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What In the World Is God Doing? 
Romans 9: 1 – 5  

• In the first 8 chapters of Romans, Paul has clearly explained the theology of our 
salvation, by showing us our sinfulness and inability to save ourselves, and then 
showing us God’s work through Jesus to save us. 

• In chapters 12 – 16, Paul will apply all of this theology to how we live our lives as a 
result of this great salvation that God has brought to us.   

• But in between those two sections, are chapters 9 – 11.  What are they about?   
o Well, by way of a brief answer they are about how God in His sovereignty is 

dealing with the Jews, the Gentiles, and all of creation as He works out His plan of 
salvation for us.  Really, they are Paul’s defense of God’s plan and God’s purpose 
in saving a remnant of people for Himself and His glory. 

o There is no question that these chapters are difficult to navigate, and I think for 
that reason they are often ignored.  These chapters stretch our minds and make 
us think about God as He really is rather than the way we would like Him to be. 

• As humans, it is very easy for us to slip into the mindset that it is all about us, and as a 
result have a very man-centered theology.  Do you know what a man-centered 
theology is?  It is idolatry—making God be what we want Him to be. 

• Even as Christians, it is easy for us to spend most of our time thinking about ourselves 
rather than God, and the result is that we get bogged down in self contemplation and 
an analysis of ourselves.   
o What is the result of this incessant focus on ourselves?  When we fix our eyes on 

ourselves, we become miserable to live with.  We either become miserable 
Pharisees focused on our self-righteousness and the failures of others, that is, if 
we think we have it all together.  Or we become miserable failures if we think we 
don’t have it all together. 

o God didn’t make us to be miserable.  God made us to glorify Him and enjoy Him 
forever, so doesn’t it make sense that if we are truly going to do that, that we 
should take our eyes off of ourselves and put them on God?   
▪ The fact of the matter is that the only way we can truly be set free to love 

and worship God with all of our heart, soul, mind, and strength, is if we take 
our eyes off ourselves and put them on God. 

▪ Listen to the song of Paul’s heart as he concludes this section and his study of 
what in the world God is doing. 

Romans 11: 33 – 36 Oh, the depth of the riches and wisdom and knowledge of God! How 
unsearchable are his judgments and how inscrutable his ways! 34 “For who has known the mind 
of the Lord, or who has been his counselor?”  35 “Or who has given a gift to him that he might be 
repaid?” 36 For from him and through him and to him are all things. To him be glory forever. 

o Paul ends this section, where he looks at how God is moving in history to redeem 
a people to himself, with a great hymn of praise, doing exactly what God created 
Him to do—glorifying God and enjoying Him forever. 

o But the way Paul ends this section is a long way from how he begins it at the start 
of Romans 9.  Listen to how the section starts. 

Romans 9: 1 – 5 I am speaking the truth in Christ—I am not lying; my conscience bears me 
witness in the Holy Spirit— 2 that I have great sorrow and unceasing anguish in my heart. 3 For I 
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could wish that I myself were accursed and cut off from Christ for the sake of my brothers, my 
kinsmen according to the flesh. 4 They are Israelites, and to them belong the adoption, the 
glory, the covenants, the giving of the law, the worship, and the promises. 5 To them belong the 
patriarchs, and from their race, according to the flesh, is the Christ, who is God over all, blessed 
forever. Amen. 

o Paul begins this section in great sorrow and anguish of the heart, and he ends 
with great joy and worship at the end of chapter 11.  What is it that causes Paul 
to go from sorrow and anguish to glorifying God and enjoying him forever?  It is 
Paul working through what in the world God is doing. 
▪ It is Paul coming to realize that it is all about God. 

• We will talk more about Paul’s anguish and sorrow next week, but for now, just notice 
what the anguish and sorrow are rooted in.  It is rooted in how mankind, specifically 
the Jews, has squandered the blessings God poured into their lives. 
o Focusing on man and what man is doing will always take us into misery. 

Romans 3: 23 For all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God 

o Failures or Pharisees, we all fall short of the real glory God made us to have.   
o How do we recover the glory we lost because of sin?  It is not by trying to save 

ourselves, but rather by focusing our attention on God’s sovereign work of 
salvation in our lives—what in the world God is doing to redeem us and coming to 
the realization that Paul did.  It is not about us, but about God.   
▪ We are not the focal point of history.  God is. 

Romans 8: 30 those whom he predestined he also called, and those whom he called he 
also justified, and those whom he justified he also glorified. 

▪ God is doing it all.  God has moved in time and space to secure our salvation.   

