mounce, Romans, NAC, 201: “God’s freedom to do that which is in accordance with his will does not sit well with many moderns whose philosophy of life 
stems from a combination of relativism and belief in personal autonomy… To fault God for showing mercy to some while hardening others is to require that he 

conform to our fallible and arbitrary concept of justice.” 
18 Abridged and adapted from Tim Keller, Preaching: Communicating Faith in an Age of Skepticism  (New York: Viking Press, 2015), 135-136.  
19 See Tim Keller, Romans 8–16 for You (The Good Book Company, 2015), 57-69. See also the article “3 Objections to the Doctrine of Election,” September 21, 2015, 

at the TGC website: https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/article/3-objections-to-the-doctrine-of-election/  

https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/article/3-objections-to-the-doctrine-of-election/


spared me from what I deserve. He loves me; I know it. I’m not more worthy than anyone else; I’m no more 

deserving than anyone else. And yet while I was still a sinner Christ died for me and gave me this gift of eternal 

life. God loves me.”  

The truth is that none of us deserve salvation. We all deserve judgement. And God is merciful to 

whomever he chooses to show mercy. That’s the point of Jacob and Esau here. God is sovereign, and he is 

free to choose whomever he chooses. He chose Jacob. He didn’t choose Esau. 

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Which leads to my final point. Write this down as #3 in your notes. 1) God’s sovereignty is 

confirmed in his promises. 2) God’s sovereignty is confirmed in his purposes. And finally… 

Paul writes in verse 14, 
14 What shall we say then? Is there injustice on God’s part?  

I love how Paul anticipates our objections. Paul says, “God loved Jacob; God hated Esau.” And he 

immediately knows what we are going to say: “Injustice!” “That’s not fair, Paul!”  
14 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.”  

God is free to do as he pleases. Deal with it! God doesn’t owe us anything. And we need to be careful to 

not cry out for fairness from God. If God was fair with us and didn’t send Jesus to die for us then we all would 

be consumed in his wrath. We don’t want fairness. We want mercy. We want the compassion of Christ Jesus.    
16 So then it depends not on human will or exertion, but on God, who has mercy.  

 We are not saved by works or “exertion.” We are saved by God’s mercy. We are saved by grace.  
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.  

If you read the book of Exodus, it goes like this: “Pharaoh hardened his heart, then God hardened 

Pharaoh’s heart.” “Pharaoh hardened his heart, then God hardened Pharaoh’s heart.” Which came first, 

the chicken or the egg? Who hardened first? Paul makes it clear here that God is sovereign over these matters.  

Does that nullify human responsibility? No. Is Pharaoh culpable before God for his behavior? 

Absolutely, he is. Is it okay for God to use Pharaoh to showcase his power? Is God free to do that? Absolutely 

he is. God says, “For this very purpose I have raised you up [Pharaoh], that I might show my power in you, and that my name 

might be proclaimed in all the earth.” God’s sovereignty is confirmed in his show of power! 

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Now quickly here, let me close with three applications for you. I want to give you three action 

verbs in response to Romans 9:6-18. You might say, “What do I do with this passage, Pastor Tony? How do I 

apply this?” Well I’m going to tell you. Three things. Write ‘em down.  

Here’s #1. 

1) Worship – Praise God from who all blessings flow! Here’s the truth of the matter. If you know 

Jesus Christ as your Savior, if you have saving faith, then you are a chosen child of God and God loves 

you. Maybe you grew up in a family that didn’t believe in the Lord. Maybe you grew up on a bad side of 

town. Maybe you hung around with the wrong type of people. Maybe you grew up in a family that 

preached the gospel, but they didn’t live it out. Maybe you grew up in a wonderful gospel-centered home 

with parents who did everything about as good as they could, but you stilled struggled to give your life to 

Christ. Whatever the case, whatever your background, you didn’t get saved because of your own can-do 

attitude or even your own spiritual heritage. You only got saved because of the goodness of God’s grace. 

You are Jacob, not Esau. That’s nothing to be cocky about. Don’t pat yourself on the back for that; 

instead praise God. Don’t congratulate yourself for that; instead congratulate God. Let that truth sink 

deep inside of your soul. And after doing that, see if that doesn’t make you worship God differently with 

more ardency and with more humility. 

Secondly: 

2) Evangelize – Get the gospel out! Does anything Paul say here nullify what he says elsewhere about 

preaching the gospel or telling people about Jesus. Absolutely not! We have a responsibility before God 

to be his ambassadors in this world, and nothing Paul says in Romans 9 changes that or invalidates that.  

You might say, “But Tony, how do we know who the elect are?” “How do we know if someone is 

Jacob or Esau?” Here’s the answer to that question. You might not like it. Here it is: “You won’t know.” 



You are on a “need to know basis” with God Almighty, and you don’t need to know that. Don’t worry 

about that.  Just do your job. You be God’s witness to the world, and let God figure that out.  

And that leads to the third action verb: 

3) Believe – Believe the truth of God’s Word, even when it’s difficult. Believe the truth of God’s Word 

even when it goes against what your culture feeds you. And if you are here right now and you don’t know 

Jesus Christ as your Savior, you need to believe the gospel and be saved.  

And to that, you might say, “How do we know if we are elect, Pastor Tony? How do we know if we are 

sovereignly chosen by God?” Here’s my answer to that. I don’t know. And you don’t know. And you don’t 

need to know. What you need to do is believe and trust God.  

There’s a great quote on this from the theologian A.A. Hodge. This has been paraphrased a bit by J.D. 

Greear, but here’s the essence of what he said regarding God’s sovereignty.   

Hodge says, “Does God know the day you’ll die? Yes. Has he appointed that day? Yes. Can you do 

anything to change that day? No. Then why do you eat? To live. What happens if you don’t eat? You die. 

Then if you don’t eat, and die, then would that be the day that God had appointed for you to die? … Quit 

asking stupid questions and just eat. Eating is the pre-ordained way God has appointed for living.” 

 Here’s what I’m trying to get at this morning. If you are here today and you have never tasted the 

goodness of salvation that Jesus has made available to you, don’t ask stupid questions. Just eat. Just 

believe. Jesus died on the cross for your sins. Believe it. Jesus loves you. Believe it. Jesus rose from the 

dead. Believe it! Believe it! And then join me in praising God for his good gift of mercy that none of us 

deserves.  

 Bow with me in a word of prayer, and then we can worship God together.  

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 


