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Outside In and Inside Out 
Romans 9: 30 – 33 

• In Romans 9, Paul has been discussing the “Gentile problem.”  At least it was a Gentile 
problem in the eyes of a Jewish beholder.  What was the Gentile problem?  Well, the 
early church had become full of Gentiles.  They were everywhere.  How does one 
explain, that in the church, the Jews were out, and the Gentiles were in? 
o In spite of severe persecution, the early church was growing and most of the 

growth was from Gentile converts rather than Jewish converts. 
o How does one explain that, in view of the fact that the Jews were God’s chosen 

people, and the Messiah was a Jew?  It is kind of upside down and inside out. 

• Why were there so few Jews believing in Christ?  

• Paul gave us the first part of the answer to that question in verses 6-24.  It is God’s 
election—God’s choice.   
o God has chosen some in Israel to be saved, but not all. God never obliged himself 

to save every Israelite:  

Romans 9: 8  it is not the children of the flesh who are the children of God, but the children of 
the promise are counted as offspring. 

▪ God does this, verse 11 says: 

Romans 9: 11 in order that God's purpose of election might continue, not because of works but 
because of him who calls 

o Paul has gone to great lengths to show us that God is completely sovereign in His 
election.  Think of the quote that Paul gave us from God in the book of Exodus:  

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

o As a result of that statement, Paul draws the only conclusion that one can draw: 

Romans 9: 18 So then he has mercy on whomever he wills, and he hardens whomever he wills. 

o In fact, to show that God indeed has the sovereign right to choose, Paul compares 
God to a potter fashioning vessels out of clay. 

Romans 9: 20 – 21 Will what is molded say to its molder, “Why have you made me like 
this?” 21 Has the potter no right over the clay, to make out of the same lump one vessel for 
honorable use and another for dishonorable use? 

• So, the freedom of God in election is Paul’s first answer to why only some Jews – and 
now also many Gentiles (v. 24) – are being saved.  But as we will see today, that is not 
the only reason.  There is second that goes with that first reason.  The Gentiles 
attained something that the Jews did not. 
o This shouldn’t have really been a surprise to anyone who was a student of the 

Scriptures, because what was happening with the Jews and the Gentiles is exactly 
what God said would happen as He spoke through the Old Testament prophets. 
▪ Through the prophet Hosea, who lived 800 years before Christ, God said this 

about the Gentiles coming in: 

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.’” 
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• By God’s sovereign election, even though the Gentiles had been on the outside and 
not God’s people, now they were insiders, part of the people of God, and they were 
coming into the church in large numbers.   

• Meanwhile the Jews who had been the insiders were becoming the outsiders with 
only a small remnant of them coming into the church.  Which is exactly what the 
prophet Isaiah spoke about 700 years before them time of Christ. 

Romans 9: 27 And Isaiah cries out concerning Israel: “Though the number of the sons of 
Israel be as the sand of the sea, only a remnant of them will be saved, 

o Even Jesus foretold the insiders being out and outsiders being in, in a parable. 

Matthew 21: 33 – 45  “Hear another parable. There was a master of a house who planted a 
vineyard and put a fence around it and dug a winepress in it and built a tower and leased it to 
tenants and went into another country. 34 When the season for fruit drew near, he sent his 
servants[c] to the tenants to get his fruit. 35 And the tenants took his servants and beat one, 
killed another, and stoned another. 36 Again he sent other servants, more than the first. And 
they did the same to them. 37 Finally he sent his son to them, saying, ‘They will respect my 
son.’ 38 But when the tenants saw the son, they said to themselves, ‘This is the heir. Come, let us 
kill him and have his inheritance.’ 39 And they took him and threw him out of the vineyard and 
killed him. 40 When therefore the owner of the vineyard comes, what will he do to those 
tenants?” 41 They said to him, “He will put those wretches to a miserable death and let out the 
vineyard to other tenants who will give him the fruits in their seasons.”  42 Jesus said to 
them, “Have you never read in the Scriptures: “‘The stone that the builders rejected has become 
the cornerstone; this was the Lord's doing, and it is marvelous in our eyes’?  43 Therefore I tell 
you, the kingdom of God will be taken away from you and given to a people producing its 
fruits. 44 And the one who falls on this stone will be broken to pieces; and when it falls on 
anyone, it will crush him.”  45 When the chief priests and the Pharisees heard his parables, they 
perceived that he was speaking about them. 