• Romans 8: 30 is the first place that Paul uses the word predestination in the book of 
Romans.  But it is certainly not the last.  God’s election and predestination of those 
who would believe is the central theme of chapters 9 – 11.   

• The idea of predestination and election are ideas that many in Christianity struggle 
with.  And I expect as we go through these next three chapters that there will be 
times, we struggle with what Paul is saying. 
o Before becoming a champion of the doctrines of election and predestination, R. 

C. Sproul hated them, and didn’t see how they could possibly be true.  For five 
years he resisted them, even debating his seminary professors. 
▪ While he was in seminary he was also working as a student pastor at a 

church, and he had a note on his desk to himself that he looked at every day.  
It read, “You are required to believe, to preach, and to teach what the Bible 
says is true, not what you want the Bible to say is true.” 

▪ As he thought about predestination and election, that note haunted him.  
Finally, after having to translate Romans 9 from Greek to English for a 
seminary class, he gave up.  He said he simply could find no way to get 
around Paul’s teaching on predestination that was in that chapter.  He says, 
he surrendered with his head, but not with his heart.  “I’ll believe it because 
it is the Word of God, but I don’t have to like it.” 
➢ That is true, isn’t it?  If it is the Word of God, we have to believe it, even 

if we don’t like it.  But listen to what he says happened next. 
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“I soon discovered that God has created us so that the heart is supposed to follow the head. I 
could not, with impunity, love something with my head that I hated in my heart. Once I began to 

see the cogency of the doctrine and its broader implications, my eyes were opened to the 
graciousness of grace and to the grand comfort of God's sovereignty. I began to like the doctrine 
little by little, and it burst upon my soul that the doctrine revealed the depths and the riches of 

the mercy of God. Now I rejoiced in a gracious savior who alone was immortal, invisible, the only 
wise God.”  R.C. Sproul Chosen By God p. 13 

o That is what happens when we properly understand the doctrine of 
predestination and what it means for our lives.  Rather than turning us into mind 
numbed zombie robots, we become what God made us to be—people who 
worship him and glorify him forever. 
▪ As we realize all that God has done, how God has moved in history to save us 

from our sin and rebellion, we can’t help but to sing a song of praise. 

• Many people mistakenly think that predestination is something that Luther and Calvin 
cooked up as part of the Reformation in the 16th century, but that simply isn’t true.  
1300 years before Luther and Calvin there lived a theologian named Augustine, who’s 
thinking shaped what would become the central tenants of the Reformation.   

• It was Augustine who took Paul’s teaching, that we find here in the book of Romans, 
and first turned it into the system of doctrine which we embrace as our theology 
today.  Our understanding of what Paul is teaching here in Romans is rooted in the 
early church and the thinking of Augustine. 
o Augustine saw clearly that in Romans 5, Paul is teaching that Adam’s sin was no 

private affair. Adam represented all men. When Adam fell, all fell in him.  

Romans 5: 12  Therefore, just as sin came into the world through one man, and death through 
sin, and so death spread to all men because all sinned. 

▪ Because Adam was our representative, Adam’s sin brought sin to everyone.  
We are all guilty as a result of Adam’s sin.  Now, if at first glance it doesn’t 
seem fair that God would find us guilty because of Adam’s sin, just 
remember this, God also finds us righteous because of Christ’s righteousness. 
➢ By God’s design, Adam’s sin is imputed to all of humanity by birth, and 

Christ’s righteousness is imputed to all of God’s elect by faith. 

Romans 5: 18 – 19 Therefore, as one trespass led to condemnation for all men, so one act of 
righteousness leads to justification and life for all men. 19 For as by the one man's disobedience 
the many were made sinners, so by the one man's obedience the many will be made righteous. 

▪ But we are not only born guilty because of Adam’s sin, we are also 
debilitated by Adam’s sin—meaning we are unable to save ourselves.  

Colossians 2:13 When you were dead in your transgressions and the uncircumcision of your 
flesh, He made you alive together with Him, having forgiven us all our transgressions, 

▪ So, in the sinfulness of our pride, we are born dead in sin, unable to believe 
the gospel or respond to God.  

• The way Augustine understood Paul’s teaching is that we are like a man dead on the 
bottom of the ocean.   We are not just drowning, but drowned, dead, therefore, God 
must choose and elect those that will be saved by sending His Spirit to resurrect them 
so that they become able to respond to the thrown lifeline. 
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o This is what we mean when we say, God gives the elect the gift of faith. We are 
spiritually dead. God resurrects us so that we can believe. God gives us new birth 
and then we believe and repent. God justifies us and empowers us to grow in 
holiness. Eventually God glorifies us. God does it all. 

