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ROMANS 11 AND THE FUTURE OF ETHNIC ISRAEL

 

BEN L. MERKLE*

I. INTRODUCTION

 

The ˜nal destiny of ethnic Israel is both a sensitive and important topic.
It is sensitive, because it involves real people and real outcomes. It is impor-
tant, because it involves God’s promises and God’s integrity. In Romans 11,
we ˜nd Paul’s clearest description of the ˜nal destiny of Israel. It is the con-
tention of this author, however, that many who read Romans 11 read into
the text a future mass conversion of ethnic Israel. In this paper I will seek
to demonstrate that Romans 11, and in particular Rom 11:26, does not
teach a future mass conversion of ethnic Israel, but rather that there will
always be a remnant of believing Jews until the end of time. After brie˘y
reviewing the three main interpretations of the phrase “all Israel will be
saved,” I will then examine the reasons why “all Israel” refers to the elect
ethnic Jews throughout history. Finally, I will answer some possible objec-
tions to this view.

 

II. THREE INTERPRETATIONS OF “ALL ISRAEL WILL BE SAVED”

 

The key verse for the interpretation of Romans 11 is found in 26a, “and
so all Israel will be saved.” In his commentary Douglas Moo states, “the ˜rst
clause of v. 26 is the storm center in the interpretation of Romans 9–11 and
of NT teaching about the Jews and their future.”
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 The three main interpre-
tations of the phrase “all Israel will be saved” are as follows: (1) all the
elect, both Jew and Gentile; (2) the ethnic nation of Israel as a whole; (3) all
the elect of ethnic Israel throughout history.

1.

 

All the elect, both Jew and Gentile

 

. Scholars such as Calvin, Jere-
mias, Barth, and Wright have held this interpretation.
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 In his commentary
on Romans Calvin states, “I extend the word ‘Israel’ to all the people of
God, according to this meaning: when the Gentiles shall come in, the Jews
also shall return from their defection to the obedience of faith, and thus
shall be completed the salvation of the whole Israel of God, which must be
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gathered from both.”
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 Calvin uses Gal 6:16 as part of his defense because
there Paul refers to the Church as the “Israel of God.” N. T. Wright, a mod-
ern scholar who a¯rms this view, writes,

 

What Paul is saying is this. God’s method of saving “all Israel” is to harden
ethnic Israel (cp. 9.14ˆ.), i.e. not to judge her at once, so as to create a period
of time during which the gentile mission could be undertaken, 

 

during the
course of which

 

 it remains God’s will that the present “remnant” of believing
Jews might be enlarged by the process of “jealousy,” and consequent
faith. . . . This whole process is God’s way of saving his whole people: that is
the meaning of 

 

kaµ

 

 

 

ou§twÍ

 

 

 

paÅÍ

 

 

 

∆Israh;l

 

 

 

swqhvsetai

 

.
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2.

 

The ethnic nation of Israel as a whole

 

. This second interpretation is
by far the majority view. Although there are some who maintain that every
individual Jew will be saved,
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 most simply interpret “all” as referring to
ethnic Israel as a whole. That is, “all Israel” refers to the mass of Jews liv-
ing on the earth at the end of time, who, after the full number of elect Gen-
tiles are gathered in, will be a part of a large-scale mass conversion. This
event will take place just previous to (or at the moment of ) Christ’s return.
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Support for this view comes from the OT and rabbinic literature where the
term “all Israel” does not necessarily include every single Israelite.
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For the view that Israel will not be converted through the ministry of the church but through

Christ himself at his 

 

parousia

 

, see Otfried Ho˜us, “ ‘All Israel Will Be Saved’: Divine Salvation
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Cran˜eld explains the salvation of “all Israel” in three distinct stages:
“˜rst the unbelief of the greater part of Israel . . . then completion of the
coming in of the Gentiles, and ˜nally the salvation of ‘all Israel.’ ”

 

8

 

 He no-
tices a reversal of the salvation order as found in Rom 1:16, which states
that salvation comes ˜rst to the Jew and then to the Gentile. In Romans 11,
salvation comes ˜rst to the Gentiles, provoking the Jews to jealousy, which
ultimately results in their salvation.

