
Romans Chapter 9 

Marks a dramatic shift in Paul’s letter. After spending eight chapters detailing 

the glorious news of salvation through faith and the unbreakable love of God, 

Paul turns his attention to a heavy, agonizing question: What about Israel? 

If God is faithful to His promises, why have the majority of His chosen people rejected the Messiah? This 

chapter dives into the deep waters of divine sovereignty, election, and the mystery of God’s purposes. 

 

The Heart of the Matter 

Paul begins not with a cold theological argument, but with a profound expression of grief. He transitions 

from the "mountain top" of Romans 8 to a valley of sorrow, even claiming he would willingly be 

"accursed" if it meant his fellow Israelites would come to Christ. 

Key Themes in Chapter 9 

• The Sorrow of Paul: A raw look at Paul’s burden for his kin. 

• The Definition of "Israel": Paul distinguishes between biological descent and the "children of 

the promise." 

• Divine Sovereignty: The famous (and often debated) examples of Isaac vs. Ishmael and Jacob vs. 

Esau to illustrate that God’s choice isn’t based on human effort. 

• The Potter and the Clay: A challenging metaphor regarding God’s right to mold history and 

humanity according to His will. 

• The Stumbling Stone: Why Israel missed the mark by pursuing righteousness through the Law 

rather than through faith. 

 

Why This Chapter Matters 

Romans 9 is essential because it defends the character of God. If God’s word to Israel had failed, then 

the believer’s security in Romans 8 would be on shaky ground. Paul argues that God’s word hasn't failed; 

rather, it is operating exactly as He intended—through His sovereign mercy. 

"It is not as though God’s word had failed. For not all who are descended from Israel are 

Israel." — Romans 9:6 

 

Commentary: Romans 9:1 



"I am telling the truth in Christ, I am not lying, my conscience testifies with me in the Holy 

Spirit." 

The Context: Paul has just finished a glorious peak in Romans 8, declaring that nothing can 

separate us from the love of God. However, as he looks at his own people—the Jews—he sees 

that many have rejected Jesus. This verse serves as a solemn oath. Paul knows that some might 

accuse him of being a "traitor" to his race because he preaches to the Gentiles, so he starts this 

difficult chapter by proving his absolute sincerity and deep pain. 

The Meaning of "Truth in Christ" and "Conscience": In modern American English, we 

might say, "I swear on my life" or "I’m being 100% real with you." Paul uses a triple-layer of 

defense to show he isn't exaggerating: 

• "In Christ": He is speaking from his position as a believer who cannot lie before his 

Lord. 
• "My Conscience": His inner moral compass is clear and unbothered. 
• "In the Holy Spirit": He claims the Spirit of God is the ultimate witness to his hidden 

thoughts. 

The Core Lesson: Before Paul dives into the "tough truths" of God’s sovereignty and selection, 

he establishes empathy. He isn't teaching these hard doctrines with a cold heart; he is doing it 

with a broken heart. It teaches us that when we share difficult truths with others, our character 

and our genuine love for them must be the foundation of the conversation. 

 

The Illustration: The Sincere Doctor 

Imagine a doctor who has to walk into a waiting room to tell a family some very difficult news 

about a surgery. The family is skeptical; they think the doctor doesn't care or that he made a 

mistake. 

Before he gives them the technical medical report, the doctor sits down, looks them in the eye, 

and says, "I want you to know something before I speak. I haven't slept all night. I have prayed 

for your son, and I am telling you the absolute truth as someone who values his life as much as 

you do. My heart is breaking with yours." 

The doctor’s "oath" doesn't change the medical facts, but it changes how the family receives the 

facts. He establishes his "conscience" so they know he isn't an enemy, but a grieving ally. 

Romans 9:1 is Paul sitting down in the waiting room with his people to show them he is on their 

side before he explains the "Master Architect’s" plan. 

Commentary: Romans 9:2 

"I have great sorrow and unceasing anguish in my heart." 

 



The Context: After establishing his honesty in verse 1, Paul reveals the weight he is carrying. 

Despite the "no condemnation" joy of the previous chapter, Paul is in a state of mourning. He is 

looking at the Jewish people—his brothers and sisters—who have been given the promises of 

God but have turned away from the Messiah. This isn't a passing sadness; it is a deep, persistent 

pain. 

The Meaning of "Sorrow" and "Anguish": In our modern culture, we often think that being a 

Christian means being happy all the time. But Paul uses two very heavy words here: 

• "Great Sorrow": This is the kind of grief you feel at a funeral. 
• "Unceasing Anguish": This describes a pain that doesn't go away; it’s like a chronic 

ache in the soul. 