• The core of Augustine’s understanding and teaching on predestination is that God 
saves without violating man’s moral responsibility to seek and obey God.  Man is free 
to choose, and responsible for the choices, but because of sin, man is unable to 
choose, without God’s intervention.   

• But at the same time Augustine lived and taught, there was also a British monk by the 
name of Pelagius, who was teaching something very different from Augustine. 
o Pelagius was the spiritual John Wayne of the 5th century.  He rightly believed that 

God expected perfection, but wrongly believed that every human had the ability 
to be perfect.   
▪ Relying on reason, rather than the Word of God, he reasoned that God gives 

all men power to obey what He commands. If not, God would be unjust.  
Grace was not important to Pelagius. Rather, his Christianity depended upon 
a “pull yourself up by the bootstraps” spirituality.  

o Whereas Augustine saw men as dead on the bottom of the ocean, Pelagius saw 
man as treading water and able to climb into the boat by himself—the ability was 
there, all man had to do was want it bad enough. 

• Anyone who is truly a Christian, knows Pelagianism does not accord with what the 
Bible teaches.  All we have to do is look at Ephesians 2: 8-9 to see that. 

Ephesians 2: 8 – 9 For by grace you have been saved through faith. And this is not your own 
doing; it is the gift of God, 9 not a result of works, so that no one may boast.  

• Deep down in our sinful pride, we would all like to be full blown Pelagians—thinking 
that we are capable of pulling ourselves up into the boat. 
o Why do we want to think this way?  Well, think why Eve took the fruit when Satan 

tempted her.  What did Satan say to her? 

Genesis 3: 4 – 5 The serpent said to the woman, “You will not surely die. 5 For God knows that 
when you eat of it your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God, knowing good and evil.” 

o Eve took the fruit to be like God.  All of our sin is actually rooted in that thought 
of wanting to be like God.  In our pride we want to be in control.  In our pride, we 
want to think we are acting as God working to save ourselves.  Our pride makes 
us desire to pull ourselves up by our own bootstraps. 

• A person becomes a Christian, when they realize that they haven’t just fallen into the 
ocean, but that they indeed have drowned, and they need the salvation that God 
offers through Jesus to rescue them. 

• But that still leaves the question, is it all God and all grace, or does man need to 
contribute something?  Does God just throw us a lifeline that we need to grab hold of 
as we are drowning , or does God need to do everything, because we are drowned 
and dead? 

• There are a lot of Christians who are what would be called Semi-Pelagians believing 
that salvation is a cooperative venture between them and God.   They see man as 
having fallen overboard and drowning, and as a result, man needs God to throw him a 
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lifeline, but then it is up to man to grab hold of the lifeline and pull themselves into 
the boat.  

• A quick glance at history, and how God seemingly dealt with the Jews, would seem to 
say to us that the semi-pelagic line of thinking is more correct.  That is that God 
throws us a lifeline in Jesus, and it is up to us to grab it.  After all isn’t that what we see 
in the Old Testament?   
o God threw the Israelites a lifeline.  He made them His chosen people, but then 

they rejected God’s means of salvation-Jesus. 
o Doesn’t that prove that God provides the means of salvation, but it is up to us to 

choose to receive it?   
▪ There is no argument that is true.  It is up to us to choose to embrace the 

salvation God offers to us.  An Augustinian, reformed understanding of 
salvation wouldn’t refute that man must choose to grab hold of the salvation 
God provides.   

▪ The real question is how are we able to choose to grab hold?  Are we able to 
choose because we are only in the process of drowning, or are we able to 
choose, because God in His mercy revives after we have drowned are dead? 

• This is actually the argument that Paul is seeking to address here in Romans 9 – 11.  
Once again Paul is writing in anticipation of perceived objections that people may 
have to his theology.  Paul has clearly stated that it is God who does it all.    

Romans 8: 30 those whom he predestined he also called, and those whom he called he also 
justified, and those whom he justified he also glorified. 

o And because God is the one doing it all, salvation, that is glorification, is 
guaranteed.  This is Paul’s argument, if God elected you and predestined you, 
then He will call you, justify you, and glorify you. 

o But Paul knows that anyone who looks at Old Testament history will call his 
argument into doubt, because what happened with the Jews seems to point to a 
more semi-pelagic way of viewing salvation.  

• As we begin this study, it is important to see the overall outline of these chapters as 
they apply to the central question Paul is raising, namely: Is Israel proof that God only 
provides the means of salvation, but the result of God’s provision isn’t guaranteed 
because ultimately it is up to man? 