There is also debate as to whether the salvation of “all Israel” is synchro-
nic (Jews alive at the end of time) or diachronic (Jews of all times). Most
scholars favor the synchronic position. Moo comments, “. . . Paul is probably
using the phrase ‘all Israel’ to denote the corporate entity of the nation of
Israel as it exists at a particular point in time.”
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 Others, such as Mussner,
Ho˜us, and Bell, favor the diachronic position.
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3.

 

The elect of ethnic Israel throughout history

 

. The third interpretation
is often included in surveys but is usually simply dismissed rather than re-
futed. Although not many scholars hold to this view, there continue to be a
few who embrace it.
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 This interpretation maintains that God will always
save a remnant of Jews throughout history. Israel will experience only a
partial hardening until the end of time (i.e. until the fullness of the Gen-
tiles come in).

 

III. REASONS WHY “ALL ISRAEL” REFERS TO ELECT 
JEWS THROUGHOUT HISTORY

 

1.

 

The context of Romans 9–11

 

. All acknowledge that Romans 9–11
forms a unit in Paul’s thought. Therefore, any interpretation of Romans 11
must also be consistent with Romans 9 and 10. In chapter 9, Paul demon-
strates how God is indeed faithful to his promises although most of Israel
has rejected the Messiah. Paul states in 9:6, “For they are not all Israel who
are of Israel.” God’s promise to Abraham never included the promise that
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Those who hold this view include S. Volbeda, H. Bavinck, R. Lenski, L. Berkhof, H. Hoek-
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his descendants would be saved based on their ethnic identity. True Israel
consists of those who are the children of promise, rather than children of
the ˘esh. God never promised that every individual Jew would be saved,
but only those he unconditionally elected within Israel. Paul then presents
two examples of God’s sovereign discrimination within Israel. In Isaac, not
in Ishmael, Abraham’s descendents were named (9:7); and it was Jacob, not
Esau, who was chosen to perpetuate the covenant lineage and in whom the
covenant promises were to be ful˜lled (9:9–10). Therefore, Paul refutes the
notion that God’s Word has failed by pointing out that God’s promises apply
to the spiritual oˆspring within ethnic Israel.
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 Bavinck rightly concludes,

 

It is a priori very unlikely that Paul later reconsidered this reasoning, supple-
menting and improving it in the sense that the promises of God are not fully
realized in the salvation of spiritual Israel but will be fully realized only when
in the last days a national conversion of Israel takes place.
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Furthermore, in 10:12 Paul writes, “For there is no distinction between
Jew and Greek, for the same Lord over all is rich to all who call upon Him.”
Paul is stating that as far as obtaining salvation is concerned, there is no
distinction between Jew and Gentile. If God has a separate plan for saving
Israel in the future, this view would seem to go contrary to Paul’s statement
in verse 12. Nowhere in chapters 9 or 10 do we anticipate Paul speaking of
a mass end-time conversion of Jews. Charles Horne states the dilemma for
those claiming a special future for Israel.

 

If Paul is speaking in 11:26 of a future mass conversion of the nation of Israel,
then he is destroying the entire development of his argument in chaps. 9–11.
For the one important point that he is trying to establish constantly is exactly
this: that God’s promises attain ful˜llment not in the nation as such (that is, all
of ethnic Israel) but rather in the remnant according to the election of grace.
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Wright addresses the same dilemma:

 

The problem about the content of Romans 9–11 then becomes one of 

 

integra-
tion

 

. Put simply, the issue is this: if Paul rejects the possibility of a status of
special privilege for Jews in chs. 9 and 10, how does he manage, apparently, to
reinstate such a position in ch. 11? It is this apparent inconsistency that has
led many to suggest that the section contains a fundamental self-contradiction,
which is then explained either as a resurgence of patriotic sentiment (Dodd) or
the vagaries of apocalyptic fantasy (Bultmann).
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penultimate concerns. The central issue in Romans 9–11 is whether God’s faithfulness to himself
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Stendahl,” 
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answer to 9:6 does not come until Rom 11:26.
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2.