Paul is showing that it is possible to have the "peace of God" and "heartbreak for the lost" at the 

exact same time. He isn't judging them from a distance; he is grieving for them up close. 

The Core Lesson: Truth without tears can often come across as cold and arrogant. Paul teaches 

us that if we are going to talk about God’s judgment or God’s choices, we must do it with a heart 

that actually cares about people. Our "theology" (what we know about God) should lead to 

"missiology" (a deep desire to see people saved). 

 

The Illustration: The Watchman on the Wall 

Imagine a watchman standing on the high wall of a city. From his vantage point, he can see a 

massive flood coming toward the valley where his family and friends are sleeping. 

The watchman has a map. He knows exactly where the high ground is. He knows how to save 

everyone. But as he blows the trumpet and shouts for them to run to safety, he looks down and 

sees them laughing, ignoring his warning, and going back to sleep. 

Does the watchman sit on the wall and say, "Well, I told them so! It's their own fault"? No. 

Because they are his family, he sits on the stone wall and weeps. His "unceasing anguish" 

comes from the fact that he has the "Key to Life" in his hand, but the people he loves refuse to 

take it. 

Commentary: Romans 9:3 

"For I could wish that I myself were cursed and cut off from Christ for the sake of my 

people, those of my own race." 

The Context: This is one of the most shocking statements in the entire New Testament. Paul has 

just spent eight chapters explaining how glorious it is to be "in Christ" and how nothing can 

separate us from His love. Now, he says he would be willing to give it all up—to be eternally 

separated from God—if it meant his Jewish brothers and sisters would be saved. He is echoing 

 



the heart of Moses, who once asked God to blot his own name out of the book of life to save 

Israel (Exodus 32:32). 

The Meaning of "Cursed" and "Cut Off": In the original Greek, the word for "cursed" is 

anathema. 

• "Anathema": This means to be devoted to destruction or banned from God’s presence 

forever. 
• "Cut off from Christ": Paul isn't just talking about a bad day or a temporary trial; he is 

talking about trading his eternal life for theirs. 

Of course, Paul knows this isn't actually possible—only Jesus could take the curse for others—

but he is expressing the extreme depth of his love. He is saying, "I would literally go to hell if it 

meant they could go to heaven." 

The Core Lesson: True love for others isn't just about "wishing them well." It is a sacrificial, 

gut-wrenching desire for their best, even at our own greatest expense. Paul shows us that the 

more we understand God’s grace toward us, the more we should be willing to lay our lives down 

for those who don't yet know it. 

 

The Illustration: The Lifeboat Swap 

Imagine a massive ocean liner is sinking in the middle of a freezing sea. You are one of the few 

people who made it safely into a warm, sturdy lifeboat. You are safe, dry, and headed for home. 

As the ship goes under, you look back and see your family members—parents, siblings, 

cousins—clinging to pieces of wood in the icy water. You know they won't survive the night. 

In that moment of "great sorrow," you stand up in the lifeboat and shout to the rescue crew, 

"Take me out! Throw me into the freezing water and let my brother take my seat. I would rather 

drown if it means he gets to live." 

That is the heart of Romans 9:3. Paul is in the "Lifeboat of Christ," but his love for his people is 

so intense that he’d jump into the "Ice of the Curse" if it would pull them into safety. 

Commentary: Romans 9:4–5 

"Theirs is the adoption to sonship; theirs the divine glory, the covenants, the receiving of 

the law, the temple worship and the promises. Theirs are the patriarchs, and from them is 

traced the human ancestry of the Messiah, who is God over all, forever praised! Amen." 

The Context: After expressing his grief, Paul lists eight specific spiritual treasures that God 

gave to the Jewish people. He is showing that Israel wasn’t just "any" nation; they were God’s 

 



hand-picked family. They had the "home field advantage"—the map, the flashlight, and the 

keys—yet many still didn't recognize the House Owner (Jesus) when He arrived. 

The Meaning of the "Treasures": 

• Adoption & Glory: They were called God’s firstborn and saw His visible presence (the 

cloud and fire). 
• Covenants & Law: They had the formal contracts and the moral GPS of the Ten 

Commandments. 
• Temple & Promises: They had the only place on earth where God dwelt and the 

guarantee of a future King. 

• The Ancestry: Most importantly, Jesus—the "God over all"—came into the world with 

Jewish DNA. 