• In fulfillment of the words of the prophets, and in accord with the words of Jesus, the 
Jews were becoming outsiders and the Gentiles were becoming insiders and based on 
what Paul has been teaching us here in Romans 9, it was all happening according to 
God’s sovereign purpose in election. 

• But when we get to Romans 9:30 Paul gives another answer why this is happening.  
And it is an answer that at first glance seems to contradict everything Paul has just 
said about the sovereignty of God’s election.  But of course, it doesn’t.  But admittedly 
it sure seems that way. 

Romans 9: 30 – 33 What shall we say, then? That Gentiles who did not pursue righteousness 
have attained it, that is, a righteousness that is by faith; 31 but that 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. They have stumbled over the stumbling 
stone, 33 as it is written,  “Behold, I am laying in Zion a stone of stumbling, and a rock of offense; 
and whoever believes in him will not be put to shame.” 

• In its simplest terms, what Paul is giving us here is an explanation of why the Gentiles 
are in and the Jews are out.  The Gentiles had attained righteousness and the Jews 
had not.  How did that happen? 
o If anyone had an inside track to righteousness it would have seemed to be the 

Jews.  But, in spite of all of their striving for righteousness, the Jews were not 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew%2021&version=ESV#fen-ESV-23858c
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succeeding in their quest for righteousness, while the Gentiles, who didn’t even 
seem to be trying, were.  Why? 

1. The apparent contradiction 

• Paul has been asserting that God is completely sovereign over a person’s salvation.  As 
he points out in Romans 8:30: 

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

o According to what Paul has been teaching, belief and unbelief are according to 
God’s sovereign purpose. 

Romans 9: 18 So then he has mercy on whomever he wills, and he hardens whomever he wills. 

▪ Paul is clearly attributing belief and unbelief to God’s sovereign purpose. 

Romans 9: 30 – 32  That Gentiles who did not pursue righteousness have attained it, that is, a 
righteousness that is by faith; 31 but that 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 

• It seems like Paul is contradicting himself.  He has been saying that God is sovereign 
over man’s belief and unbelief, but, in Romans 9: 30 – 33, he is saying that it is man 
that is in control.  People are saved by what they do.  Paul is clearly saying that people 
are saved by attaining righteousness.   
o Paul is clearly saying that the Jews are out because they did the wrong thing.  

They pursued a law to lead to righteousness, and they failed in the pursuit.  Paul 
is clearly saying the Jews, are responsible for their own lostness. 
▪ Now, there are actually some commentators who at this point will say, “Yup, 

Paul is contradicting himself, because he has worked himself into this corner 
and has no choice.” 
⬧ But think why we can’t say that.  The Bible is not just the work of Paul’s 

mind, it is the inerrant, inspired word of God.  It is truth.  It cannot 
contradict itself.   

⬧ But even laying that aside, we must conclude that Paul was a brilliant 
thinker. After all, he put in writing the doctrines of the Christian faith 
and strategically spread it in such a way that it conquered the Roman 
empire and became the single greatest religious movement in history.  

⬧ So, it is not likely that a man of his intellect would unwittingly contradict 
himself within one chapter of what he was writing. But if this is not a 
contradiction or mistake, then what is going on? 

• How can Paul assert that God only saves people through election, and yet still assert 
that people who disbelieve are responsible for their behavior?   
o Paul is teaching us that there is a huge difference between an explanation of how 

people are lost and how people are saved. 
▪ For example, Carey and I go on a hike with no map, no GPS, no cell phone, no 

idea where we are going.  We get lost.  Who is responsible for our lostness?  
We are, of course.  Nobody made us get lost, nobody had to elect us to 
lostness.  We did it all by ourselves. 

▪ In our lostness we are so lost that we could never find our way out.  The only 
way that we will be saved is if someone sovereignly moves to save us.  We 
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are totally responsible for our lostness, but we are also totally dependent on 
someone else to sovereignly save us.   

▪ This is what the Bible teaches. God’s election alone accounts for our 
salvation, but non-election does not account for our lostness.  The reason we 
are lost is because: 

Isaiah 53: 6 All we like sheep have gone astray; we have turned—everyone—to his own way. 

▪ We are lost because we have wandered from the path of righteousness. 

• There is no contradiction at all.  Man is totally responsible for his lost estate and God 
is totally responsible for man’s salvation.  Let me put it another way.  We are lost only 
because of our election, our choice to wander from the path of righteousness, but we 
are saved only by God’s election. 

• Once man lost righteousness, our condition became one of complete lostness.  And 
that condition is a condition that affects everyone. 