 

The nature of the question (vv. 1, 11)

 

. In 11:1, Paul asks the ques-
tion, “Has God cast oˆ his people?” The question is 

 

not

 

, “Has God cast oˆ
ethnic Israel with respect to his special plan for their future?” It seems,
however, that this question is often subconsciously read that way. To ask
the question in that manner misses Paul’s real question and prejudices one
towards interpreting the rest of the chapter as advocating a special future
for Israel. The nature of the question, however, does not anticipate a future
mass conversion. The question Paul asks is, “Has God cut oˆ ethnic Israel

 

altogether

 

?” or, “Is there any hope for the continuation of a saving activity
of God among Israelites?”
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O. Palmer Robertson explains:

 

Ethnic Israel had rejected their Messiah. They had cruci˜ed the Christ. Would
it not therefore be quite logical to conclude that God would reject ethnic Israel?
If a Gentile rejects Christ, he is lost. Israel rejected the Christ nationally.
Should they not be lost nationally? Why should God continue to act savingly
within Israel? They received all the special favor of the Lord (9:4, 5), and yet
rejected the Lord’s Christ. Why should they not be cast oˆ completely?
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The same could be said of the question in verse 11 where Paul asks,
“have they stumbled that they should fall?” Again, Paul is not asking if
there is going to be a future mass conversion of Israel. Rather, he is asking
if Israel has completely forfeited their past privilege. James Dunn uses a
running metaphor to describe Israel’s predicament: “their stumble is not so
serious as it at ˜rst sounds. It is not a complete fall, as, for example, the
sprawling on one’s face which puts a runner completely out of the race.”
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3.

 

The emphasis on the present situation of ethnic Israel (vv. 1, 5, 13–14,
30–31)

 

. Upon reading through Romans 11 it becomes evident that the
present, not the future, is the focus of Paul’s thought.
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 In answer to the
question raised in verse 1, Paul oˆers himself as proof that God has not cast
oˆ his people. He argues, “For I am an Israelite, of the seed of Abraham, of
the tribe of Benjamin.” William Hendriksen paraphrases Paul’s question and
answer this way: “Does anyone need proof that God ful˜lls his promise
and has not rejected Israel? Well, then look at me. God did not reject me,
and I am an Israelite.”
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 Paul’s immediate answer to the question he raised
in verse 1 involves the present, not the future.

Verse 5 gives further evidence that the present is at the forefront of
Paul’s reasoning. He states, “Even so then, at this present time there is a
remnant according to the election of grace.” Paul speci˜cally emphasizes
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the present situation of Israel by using the phrase “at this present time” (

 

evn
tåÅ

 

 

 

nuÅn

 

 

 

kairåÅ). In the preceding verses Paul illustrates his point with the
example of Elijah. Just as in Elijah’s day there was a remnant, so now there
is a remnant within Israel. God did not reject his people during the days of
Elijah and has not done so now.21 Horne contends that the import of Paul’s
argument in using the situation in Elijah’s day “is simply that the salvation
of a small remnant from the total mass is ample proof that God’s true peo-
ple have not been, are not now, nor will be cast oˆ.”22

Furthermore, verses 13 and 14 support our conclusion. Paul states: “For
I speak to you Gentiles; inasmuch as I am an apostle to the Gentiles, I mag-
nify my ministry, if by any means I may provoke those who are my ˘esh and
save some of them.” Does Paul’s hope of provoking the Jews to jealousy im-
ply a future mass conversion? The answer to this question must be “no”
since Paul uses his own ministry as the means of provocation. That is,
Paul’s hope for the salvation of “some of them” comes through his own min-
istry. G. C. Berkouwer notes this emphasis:

From our perspective, centuries after Paul, there is a danger of looking at his
concern for Israel as the unveiling of a chiliastic secret, and seeing it as some
kind of apocalyptic schema or narrative. Such an interpretation raises a pecu-
liar dilemma; either the last generation (as “all Israel”) shall return or Paul was
mistaken. This position, however, ignores the extent to which Paul, convinced
by the evidence of salvation among the Gentiles, concentrated his attention on
the maximum possibilities in his own time. . . . This expectation is not that of
apocalyptic, but something that generates tremendous apostolic activity.23

The principle that a “remnant” will remain throughout every age is the basis
for Paul’s hope that “some” would be saved during his ministry.