The Core Lesson: You can have all the right "stuff"—the right church, the right Bible, and the 

right religious upbringing—and still miss the point. Religion is the packaging, but Jesus is the 

Gift. Paul is heartbroken because his people are holding onto the empty box while throwing 

away the Diamond inside. 

 

The Illustration: The Heir in the Museum 

Imagine a young man who is the sole heir to a massive, royal estate. His grandfather was a 

legendary King. The young man grows up wandering through a museum dedicated to his family. 

He can point to the Throne (the Glory), he can read the Old Deeds (the Covenants), and he can 

explain the Rules of the Palace (the Law). He is surrounded by the "ancestry" of greatness. 

But here is the tragedy: He spends all his time polishing the glass cases in the museum, but he 

refuses to actually go meet the Living King who is sitting in the next room. He loves the history 

of his family, but he rejects the relationship with the King. 

Romans 9:4–5 shows us that Israel had the most beautiful museum of God’s work in history, but 

they stayed in the lobby instead of entering the Kingdom through Christ. 

Commentary: Romans 9:6 

"It is not as though God’s word had failed. For not all who are descended from Israel are 

Israel." 

The Context: Paul now addresses a massive "elephant in the room." If God made all those 

promises to the Jewish people (listed in verses 4–5), and the Jewish people rejected Jesus, does 

that mean God’s Word failed? Does it mean God broke His promise? Paul’s answer is a 

resounding "No." He explains that the "True Israel" isn't everyone with a specific DNA test; it is 

the group of people who respond to God's promise by faith. 

 



The Meaning of "Israel vs. Israel": Paul makes a distinction between two groups: 

• National Israel: Everyone biologically descended from Jacob (the "physical" family). 
• Spiritual Israel: Those within that nation who truly believe and are chosen by God (the 

"promise" family). 

God’s promise was never a "blanket insurance policy" for every physical descendant; it was 

always directed toward the children of the promise. Therefore, because some Jews did believe 

(like Paul himself), God’s Word is still standing perfectly firm. 

The Core Lesson: God’s success is not dependent on human popular opinion. Just because a 

majority of people reject the truth doesn't mean the truth has lost its power or that God has lost 

control. God's "True Family" has always been a smaller group within the larger crowd. 

 

The Illustration: The Golden Ticket 

Imagine a famous chocolate maker announces to a city of 1 million people: "I promise that the 

people of this city will inherit my factory." 

Everyone in the city starts celebrating. They say, "We are 'City-ites,' so the factory belongs to 

us!" But then, the chocolate maker clarifies: "The promise is for the people of this city who find 

the Golden Ticket." 

When only 500 people show up with Golden Tickets, the other 999,500 people get angry. They 

shout, "You lied! You promised the city would get the factory!" The maker replies, "My word 

didn't fail. I am giving the factory to the people of the city—specifically, the ones who followed 

the conditions of the promise." 

In Romans 9:6, Paul is saying that the "Golden Ticket" is faith. Being born in the "City" 

(National Israel) was a privilege, but the "Factory" (The Kingdom) was always reserved for those 

of the Promise. 

Commentary: Romans 9:7–9 

"Nor because they are his descendants are they all Abraham’s children. On the contrary, 

'It is through Isaac that your offspring will be reckoned.' In other words, it is not the 

children by physical descent who are God’s children, but it is the children of the promise 

who are regarded as Abraham’s offspring. For this was how the promise was stated: 'At 

the appointed time I will return, and Sarah will have a son.'" 

The Context: Paul proves his point from verse 6 by going back to the "Father of the Faith," 

Abraham. Abraham had two sons: Ishmael (the firstborn, born by human effort) and Isaac (born 

by a miracle/promise). If biological DNA was the only thing that mattered, Ishmael would have 

 



been the heir. But God specifically chose Isaac. Paul is showing that God has always been the 

one who decides who is included in the covenant. 

The Meaning of "Children of the Promise": 

• Physical Descent: This is what we can do on our own (human strength). 

• Children of Promise: This is what only God can do (supernatural grace). Isaac was born 

when Abraham and Sarah were way too old to have kids. His very life was a "Yes" from 

God, not a result of biology. 

The Core Lesson: You don't "inherit" a relationship with God just because your parents are 

believers. You become a child of God because He speaks a "promise" over your life and you 

respond in faith. Grace is a gift God chooses to give; it’s not a debt He owes to a specific 

bloodline. 

 

The Illustration: The Royal Adoption 

Imagine a wealthy King who wants to pass his kingdom down. He has a biological son born from 

a servant in the palace (Ishmael), and he has a son born later according to a specific legal decree 

and a royal marriage (Isaac). 