• That is a question he raises in verse 6.  Has God's word failed?   
o If God’s election and predestination of the Jews failed to bring them to glory, then 

how can we believe that His election and predestination of us are guaranteed to 
bring us to glory? 

• Now, as I mentioned before, some people try to work around this question by saying, 
God’s election and predestination make it possible, but then God leaves it up to us to 
make it happen.   
o That would seem to be true in the case of the Jews wouldn’t it?   

▪ God chose them in Abraham, redeemed and brought them into the Promised 
Land through Moses.  God made it all possible, but everything seemingly fell 
apart because of the unfaithfulness of the Jews.  In this way of looking at 
things, God’s word didn’t fail, the Jews did. 

o That is certainly true on the surface, but it makes the sovereignty of God 
subservient to the will of man.  God is not in control man is.   
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▪ A lot of people think that way.  Just recently on the local Christian radio 
station, one of the DJs made the comment to the effect that the only thing 
more powerful than God is the will of man.  Do you realize what terrible 
theology that is?  Do realize how weak a God like that is?   

▪ That thinking springs from the mindset that when it comes to the Jews that 
God’s word had failed.  The Jews will was more powerful than God so 
therefore God’s purpose failed.  But how do you reconcile that with: 

Isaiah 40: 8 The grass withers, the flower fades, but the word of our God will stand forever. 

• This is exactly what Paul is doing for us here in chapters 9 – 11.  He is showing that 
God’s word has not failed in the case of the Jews, and it will not fail for us either.  So, 
let’s take these next few moments and just do a 30,000-foot flyover of chapters 9 -11 
to see Paul’s defense of God’s word, God’s election and predestination, and the 
certainty of our salvation, as God works through history to orchestrate our salvation. 

1. God's historical purpose toward the Jewish nation has not failed, because all whom 
God is elected to salvation are or will be saved. 

• After Paul asked the question “has God's word failed?” look what he writes:  

Romans 9: 6 – 8 not all who are descended from Israel belong to Israel, 7 and not all are children 
of Abraham because they are his offspring, but “Through Isaac shall your offspring be 
named.” 8 This means that it is not the children of the flesh who are the children of God, but the 
children of the promise are counted as offspring.  

• What does Paul mean by this?  What we can see immediately is that Paul is making a 
distinction between Abraham’s biological offspring and those who are Abraham’s 
offspring by faith. 
o The point is that membership in the outward, visible Jewish nation did not 

guarantee salvation, any more than outward, visible membership in a Christian 
Church guarantees the salvation of a church member today. What determines 
salvation is the electing grace of God in Christ. 
▪ In chapter 9, we see Paul cite the example of God choosing between two of 

Abraham's offspring.  Ishmael who was born to Abraham first and Isaac who 
was born who was born second, but was the child of the covenant, the child 
of promise.  Both were Abraham’s biological offspring, but only Isaac was 
chosen by God to be the heir of the covenant blessing. 

▪ And then one generation later, the same thing happens with Isaac’s 
offspring.  Jacob, the one who was the younger brother, was chosen rather 
than Esau the older brother.  Paul drives home the point that God’s election 
is based on grace rather than national or organizational distinctives by 
quoting from Exodus 33:19. 

Romans 9: 15  “I will have mercy on whom I have mercy, and I will have compassion on whom I 
have compassion.” 

▪ God is sovereign in His choice of who will receive justice and who will 
receive mercy. 

2. God's historical purpose toward the Jewish nation has not failed, because God had 
previously revealed that not all Israel would be saved and that some gentiles would 
be saved.  (Romans 9: 25 – 29) 
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• If God had promised in advance that all Jews would be saved and then had failed to 
save some of them, God would indeed have failed but no one can claim failure on 
God's part if, because God foretold in advance that precisely what has happened  with 
the Jews would happen, namely, that many Jews would not believe and would be 
scattered and that, in their place many gentiles would be gathered to Christ.  
o Paul shows us this by quoting verses from the Old Testament for example.  In 

Romans 9: 25, Paul quotes from Hosea 2: 23 and he applies that quote to the 
salvation of the Gentiles. 

Romans 9: 25 – 26 “Those who were not my people I will call ‘my people,’ and her who was not 
beloved I will call ‘beloved.’” 26 “And in the very place where it was said to them, ‘You are not 
my people,’ there they will be called ‘sons of the living God.’” 

▪ Even as God promised to bless Abraham and make him into a great nation, 
God’s intention all along was that salvation would come to the Gentiles 
through Abraham and his offspring. 