Finally, verses 30 and 31 support our thesis that Paul is concerned with
the present more than with the future. He writes,

For as you [Gentiles] were once disobedient to God, yet have now obtained
mercy through their [Israel’s] disobedience, even so these [Israel] also have
now been disobedient, that through the mercy shown you [Gentiles] they [Is-
rael] also may now obtain mercy.

The threefold “now” (nuÅn) of these two verses indicates Paul’s emphasis on
the present situation of Israel. Although the ˜nal “now” is textually debated,
most commentators favor its inclusion.24 It is clear that even now Israel is
receiving mercy.

21ÙJ. Scott states, “Paul’s main point in citing this text is that now as always God has preserved

a remnant in Israel” (James Scott, “Restoration of Israel,” in DPL [ed. Gerald F. Hawthorne and

Ralph P. Martin; Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1993] 803).
22ÙHorne, “Meaning” 330.
23ÙG. C. Berkouwer, The Return of Christ (trans. James Van Oosterom; Grand Rapids: Eerd-

mans, 1972) 349.
24ÙSee Bell, Jealousy 149 n. 233, where he cites various scholars who include the third nuÅn as

authentic. The inclusion of the third nuÅn is supported by a, B, and D*.c.
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4. The nature of the “mystery” (v. 25). Paul writes in verses 25 and 26a,

For I do not desire, brethren, that you should be ignorant of this mystery, lest
you should be wise in your own opinion, that a hardening in part has hap-
pened to Israel until the fullness of the Gentiles has come in. And so all Israel
will be saved.

The “mystery” includes a threefold schema: (1) the hardening of part of Is-
rael; (2) the coming in of the fullness of the Gentiles; and (3) the salvation of
all Israel.

What does Paul mean when he states that Israel is experiencing a “hard-
ening in part” (p∫rwsiÍ ajpo; mevrouÍ)? The noun p∫rwsiÍ (“hardening”) corre-
sponds to the verb pwrovw (“were hardened”) in verse 7 where Paul contrasts
the “elect” with the “rest.”25 As in verse 7, in verse 25 Paul is speaking quan-
titatively (“in part”) and not temporally (“for a while”). The verse should not
be understood as meaning “for a while hardening has happened to Israel”
but “a partial hardening (or ‘a hardening in part’) has happened to Israel.”26

Also, by a “hardening in part” Paul does not mean that all of Israel is only
partially hardened, but that some are fully hardened while the elect rem-
nant is being saved. In no way does the phrase suggest that God intends to
initiate a special salvation era for Israel in the future.

There is also debate as to the meaning of “until the fullness of the Gen-
tiles has come in.” Those who a¯rm Paul to be teaching a future mass con-
version of Jews naturally read this phrase to mean that Israel will be
hardened by God for a while but that will change when the fullness of the
Gentiles are saved, after which an unprecedented number of Jews will put
their faith in Christ. Moo paraphrases the verse: “Israel’s partial hardening
will last only until the fullness of the Gentiles comes in—and then it will be
removed.”27 But is that the most natural way to read this phrase?

This question can only be answered by examining aßcri ou• (“until”). This
phrase is essentially terminative in its signi˜cance, implying the end of
something. Yet, only the context can determine where the emphasis lies af-
ter the termination. Often the phrase is used in an eschatological context,
where the termination envisioned contains a ˜nalization aspect that makes
questions concerning the reversal of the circumstance irrelevant. In other
words, what is important is not what will take place after the event is com-
pleted, but that the event is eschatologically ful˜lled.

For example, in 1 Cor 11:26 Paul states that the church is to partake of
the Lord’s Supper and in doing so it proclaims the Lord’s death “until”
(aßcriÍ ou•) he comes. Paul’s purpose is not to stress that one day the church
will not celebrate the Lord’s Supper. Instead his point is that this celebra-
tion will continue “until” the end of time. Also, 1 Cor 15:25 states that
Christ must reign “until” (aßcri ou•) he has put all enemies under his feet.