The biological son says, "I share your blood, so the crown is mine." The King replies, "Sharing 

my blood makes you a resident of the palace, but only the son of the covenant is the heir to the 

throne." 

The choice wasn't about who was "born first"; it was about the King’s specific word. Romans 

9:7–9 tells us that we shouldn't rely on our "bloodline" to get us into heaven, but on the 

"Promise" that God made through Christ. 

Commentary: Romans 9:10–12 

"Not only that, but Rebekah’s children were conceived at the same time by our father 

Isaac. Yet, before the twins were born or had done anything good or bad—in order that 

God’s purpose in election might stand: not by works but by him who calls—she was told, 

'The older will serve the younger.'" 

The Context: Paul knows someone might argue: "Well, Ishmael had a different mother than 

Isaac, so maybe that's why God chose Isaac." To shut down that argument, Paul brings up Jacob 

and Esau. They had the same mother (Rebekah), the same father (Isaac), and they were 

conceived at the exact same time (twins). But before they could even take a breath, do a "good 

deed," or commit a "sin," God chose Jacob to carry the promise. 

The Meaning of "Not by Works but by Him Who Calls": Paul is removing human effort from 

the equation entirely. 

 



• "Before they were born": This proves the choice wasn't based on their personality or 

their future behavior. 

• "Not by works": This proves God wasn't rewarding a "good" kid over a "bad" kid. 
• "Him who calls": This puts the focus entirely on the Authority of the one making the 

choice. 

The Core Lesson: God’s grace is "unconditional." If God waited to see if we were "good 

enough" to be chosen, none of us would make the cut. By choosing Jacob over Esau before they 

were born, God shows that His plan is driven by His own mercy, not by our performance. 

 

The Illustration: The Captain’s Roster 

Imagine a world-class Basketball Captain who is picking players for his team. He doesn't wait 

for the tryouts to begin; he walks into the gym with a list of names already written down. 

Two twin brothers walk into the gym. They have the same training, the same height, and they 

haven't even touched a basketball yet. The Captain looks at his clipboard and says, "Jacob, 

you're on the starting lineup. Esau, you aren't." 

The twins haven't played a single game. One hasn't scored a basket, and the other hasn't made a 

turnover. The choice wasn't based on their stats; it was based on the Captain’s strategy. 

Romans 9:10–12 tells us that God is the Captain. He doesn't look at our "stats" to decide if He 

can use us; He chooses us according to a plan that was written before the "game" of our life even 

started. 

Commentary: Romans 9:14 

"What then shall we say? Is God unjust? Not at all!" 

The Context: Paul knows exactly what we are thinking. After hearing that God chose Isaac over 

Ishmael and Jacob over Esau—before they were even born—our human sense of "fairness" starts 

to scream. We want to protest, "Wait! That’s not fair! Everyone should have an equal shot based 

on their effort!" Paul meets this objection head-on. He uses the strongest possible Greek negative 

(Me genoito), which means "May it never be!" or "Perish the thought!" 

The Meaning of "Unjust": In modern American English, we often confuse justice with 

equality of outcome. 

• Justice is getting exactly what you deserve (which, for a sinner, is judgment). 
• Injustice is getting a punishment you don't deserve. 
• Mercy is not getting the punishment you do deserve. 

 



Paul is arguing that God is never unjust (He never punishes the innocent), but He is frequently 

merciful (He chooses to spare the guilty). 

The Core Lesson: God is not a "fairness machine" that we can program with our own rules. He 

is the Creator. If we demand "justice" from God, we are asking for our own destruction. We 

should be glad God isn't "fair" in the way we think, because His "unfairness" is actually the only 

reason any of us receive mercy. 

 

The Illustration: The Governor’s Pardon 

Imagine a prison where ten inmates are all rightfully convicted of the same crime. They are all 

sitting on death row, and their sentences are 100% "just" and "fair." 

The Governor walks into the prison. He decides to use his legal power to grant a pardon to two 

of the inmates. They get to go home for free. The other eight stay in prison to serve their rightful 

sentences. 

Do the eight prisoners have the right to look at the Governor and say, "You are being unjust"? 

No. They are getting exactly what they deserve (Justice). The two who were released didn't get 

"justice"—they got Mercy. 

The Governor didn't commit an "injustice" against the eight; he simply showed "favor" to the 

two. Romans 9:14 tells us that God is the Governor. He doesn't owe anyone a pardon, and the 

fact that He gives it to some doesn't make Him "unfair" to the rest. 