Romans 3: 22 – 23 there is no distinction: 23 for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, 

2. How do we attain the change in our condition? 

• To understand that we have to start by understanding just what it means to be lost.  
The cause of our lostness is us, but what does it really mean to be lost? 

• Spiritually to be lost is to be separated from God.  Think of it this way, when Adam and 
Eve sinned, we became separated from the presence of God, literally kicked out of the 
garden, and we have been wandering in the wilderness ever since.  What was it that 
caused that lostness, that separation? A lack of righteousness. 
o To get back to the garden we have to find a way to deal with sin, because the only 

way we can be in the presence of God is if we are righteous. 
▪ God is holy and perfect and just. He hates sin. His righteousness blazes 

against all of our rebellion and sin.  Imperfection of any kind cannot 
approach his blazing holiness without being punished. Only persons who  are 
perfectly righteous can stand before God without being destroyed. 
⬧ The problem is there aren’t any perfectly righteous people (except 1).  

Romans 3:9-10 both Jews and Greeks, are under sin, as it is written: “None is righteous, no, not 
one;” 

o The only way to lose our state of lostness is to find a way back to righteousness.  
But we can’t find our way back because we are so lost. 

• Now here is what is really interesting.  Look what Paul says in: 

Romans 9: 30 Gentiles who did not pursue righteousness  

o The Gentiles either didn’t realize they were lost or didn’t care.  It’s as if they were 
saying, “Sure we are in the wilderness, but its not so bad, and we will never find 
our way back, so why even try?  So, let’s just settle in and make the best of it.” 

o But the Jews were exactly the opposite.  It was as if the Jews were saying, “Yes, 
we are lost, and we are going in the wrong direction, but if we just keep going 
faster in the wrong direction, we will become unlost.  We can just work our way 
out of our lostness.” 

o But it doesn’t work that way, does it?  Because as we have already seen, there is 
no one righteous and even when we do righteous things they are of no value to 
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God.  Our righteous acts may make us feel good about ourselves and our standing 
in relation to others, but to God: 

Isaiah 64: 6 We have all become like one who is unclean, and all our righteous deeds are like a 
polluted garment.  We all fade like a leaf, and our iniquities, like the wind, take us away. 

• We need righteousness to get back to the Garden, back to God, but once you lose 
righteousness it is gone and no matter how hard you work you can’t get it back again.  
So, if we look to ourselves and our works for our righteousness, we will remain lost.  
We can never attain righteousness because we have wrongness, and as long as we 
have some wrongness, we can never be right with God. 

• The Jews were working for righteousness but didn’t attain it.  The Gentiles weren’t 
looking for righteousness but did.  Why?   
o Think about the different ways that “religious/moral” people and 

“irreligious/unbelieving” people respond to the gospel today.  
o Irreligious people may well trample the gospel underfoot, especially when they 

are young, but as time goes on, they often come to recognize their own sin, 
because they know they are lost and feel it in the brokenness of their life.  

o But religious people are much less honest with themselves about their sin, and 
generally have a smugness, a condescending attitude toward others, and a feeling 
that: I try hard, so God owes me.  
▪ Do you remember Jesus’ parable of the Pharisee and the tax collector who 

went into the temple to pray?  Luke’s preface begins like this: 

Luke 18: 9 Jesus also told this parable to some who trusted in themselves that they were 
righteous, and treated others with contempt:  

⬧ And then the parable 

Luke 18: 10 – 14 “Two men went up into the temple to pray, one a Pharisee and the other a tax 
collector. 11 The Pharisee, standing by himself, prayed thus: ‘God, I thank you that I am not like 
other men, extortioners, unjust, adulterers, or even like this tax collector. 12 I fast twice a week; I 
give tithes of all that I get.’ 13 But the tax collector, standing far off, would not even lift up his 
eyes to heaven, but beat his breast, saying, ‘God, be merciful to me, a sinner!’ 14 I tell you, this 
man went down to his house justified, rather than the other. For everyone who exalts himself 
will be humbled, but the one who humbles himself will be exalted.” 

▪ The religious person, the Pharisee, couldn’t see his lostness, because he was 
too busy trying to find a righteousness of his own.   

▪ But the tax collector knew there was no hope for himself within himself.  He 
knew that from man’s perspective and God’s perspective, that he was 
irretrievably lost.  So, while the Pharisee relied on his works the tax collector 
cried out for mercy. 