25ÙIbid. 128.
26Ùajpo; mevrouÍ is used three times in the quantitative sense (Rom 15:15; 2 Cor 1:14; 2:5) and

once in the temporal sense (Rom 15:24); but even the one temporal usage is debated.
27ÙMoo, Romans 717.
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The intended stress is not that a time will come when Christ will no longer
reign, but that he must continue to reign until the last enemy is conquered
at the ˜nal judgment.28

Likewise, the hardening of Israel that will occur “until” the fullness of
the Gentiles comes refers to an eschatological termination. A hardening will
occur throughout the whole of the present age until the return of Christ.
Paul is not suggesting a time when the hardening will be reversed but a
time when the hardening is eschatologically ful˜lled.29

The climax of the mystery is found in verse 26a, “and so all Israel will be
saved.” When seeking to interpret this verse, it is important to remember
that the question under consideration is whether God has forsaken Israel
altogether and not whether there is a special future for Israel. The key to
understanding the phrase “as so all Israel will be saved” centers on the use
of ou§twÍ. There are at least three possibilities: (1) temporal; (2) logical; and
(3) modal. When understood temporally, the phrase reads “and then all Is-
rael will be saved.” This reading is how many understand the verse.30 Hard-
ening has happened to part of Israel “until” the fullness of the Gentiles has
come in; but then, after that, all Israel will be saved. Such a rendering nat-
urally leads one to suppose a special time of grace for ethnic Israel. It must
be noted, however, that ou§twÍ never has temporal signi˜cance.31 A second
possibility is that ou§twÍ has a logical sense. The verse would then read “and
in consequence of this process (v. 25b) all Israel will be saved.” There are a
few cases in Paul where ou§twÍ has a logical sense but most scholars opt for
the third usage.32

Taking ou§twÍ modally (“and in this manner all Israel will be saved”),
however, does settle this interpretative debate. Moo (rightly) argues that
the “manner” comes from verses 11–24, which is then summed up in verse
25.33 His interpretation of these earlier verses, however, leads him to the
wrong conclusion. He states: “God imposes a hardening on most of Israel
while Gentiles come into the messianic salvation, with the Gentiles’ salva-
tion leading in turn to Israel’s jealousy and her own salvation. But this
means that houtos, while not having a temporal meaning, has a temporal
reference.”34

But in its context does ou§twÍ have a temporal reference? Is Paul looking
prospectively into the future beyond the fullness of the Gentiles or is he look-

28ÙAlso see Luke 21:44; Acts 7:18; 27:33; Gal 3:19; Heb 3:13; and Rev 2:25, where aßcri ou• is
used and Matt 24:38; Acts 22:4; and Heb 4:12, where only aßcri is used.

29ÙRobertson, “Future” 220, comments, “the phrase implies not a new beginning after a termi-

nation point in time, but instead the continuation of a prevailing circumstance for Israel until the

end of time.”
30ÙThe New English Bible apparently follows this popular but unsupported rendering by trans-

lating it, “when that has happened, all Israel will be saved.”
31ÙBAGD does not cite one possible use of ou§twÍ with a temporal signi˜cance.
32ÙMoo, Romans 720, lists Rom 1:15; 6:11; 1 Cor 14:25; 1 Thess 4:17; Ho˜us, “All Israel” 35,

only cites 1 Cor 11:28; 1 Thess 4:17.
33ÙIt is possible that the manner is found in what follows but that is not likely in combination

with kaqøÍ gevgraptai.
34ÙMoo, Romans 720; also see Cran˜eld, Romans 576; Bell, Jealousy 136.

Long
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ing retrospectively into the past? In the context of Romans 11, Robertson
rightly explains that it is the latter.