Commentary: Romans 9:15 

"For he says to Moses, 'I will have mercy on whom I have mercy, and I will have 

compassion on whom I have compassion.'" 

The Context: Paul backs up his claim that God is not "unjust" by quoting God’s own words to 

Moses (Exodus 33:19). This happened right after the Israelites had committed the terrible sin of 

worshiping the Golden Calf. They deserved to be wiped out, but God chose to spare them. When 

Moses asked to see God’s glory, God responded by explaining that His glory is tied to His 

freedom to be merciful. 

The Meaning of "Mercy" and "Compassion": In American English, we often think of mercy 

as something a judge has to give if someone is sorry enough. But Paul is emphasizing that mercy 

is a choice: 

• It’s not a right: If you have a "right" to it, it’s no longer mercy; it’s a wage. 
• It’s not earned: It flows from the heart of the Giver, not the behavior of the receiver. 

 



By quoting this, Paul is saying that God is the only one who can decide the "who, when, and 

how" of His kindness. 

The Core Lesson: Mercy is 100% God’s "property." He doesn't owe it to anyone. The fact that 

anyone is saved at all is a miracle of His choice. We should never ask, "Why didn't God choose 

everyone?" but rather, "Why did He choose anyone at all?" 

 

The Illustration: The Tip at the Coffee Shop 

Imagine you are standing in a long line at a coffee shop. Every single person in that line is rude 

to the barista—they yell, they complain, and they don't say "please." 

The barista has every right to give everyone a bad cup of coffee and a cold stare (Justice). 

However, when the third person in line reaches the counter, the barista decides to smile, give 

them a free pastry, and pay for their drink out of his own pocket. 

Does the fourth person in line have the right to scream, "That's not fair! You owe me a free 

pastry too!"? No. The barista didn't "owe" the third person anything; he chose to be generous to 

that specific person. 

The third person didn't get what they "deserved" (a cold stare), they got a gift. Romans 9:15 tells 

us that God is the Barista. He is surrounded by a "line" of people who have all been rude to Him, 

yet He chooses to reach into His own pocket and offer mercy to whoever He decides. 

Commentary: Romans 9:16 

"It does not, therefore, depend on human desire or effort, but on God’s mercy." 

The Context: Paul now hammers home the "bottom line" of his argument. He has shown that 

God chose Isaac over Ishmael and Jacob over Esau. Now he creates a definitive rule for how 

salvation and God's purposes work. He explicitly rules out two things that humans usually rely 

on: Desire (wanting it) and Effort (working for it). 

The Meaning of "Desire" and "Effort": 

• Human Desire (Willing): You can’t "want" your way into God's plan. Having a strong 

"will" or a "good heart" isn't the ticket in. 
• Human Effort (Running): The Greek word for effort refers to a runner in a race. You 

can’t "out-run" others or work harder than everyone else to earn God's favor. 

Paul is saying that the "starting engine" of salvation is not located in the human heart; it is 

located in the heart of God. 

 



The Core Lesson: This is the ultimate "pride-killer." If we could get to God by our own desire 

or effort, we would have something to brag about. But since it depends entirely on God's Mercy, 

we are left with nothing to do but be thankful. We don't find God; He finds us. 

 

The Illustration: The Mountain Rescue 

Imagine a hiker who has fallen into a deep, jagged crevice on a mountain. His legs are broken, 

and he is trapped in total darkness. 

The hiker has a strong desire to get out—he wants it more than anything in the world. He also 

tries to put in the effort—he scrapes his fingers against the stone trying to climb, but he just 

slides back down. His "wanting" and his "working" are completely useless because the hole is 

too deep. 

Suddenly, a rescue helicopter flies over. The pilot doesn't look down and say, "I’ll save that guy 

because he’s trying really hard to climb out." The pilot simply decides to lower a cable because 

he is a merciful rescuer. 

The hiker didn't get out because he "ran" fast or "willed" it to happen; he got out because the 

person at the top decided to reach down. Romans 9:16 tells us that we are the hiker, and God is 

the pilot. Our only hope is the "cable" of His mercy. 

Commentary: Romans 9:17 

"For Scripture says to Pharaoh: 'I raised you up for this very purpose, that I might display 

my power in you and that my name might be proclaimed in all the earth.'" 