▪ Now which of those two attained righteousness?  “The tax collector went 
down to his house justified, rather than the other.” 
⬧ What Paul says in Romans 9 was a remarkable thing to say in that day.  It 

was turning things upside down to say that the Gentiles attained 
righteousness and the Jews did not.  But that pales in comparison to 
what Jesus taught in this parable.   

⬧ Because in Jesus’ day, the Pharisees were considered the most 
righteous, and tax collectors were seen as lower than even Gentiles.   
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⬧ But it was the tax collector that went home justified, while the religious 
Pharisee remained unjustified.   

• Think about this, the tax collector attained righteousness that he wasn’t even looking 
for.  The Pharisee failed to attain it even though he was desperately trying to get it. 
o Why?  Well, just consider the focus of the two men as they prayed.  What was the 

focus of the tax collector?  His sin and his need for mercy.  He wasn’t looking for 
righteousness at all.  He was looking for mercy.  Because he saw his lostness, his 
sin, he saw his need for mercy, and seeing his need for mercy caused him to cry 
out to God who in mercy moved to justify him—declare him righteous. 

1 John 1: 9 If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us 
from all unrighteousness. 

▪ Only God in his mercy can forgive our sin and make us righteous, and the 
way to get mercy is to ask, but if we don’t see our sin we will never ask. 
⬧ Think of the Pharisee.  He was trying so hard to attain righteousness that 

he never saw his sin.  Because he never saw his sin, he never cried out 
for mercy.  Because he never cried out for mercy, his sin clung to him, so 
even his righteous deeds were still like filthy rags.   

o Now arguably, at least in the eyes of the society of Jesus’ day, the Pharisee was 
far more righteous, than the tax collector.  Apart from the mercy of God the tax 
collector had zero righteousness.  The Pharisee was like Mary Poppins, practically 
perfect in every way, but practically perfect isn’t perfect, and if you aren’t perfect, 
you aren’t righteous, and if you aren’t righteous then you are unrighteous.  99% 
righteous is still unrighteousness and unacceptable to God. 
▪ The Pharisee was kind of like the words to that old Paul Simon song, Slip 

Sliding Away.  Do you remember the lyric?  “You know the nearer your 
destination, the more you’re slip sliding away.” 
⬧ He was almost there, but the fact that he knew he was almost there, 

kept him from ever getting there.  In fact, the closer he thought he was 
the further away he became. 

⬧ The Pharisee never saw his lostness because he was too focused on his 
own perceived goodness. 

• This is why I tell you all of the time, and I know this sounds crazy for a preacher to say, 
but instead of focusing on being good, we need to instead focus on the reality of our 
sin and lostness.  Why? 
o Because seeing our sin, makes us see our lostness, and seeing the truth of our 

lostness, will cause us to come to Jesus who is our true righteousness. 

• Don’t let your faith merely be a trust in God to make you a better person, to help you 
perform an imperfect righteousness that will never be sufficient to save you.   
o Instead, let your faith be a trust in God to provide the perfect righteousness that 

another has done for you. 

Romans 3: 22 the righteousness of God through faith in Jesus Christ for all who believe 

• The reason why God sent his son into the world wasn’t to merely teach you how to 
live or give you a good example to follow.  If that is all that Jesus does for you, you will 
still be lost, because: 

Hebrews 12: 14 Without holiness no one will see the Lord. 
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o Holiness is true righteousness with no imperfections.  Just living a good life, a life 
better than others doesn’t make you truly holy and righteous, in a way that is 
acceptable to God. 

• To see God, we need an alien righteousness.  A righteousness that is apart from us and 
what we do but becomes part of us by faith in Christ.   

Romans 3: 22 the righteousness of God through faith in Jesus Christ for all who believe 

o God sent his Son, Jesus Christ, into the world to live the life that we could never 
live, a life of perfect righteousness.  Why?  So that we can have that 
righteousness as our own.   
▪ But if our hands are tightly clinched around our own righteousness and good 

works, like the Pharisee’s were, then we can receive that righteousness of 
Christ.  We have to let go of our own merit, our righteousness before we can 
take hold of Christ’s. 
⬧ The tax collector walked into the Temple with no righteousness of his 

own, so his hands were empty to take hold of the mercy and 
righteousness of God in Jesus Christ 

• Righteousness isn’t attained by works it is attained by faith in Christ. 
o Today, you can attain righteousness, today, you can go home justified before 

God, all you have to do is be like the tax collector and cry out to God, “Have 
mercy on me the sinner.”  When you do that, God is faithful and just to forgive 
your sin and to cleanse you from all unrighteousness. 

o But in order to do that, you first have to see your sin.  You have stop being 
blinded by your own perceived righteousness.  You have to admit that you are 
lost before you can be found. 
▪ And that is really hard, isn’t it?  Especially, if like the Pharisee, you have built 

your life and your identity around your own righteousness.   