First the promises as well as the Messiah were given to Israel. Then, somehow
in God’s mysterious plan, Israel rejected its Messiah and was cut oˆ from its
position of distinctive privilege. As a result, the coming of Israel’s Messiah
was announced to the Gentiles. The nations then obtained by faith what Is-
rael could not ˜nd by seeking in the strength of their own ˘esh. Frustrated
over seeing the blessings of their messianic kingdom heaped on the Gentiles,
Israel is moved to jealousy. Consequently they too repent, believe, and share
in the promises originally made to them. “And in this manner” (kaµ ou§twÍ), by
such a fantastic process which shall continue throughout the entire present
age “up to” (aßcriÍ ou•) the point that the full number of Gentiles is brought in,
all Israel shall be saved.35

Following the above interpretation, it is natural to take “all Israel” as re-
ferring to the elect of ethnic Israel throughout history. Furthermore, since
we have determined that Paul does not have in mind a special future for Is-
rael it does not seem likely that he is referring to the salvation of the nation
of Israel at a future time. Horne comments: “ . . . when Paul states that ‘all
Israel shall be saved’ he means to refer to the full number of elect Jews
whom it pleases God to bring into his kingdom throughout the ages until
the very day when the full number of Gentiles also shall have been brought
in.”36 Likewise Hendriksen writes:

It is evident . . . that the salvation of “all Israel” was being progressively real-
ized in Paul’s own day and age, and that it will continue to be progressively
realized until “all Israel” shall have been saved. When the full number of elect
Gentiles will have been gathered in, then the full number of elect Jews will
also have been gathered in. . . . In Elijah’s day there was a remnant. In Paul’s
day there was a remnant. In the years to come there would be a remnant.
These remnants of all the ages taken together constitute “all Israel.”37

Furthermore, if “all” meant a great number of Jews at the end of time,
does that interpretation do justice to the meaning of all? It would in fact
only include a small fraction of Jews which is not as climactic as it might
˜rst appear.38 In addition, one must wonder if a future mass conversion of
Israel ˜ts Paul’s theology revealed elsewhere. In 1 Thess 2:14b–16 we read,

For you also suˆered the same things from your own countrymen, just as they
did from the Jews, who killed both the Lord Jesus and their own prophets, and

35ÙRobertson, “Future” 222.
36ÙHorne, “Meaning” 334.
37ÙWilliam Hendriksen, Israel in Prophecy (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1968) 48–51.
38ÙRobertson argues that if one takes “all Israel” to refer to the nation of Israel, it must further

refer to every individual and not merely a majority of the nation. He states that “the hardening

in this context refers to the historical outworking of the principle of reprobation.” He goes on to

say, “if a day is coming in which the principle of reprobation is to be inactive among Israel, then

it must be assumed that every single Israelite living at the time will be saved. If even one Isra-

elite of that period is to be lost, then the principle of ‘hardening’ or ‘reprobation’ still would be ac-

tive” (Robertson, “Future” 223).
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have persecuted us; and they do not please God and are contrary to all men,
forbidding us to speak to the Gentiles that they may be saved, so as always to
˜ll up the measure of their sins; but wrath has come upon them to the end.

Paul states that the wrath of God will come upon the Jews until the end
(eÇÍ tevloÍ). It seems clear from this text that Paul does not imagine a time
when this judgment will be reversed with a special dispensation for the
nation of Israel.39

IV. ANSWERS TO POSSIBLE OBJECTIONS

1. Verses 12 and 15 suggest a future mass conversion of Israel. In verse
12 Paul declares, “Now if their [Israel’s] trespass is riches for the world, and
their failure riches for the Gentiles, how much more their fullness!” Verse
15 parallels verse 12, “For if their [Israel’s] being cast away is the reconcil-
ing of the world, what will their acceptance be but life from the dead?”
Those who interpret Rom 11:26a as referring to a future mass conversion of
Israel state that Israel’s “trespass,” “failure,” and “being cast away” refer to
the present time, whereas their “fullness” and “acceptance” refer to a time
yet to come. Currently, Israel is rejecting Christ, but the time will come
when they accept Christ and will be saved. Therefore, the “fullness” and
“acceptance” of Israel refers to a time, after the present age of gospel proc-
lamation, when Israel again turns to God.