The Context: Paul now uses a "negative" example to prove God's sovereignty. He turns to 

Pharaoh, the king of Egypt who enslaved the Israelites. Usually, we think of kings rising to 

power because they are strong or lucky. But Paul quotes Exodus to show that God was actually 

the one who "installed" Pharaoh onto the throne. God didn't do this because Pharaoh was a good 

guy; He did it so that Pharaoh’s stubbornness would provide a backdrop for God's incredible 

power (the Ten Plagues and the Red Sea). 

The Meaning of "Raised You Up": 

• The Appointment: God placed Pharaoh in that specific moment in history. 
• The Purpose: Pharaoh was a "stage" for God’s glory. Because Pharaoh was so powerful 

and so proud, when God finally defeated him, the whole world heard about the God of 

Israel. 

The Core Lesson: Even people who set themselves up against God are actually being used by 

God to fulfill His ultimate plan. No one—not even a tyrant—is outside of God's control. God can 

use a "Jacob" to show His mercy, and He can use a "Pharaoh" to show His power. 

 



 

The Illustration: The Heavy Weight 

Imagine a world-class weightlifter who wants to prove to a stadium of people how strong he is. 

To do this, he doesn't pick up a feather or a light chair; he goes out and finds the heaviest, most 

stubborn Iron Barbell he can find. 

The Barbell doesn't want to be lifted. It is heavy, cold, and "resistant." But the weightlifter 

"raises it up"—not because he likes the barbell, but because the heavier the weight is, the more 

his muscles are displayed when he finally lifts it over his head. 

Pharaoh was the "heavy weight." He thought he was in control, but he was actually just the tool 

God used to show the world how strong the "Arm of the Lord" really is. Romans 9:17 tells us 

that God is the weightlifter, and even the "heavy" obstacles of history are moved by His hand to 

show His glory. 

Commentary: Romans 9:18 

"Therefore God has mercy on whom he wants to have mercy, and he hardens whom he 

wants to harden." 

The Context: Paul reaches a "double-sided" conclusion based on the examples of Moses and 

Pharaoh. If God is the one who decides to show mercy (to Moses/Israel) and God is the one who 

decides who is raised up for judgment (Pharaoh), then the final decision rests with Him. This 

introduces the concept of "Judicial Hardening"—the idea that God can settle a person in the 

stubbornness they have already chosen, using their rebellion to accomplish His holy goals. 

The Meaning of "Mercy" vs. "Hardening": 

• Mercy: God softens a heart that is naturally hard so that it can receive His love. 
• Hardening: God "gives someone over" to their own pride. He doesn't "inject" evil into 

an innocent person; rather, He withdraws His softening grace and lets the "sun" of His 

truth bake a stubborn heart into a brick. 

The Core Lesson: This verse is the peak of the "Sovereignty" argument. It tells us that God is 

not a passive observer of human history. He is the active Director. Whether a heart is softened or 

hardened, God is using that heart to tell a specific story. 

 

The Illustration: The Sun and the Surfaces 

Imagine the sun shining down on a summer afternoon. The sun hits two different substances 

sitting side-by-side on a table: a ball of wax and a lump of clay. 

 

 



The sun is the same. The heat is the same. But because of the nature of the substances, the sun 

has two opposite effects: 

1. The sun softens the wax, making it melt and moldable (Mercy). 
2. The sun hardens the clay, making it stiff and brittle (Hardening). 

The sun isn't "mean" to the clay and "nice" to the wax. The sun is just being the sun. Romans 

9:18 tells us that God’s presence is like that sun. To those He chooses to soften, His presence is 

comfort; to those who persist in their own "clay-like" pride, His presence only makes them 

harder. 

Commentary: Romans 9:19 

"One of you will say to me then: 'Then why does God still blame us? For who is able to 

resist his will?'" 

The Context: Paul anticipates the most logical "comeback" in the history of theology. If God is 

the one who hardens hearts (like Pharaoh’s) to fulfill His plan, then how can God hold that 

person responsible for their sins? The objector is basically saying, "If I’m just a pawn in God's 

game, and I'm doing exactly what He planned for me to do, then it's not my fault! God is the one 

in control, so He shouldn't be angry with me." 

The Meaning of the Objection: 

• "Why does He still blame us?": This is a challenge to God’s justice. 

• "Who is able to resist His will?": This is an admission of God’s absolute power, but 

used as an excuse for human behavior. 

The objector is trying to use God’s Sovereignty as a "get out of jail free" card for their own 

Responsibility. 

The Core Lesson: Paul doesn't try to solve this with a math equation. He points out the 

"Creator-Creature" gap. Just because God is in control of the outcome doesn't mean humans 

aren't making real, sinful choices. We are responsible for our actions even though God is the 

ultimate Director of the play. 