Romans 9: 32 – 33 They have stumbled over the stumbling stone, 33 as it is written, “Behold, I 
am laying in Zion a stone of stumbling, and a rock of offense; and whoever believes in him will 
not be put to shame.” 

▪ If you have built your identity around your own goodness and righteousness, 
then this idea of receiving the righteousness of Christ by faith is a rock of 
offense, a stone of stumbling. 

• The Jews were getting tripped up by a stone.  What happens when you get tripped 
up?  You fall.  That is the awful consequence of being blinded to the truth of your 
lostness by your own perceived goodness.  You trip and fall over Jesus. 

3. The awful consequences of being out/the awesome consequences of being in. 

Matthew 21: 42 – 44  Jesus said to them, “Have you never read in the Scriptures: “‘The stone 
that the builders rejected has become the cornerstone; this was the Lord's doing, and it is 
marvelous in our eyes’?  43 Therefore I tell you, the kingdom of God will be taken away from you 
and given to a people producing its fruits. 44 And the one who falls on this stone will be broken 
to pieces; and when it falls on anyone, it will crush him.”  

• Everything revolves around this stone that is either perceived as being of great value 
as a cornerstone to build your life on, or worthless rubble that is in the way.  And of 
course, this stone that both Paul and Jesus are talking about is Jesus. 
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• Don’t you see?  Everything revolves around what you make of Jesus.  Is he the 
cornerstone you build your life on, or the rock of offense that trips you up and causes 
you to stumble and fall?   
o For many, who trusted in their own righteousness, Jesus became a stumbling 

stone and rock of offense, but for others he was the very righteousness of God. 
His righteousness was the gift of righteousness that we needed and could never 
attain for ourselves apart from faith in him.  

• What is Jesus to you?   
o Is he just a good man who is your example?  That is something, but not enough. 
o Is he your guide for how to be a good person?  That is something, but not 

enough. 
o If he merely your means of forgiveness?  Surprisingly, even that is not enough.   

• Jesus must be your righteousness by faith, because without righteousness, you can’t 
get back to the garden, back to the presence of God, and you remain lost. 

Hebrews 12: 14 Without holiness no one will see the Lord. 

• “Yes, but isn’t being good, being righteous important too?” 
o The answer is undeniably yes.  I spent all last week talking about the fruit of our 

life being the evidence of our faith in Christ.  In fact, look again at what Jesus said 
concerning the Gentiles being in and the Jews being out. 

Matthew 21: 43 the kingdom of God will be taken away from you and given to a people 
producing its fruits. 

• The righteousness of Christ in us will produce the fruit of righteousness.   
o But if our eyes are only on the end result, the fruit of righteousness, then we will 

find ourselves becoming like the Pharisee, more and more filled with pride and 
conceit that leads to arrogance and judgment of others, because all we will be 
focused on is how can I be more righteous than others? 
▪ No good fruit will come from that just, only bitterness, dissension, and hurt. 
▪ The real fruit of righteousness only comes as part of a natural process.   

⬧ We see our sin and lostness.  We cry out to Jesus to save us and give us 
his righteousness as our own.  Jesus hears our cry and fills us with the 
Holy Spirit, which produces the fruits of the Spirit in us, and then out of 
those fruits of the Spirit come the fruits of righteousness in our lives. 

• But everything revolves around what we make of Jesus.  Is he the cornerstone you are 
building your life on, is all your identity wrapped up in him?  Or are you trying to build 
your own identity of righteousness? 
o The more you are trying to do that, the more Christ is a stumbling stone, because 

rather than having him in place as the chief cornerstone of your life, he is just a 
piece of building debris that you are always trying to work around.   

• You can’t get the fruits of righteousness without the fruits of the Spirit, and you can’t 
get the fruits of the Spirit without being secure in the righteousness of Christ, and you 
can’t get the righteousness of Christ without seeing your sin and your lostness. 
o Focusing on your good works only leads you deeper and deeper into self and 

lostness.  Seeing your sin turns your eyes to Jesus, so that he becomes the chief 
cornerstone that you build your life upon. 

• Rather than looking to see how good you are, look to your sin and then look to Jesus. 