The above interpretation is not without its di¯culties. For example, is
there any evidence in the text that “fullness” (v. 12) must refer to a future
event when Israel returns to their God? One clue to the meaning of “full-
ness” (plhvrwma) is found in verse 25 where Paul speaks of the “fullness” of
the Gentiles. Since virtually every scholar interprets “the fullness of the
Gentiles” as referring to the full number of elect Gentiles throughout his-
tory,40 is it not also likely that the “fullness” of Israel refers to the full num-
ber of elect Jews throughout history? Since verses 12 and 15 are parallel,
the “acceptance” of verse 15 also refers to the consummation of all elect
Jews. Paul, of course, makes an argument from the lesser to the greater. If
the failure of Jews meant the gospel blessings for the Gentiles, then their
acceptance, that is, the coming in of the full number of the elect, will mean
nothing less than the resurrection itself (“life from the dead”). Therefore,
the “fullness” refers to the full number of the elect Israelites, not just the
salvation of the remnant at any one time.41

39ÙI disagree with George Okeke, who claims that Paul’s statements in 1 Thess 2:13–16 cannot

be reconciled with Romans 11. He states, “It is . . . an unacceptable exegesis to harmonize the

Thessalonian passage to ˜t into the theological framework of Romans 9–11” (George Okeke,

“1 Thessalonians 2:13–16: The Fate of the Unbelieving Jews,” NTS 27 [1980] 136).
40ÙFor example, see Cran˜eld, Romans 575; Moo, Romans 719.
41ÙRobertson, “Future” 216, comments, “the ‘receiving’ of the ‘full number’ in Israel will be re-

alized in no way other than the way in which Israelites currently are being ‘received’ and added

to the number.”
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2. Verses 23 and 24 imply that Israel as a nation will again be grafted
in. Paul states in 11:23–24,

And they [Israel] also, if they do not continue in unbelief, will be grafted in,
for God is able to graft them in again. For if you were cut out of the olive tree
which is wild by nature, and were grafted contrary to nature into a good olive
tree, how much more will these, who are the natural branches, be grafted into
their own olive tree?

Those who a¯rm a special future for Israel claim that Paul teaches that Is-
rael as a nation will be grafted into the tree of salvation. There are at least
two di¯culties with such an interpretation. First, it should be noted that
Paul’s primary purpose for using this metaphor is to warn the Gentiles of
pride; they are not the natural branches. In other words, this metaphor was
not given to demonstrate that in the future Israel would be grafted back into
the olive tree. Second, nowhere does Paul state or imply that God is going to
graft all unbelieving Jews back into the tree. Rather, he states that those
who believe will be grafted into the olive tree and are even now being grafted
in. Robertson notes, “this participation by being ‘grafted in’ cannot be post-
poned to some future date, while each and every Gentile believer immedi-
ately experiences the blessings of the covenant. Equally with every (current)
Gentile believer, so every (current) Jewish believer shall be grafted in.”42

3. The “mystery” is no longer a mystery (v. 25). For Paul, “mystery”
(musthvrion) is not something which remains concealed but something which
was hidden and now is revealed. In Rom 16:25–26 Paul declares, “Now to
him who is able to establish you according to my gospel and the preaching
of Jesus Christ, according to the revelation of the mystery (musthvrion)
which was kept secret since the world began but now has been made mani-
fest.”43 Those who reject the position that “all Israel” in verse 26 refers to
the elect Jews throughout history often state that the mystery, which Paul
speaks of is no longer a mystery if Paul is only declaring that all the elect
Jews will be saved. John Murray raises this objection: “that all the elect
will be saved does not have the particularity that ‘mystery’ in this instance
involves.”44 Michael Vanlaningham makes a similar comment: “If ‘all Is-
rael’ is simply the elect from ethnic Israel who are saved along with the
Gentiles throughout the age, special revelation to Paul in the form of a
mysterion (v. 25) is pointless.”45

Paul, however, is not simply asserting that all elect Israel will be saved,
but he is speaking of the manner (“and in this manner”) in which their
salvation will be accomplished. What then is the nature of this mystery?
It likely involves the interdependence of the salvation of the Gentiles and
Israel. Ridderbos explains: “The mystery (v. 25) is thus situated in the

42ÙIbid. 211.
43ÙAlso see Eph 3:4–6 and Col 1:26.
44ÙJohn Murray, The Epistle to the Romans (NICNT; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1968) 2:97.
45ÙMichael Vanlaningham, “Romans 11:25–27 and the Future of Israel in Paul’s Thought,” The