 

The Illustration: The Author and the Villain 

Imagine a Great Author writing a masterpiece novel. In the story, there is a Hero and a Villain. 

The Villain commits a terrible crime against the Hero. 

Now, on one level, the Author is the one who wrote the scene. The Villain "could not resist the 

Author’s will" because the Author’s pen is the one moving the story forward. 

 



However, within the "world" of the book, the Villain is still a villain. He chose to be greedy; he 

chose to be cruel. The Author didn't make a "good man" do bad things; the Author used the 

Villain’s bad nature to create a story where justice finally wins. 

If the Villain could jump off the page and look at the Author, he might say, "Why do you blame 

me? You wrote me this way!" The Author would reply, "I am the Author; you are the character. I 

used your choices to show my wisdom, but you are still responsible for the character you are." 

Romans 9:19 tells us that we are in God’s Story. We cannot use the "Author's Pen" as an excuse 

for the "Character's Sin." 

Commentary: Romans 9:20 

"But who are you, a human being, to talk back to God? 'Shall what is formed say to the 

one who formed it, "Why did you make me like this?"'" 

The Context: Paul’s response here is famously blunt. He doesn’t offer a complex philosophical 

explanation to satisfy the objector’s curiosity. Instead, he addresses the posture of the person 

asking the question. He reminds the reader of the massive gap between a finite, flawed human 

and an infinite, holy God. By quoting Isaiah 29:16, he points out the absurdity of the "thing 

made" putting the "Maker" on trial. 

The Meaning of "Talk Back": The Greek word used here suggests a legal "counter-claim" or 

an argument in court. 

• The Arrogance: It is the height of pride for a creature to claim it has a better moral 

standard than the Creator who invented morality. 

• The Reality: God is the source of all existence; therefore, He doesn't answer to our 

standards—we answer to His. 

The Core Lesson: We are allowed to ask God "Why?" in our pain, but we are in dangerous 

territory when we ask "Why?" in a way that accuses God of being wrong. True faith involves 

accepting that the "Potter" sees a bigger picture than the "Pottery" ever could. 

 

The Illustration: The Painting and the Artist 

Imagine a painting of a deep, dark forest. In one corner of the canvas, the Artist has painted a 

thick, black shadow. 

If that shadow could speak, it might look up at the Artist and complain, "Why did you make me 

so dark? Why didn't you make me a bright yellow sun or a colorful flower? It’s not fair that I 

have to be a shadow!" 

The Artist would look down and say, "You are a shadow because without you, the light on the 

other side of the canvas wouldn't look bright. I didn't make you dark because I am mean; I made 

 



you dark because the masterpiece needs depth. You only see your own corner; I see the entire 

gallery." 

Romans 9:20 tells us that we are the "paint" on God's canvas. We don't have the perspective to 

tell the Artist where the brushstrokes should go. We have to trust that the Artist knows how to 

use every color—even the dark ones—to make the final result beautiful. 

Commentary: Romans 9:21 

"Does not the potter have the right to make out of the same lump of clay some pottery for 

special purposes and some for common use?" 

The Context: Paul continues his "reality check" by taking us into a potter's workshop. He points 

out that the potter starts with one single lump of clay. From that same material, the potter 

decides to make two different things. One might be a beautiful, ornate vase used for a royal 

banquet ("special purpose"), while the other might be a plain, sturdy jar used for trash or washing 

dirty feet ("common use"). The point is that the material didn't choose its fate—the potter did. 

The Meaning of the "Right" (Authority): The Greek word for "right" is exousia, which means 

"authority" or "jurisdiction." 

• Ownership: Because the potter owns the clay and the wheel, he has the legal and moral 

authority to decide the clay's destiny. 
• Equality of Origin: Since both vessels come from the "same lump" (humanity fallen in 

sin), neither vessel can claim it was "naturally" better than the other. The difference lies 

entirely in the Potter’s plan. 

The Core Lesson: God doesn't find some people "better" and make them into "holy vases." We 

are all made of the same sinful "clay." Any value or "special purpose" we have is a gift given to 

us by God’s hands. He has the right to use different people in different ways to accomplish His 

one big goal. 

 

The Illustration: The Master Craftsman 

Imagine a master woodworker who finds a fallen oak tree in the forest. He cuts two planks of 

wood from the exact same trunk. 

He takes the first plank and spends months carving it into a magnificent throne for a King’s 

palace. He takes the second plank and trims it down to be a simple floorboard in a humble 

cottage. 