Genesis 12: 2 – 3 I will make of you a great nation, and I will bless you and make your name 
great, so that you will be a blessing…. and in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed.”  

o God’s intention was not that all of Abraham’s biological offspring would be saved, 
but rather that salvation would come through his offspring to bless every nation, 
tribe, and tongue.   
▪ In fact, in Isaiah 10: 22, which Paul quotes in Romans 9: 27, God makes it 

clear that not all of Abraham’s biological offspring will be saved    

Romans 9: 27 “Though the number of the sons of Israel be as the sand of the sea, only a 
remnant of them will be saved” 

3. God’s historical purpose toward the Jewish nation has not failed, because the failure 
of the Jews to believe was their fault, not God’s. (Romans 9: 30 – 10: 21) 

Romans 9: 31 – 32 Israel who pursued a law that would lead to righteousness did not succeed in 
reaching that law. 32 Why? Because they did not pursue it by faith, but as if it were based on 
works. 

• Paul clearly showed us in Romans chapter 4 that the Old Testament way of salvation 
and the New Testament way of salvation are the same.  Faith in the way of salvation 
provided by God through His Son, Jesus Christ.   
o Abraham, David, and all the other Old Testament figures who were saved were 

saved through faith not works.  But  rather than believing in faith, many Jews 
sought to be approved by God on the basis of their own good deeds and 
righteousness.  Their reliance on works to save them was due to the hardness of 
their heart rather than a failure of God’s word.   

4. God’s historical purpose toward the Jewish nation has not failed, because some, in 
fact, many Jews were saved. (Romans 11: 1 – 10) 

• First, Paul uses himself as an example in: 

Romans 11: 1 I ask, then, has God rejected his people? By no means! For I myself am an 
Israelite, a descendant of Abraham, a member of the tribe of Benjamin. 2 God has not rejected 
his people whom he foreknew. 

• As long as even one Jewish person has been saved, no one can claim that God has 
rejected his people completely.  
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o In fact, Paul goes on to show us that, just like God preserved a remnant of 7,000 
in the days of Elijah, He is preserving a remnant today. 

Romans 11: 5  So too at the present time there is a remnant, chosen by grace. 

5. God’s historical purpose toward the Jewish nation has not failed, because the 
salvation of the gentiles that is now occurring, is meant to arouse Israel to envy and 
thus be the means of saving even more of them, in the future. (Romans 11: 11 – 32) 

Romans 11: 11 So I ask, did they (the Jews) stumble in order that they might fall? By no means! 
Rather, through their trespass salvation has come to the Gentiles, so as to make Israel jealous. 

• God has the right to do anything he wants, particularly with sinners who have only 
opposed him. He can save whom he wants, since salvation is by grace.  He can 
condemn whom he wants, since this is justice. God is using his work among the 
gentiles to stir Israel from her self-righteousness, self-complacency, and lethargy so 
that one day many will come to salvation. 

• God’s word is not failing.   
o Paul is showing us that God is doing great things in the flow of human history 

from the very earliest moments in which He began to save our fallen race, 
through the period in which he began to work in a special way through the nation 
of Israel, to the coming of the Messiah, to the rejection of Jesus by most of His 
own people, to the offer of the gospel to the gentiles, and the eventual 
conversion of many in Israel so that Jew and Gentile may be saved and joined 
together as one people in Christ.   

• This is what in the world God is doing.  In all of this, Paul is giving a justification of the 
ways of God toward humanity.   

• So, how do we fit in?   
o If you're a Christian, God is at work forming Jesus Christ in you so that at the end 

of time you will be part of a vast host of believers Jew and gentile who will stand 
before him as sisters and brothers of his beloved son, singing His praises. 
▪ As I said at the beginning of our time together our problem is that we often 

take our eyes off of what God's doing and put them on what we're doing.   

➢ If you were feeling self-righteous, a little bit like a pharisee, remember 
the Jews who sought salvation through works did not find it.  

➢ If you were feeling like a failure, like you are remaining dead in your sins 
remember that it is God who it is at work saving you. 

➢ In either case we must take our eyes off ourselves and what we're doing 
and put them on God and what he is doing.  God’s plan and purpose in 
all of history is to make us alive in Christ to be with him forever, so that 
we glorify Him and enjoy Him forever.  

Romans 11: 33 – 36 Oh, the depth of the riches and wisdom and knowledge of God! How 
unsearchable are his judgments and how inscrutable his ways!  34 “For who has known the mind 
of the Lord, or who has been his counselor?”  35 “Or who has given a gift to him that he might be 
repaid?”  36 For from him and through him and to him are all things. To him be glory forever. 
Amen. 