Master’s Seminary Journal 3 (1992) 160; also see Cran˜eld, Romans 576.
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manner in which this fullness of Israel is to be saved: in the strange inter-
dependence of the salvation of Israel and that of the gentiles. . . . God
grants no mercy to Israel without the gentiles, but neither does he do so to
the gentiles without Israel.”46

4. The reference to Israel in verse 25 cannot be diˆerent than that of verse
26. The ˜nal objection that we will consider is the probability of Paul using
the term “Israel” having two diˆerent referents in the space of 2 verses.
Paul’s ˜rst reference to Israel in verse 25 (“a hardening in part has hap-
pened to Israel”) clearly refers to the entire Jewish nation. By stating that
only part of Israel is hardened, he is also including those who are not hard-
ened (i.e. the remnant or the elect). In the next sentence Paul states that “all
Israel will be saved.” Is it likely that “Israel” now refers only to the elect of
Israel?47

It is clear that the reference to “Israel” in verse 25 must refer to ethnic
Israel and not a spiritual Israel consisting of both Jews and Gentiles since
that is contrary to Paul’s usage of the term in Romans 9–11.48 We see no
reason, however, why Paul could not shift the meaning of Israel within two
verses—the ˜rst reference to the nation of Israel as a whole and the second
to the elect within the nation of Israel. For example, in Rom 9:6 Paul states,
“they are not all Israel [the nation] who are of Israel [the elect].” That is,
not all who are from the nation of Israel are part of the elect remnant of Is-
rael. In the same sentence Paul uses Israel to refer to both the nation and
then the elect within the nation. We submit that this is precisely the pat-
tern that Paul uses in 11:25–26.49 Furthermore, there is a similar pattern
in chapter 11 itself. In verse 7 Paul declares, “What then? Israel has not ob-
tained what it seeks; but the elect have obtained it, and the rest were hard-
ened.” Within Israel Paul describes two groups: the “elect” and the “rest.”
There is the Israel who is “currently missing out and the Israel which is al-
ready experiencing the eschatological grace in Christ through faith.”50

46ÙRidderbos, Outline 359–360; also see Hendriksen, Romans 378.
47ÙEven though Moo a¯rms that both references to Israel are the same, he does later add a ca-

veat: “We must note, however, that the interpretation that takes the phrase to refer to the elect

among Israel throughout time deserves consideration as a serious alternative” (Romans 723).
48Ù9:4, 6, 27, 31; 10:19, 21; 11:1, 2, 7, 25. Also, in verse 28 Paul adds that Israel is “beloved for

the sake of their forefathers.” Furthermore, “for Paul in this context to call the church the ‘Israel’

of God would be to fuel the ˜re of the Gentiles’ arrogance by giving them grounds to brag that ‘we

are the true Israel’ ” (Moo, Romans 721). Because of this evidence Hvalvik, “Sonderweg” 100,

notes, “As to the meaning of ‘all Israel,’ there is today almost general agreement that ‘Israel’ here

refers to the Jewish people.”
49ÙWright agrees: “It is impermissible to argue that ‘Israel’ cannot change its referent within

the space of two verses, so that ‘Israel’ in v. 25 must mean the same as ‘Israel’ in v. 26: Paul ac-

tually began the whole section (9.6) with just a programmatic distinction of two ‘Israels’, and

throughout the letter (e.g. 2.25–9) as well as elsewhere (e.g. Philippians 3.2–11) he has system-

atically transferred the privileges and attributes of ‘Israel’ to the Messiah and his people”

(Wright, Climax 250).
50ÙDunn, Theology 522.
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V. CONCLUSION

Based on the above considerations, I submit that Romans 11 does not
teach a future mass conversion of ethnic Israel but that there will always be
a remnant of believing Jews until the end of time. Does this interpretation
minimize the work of God among the Jewish people? On the contrary, it dem-
onstrates the faithfulness of God to his promises and to his people. Further-
more, this interpretation fuels evangelistic eˆorts, since we have the promise
that God will always have a remnant of Jewish people who will be saved by
grace through faith in the Messiah.