Both pieces of wood are doing exactly what the woodworker intended. The floorboard isn't 

"evil," and the throne isn't "better" by its own power. They are both fulfilling the role assigned to 

them by the one who saw the tree and knew what it could become. Romans 9:21 tells us that God 

 



is the Craftsman, and He has the right to decide whether we are the "throne" or the "floorboard" 

in His Kingdom. 

Commentary: Romans 9:22–23 

"What if God, although choosing to show his wrath and make his power known, bore with 

great patience the objects of his wrath—prepared for destruction? What if he did this to 

make the riches of his glory known to the objects of his mercy, whom he prepared in 

advance for glory?" 

The Context: Paul now provides a "What if" scenario that explains the tension of history. Why 

does God let "bad" people (vessels of wrath) continue to exist and even prosper for a time? Paul 

suggests two reasons: 

1. Patience: God isn't in a rush to judge. He endures their rebellion with "great patience." 

2. Contrast: The darkness of the "vessels of wrath" serves as a backdrop that makes the 

light of His mercy toward the "vessels of glory" shine even brighter. 

The Meaning of "Objects of Wrath" and "Mercy": 

• Prepared for Destruction: This refers to those who persist in their rejection of God. 

Their end is the logical result of their own choice and God’s judicial hardening. 
• Prepared in Advance for Glory: This refers to those God has chosen to save. He didn't 

just "find" them; He specifically prepared them to receive His riches. 

The Core Lesson: Everything in history is designed to point back to the Glory of God. God 

uses the "negative" (judgment/wrath) to highlight the "positive" (grace/mercy). We appreciate 

the rescue more when we realize exactly what we were being rescued from. 

 

The Illustration: The Jewelry Store Velvet 

Imagine you walk into a high-end jewelry store to look at a rare, priceless diamond. The jeweler 

doesn't just toss the diamond onto a white countertop where the bright lights would wash it out. 

Instead, the jeweler pulls out a piece of deep, jet-black velvet. He places the diamond right in 

the middle of that dark fabric. 

The velvet is dark and "void of light." It doesn't have the beauty of the diamond. But the jeweler 

keeps the velvet in his shop for a very specific purpose: The darker the velvet, the more the 

diamond sparkles. In Romans 9:22–23, the "vessels of wrath" are like that black velvet. God 

allows the darkness of human rebellion to exist for a season so that when His mercy (the 

Diamond) hits the light, we can see just how brilliant and "rich" His glory actually is. 

Commentary: Romans 9:24 

 



"...even us, whom he also called, not only from the Jews but also from the Gentiles." 

The Context: Paul finally brings the "airplane" down for a landing. After all this heavy talk 

about Isaac, Jacob, and the Potter, the reader might be wondering: "Who are these 'Vessels of 

Mercy' today?" Paul reveals the surprise: God’s chosen family isn't restricted to one ethnic 

group. It includes people from the "insiders" (the Jews) and the "outsiders" (the Gentiles). This 

was a massive shock to the first-century world, where the two groups were strictly divided. 

The Meaning of "The Call": 

• Not Just DNA: Being a "Vessel of Mercy" isn't about where you were born. 
• The Universal Reach: God’s "Potter's Wheel" is turning all over the globe. He is picking 

"clay" from every nation, language, and background. 

• The Invitational Power: To be "called" means God has personally summoned you into 

His family, regardless of your past. 

The Core Lesson: God’s sovereignty doesn't lead to a "closed club"; it leads to a "diverse 

Kingdom." No one can say, "I'm too far away for God to choose me," because Paul proves that 

God is intentionally calling people who weren't even looking for Him. 

 

The Illustration: The Global Mosaic 

Imagine a great Artist creating a massive mosaic on a wall. He doesn't just use white marble 

from the local quarry. 

Instead, he travels to different parts of the world. He picks up a piece of blue tile from a distant 

shore, a piece of red clay from a desert, and a piece of green glass from a forest. To an observer, 

these pieces don't look like they belong together. They have different origins and different 

histories. 

But the Artist says, "I have called these pieces together." He fits them into the wall side-by-side. 

The "Jew" tile and the "Gentile" tile are held together by the same cement—God’s Mercy. 

Romans 9:24 tells us that the "Vessels of Mercy" are a beautiful, global collection of people who 

have nothing in common except the Hand that picked them up. 

Commentary: Romans 9:25–26 

"As he says in Hosea: 'I will call them "my people" who are not my people; and I will call 

her "my loved one" who is not my loved one,' and, 'In the very place where it was said to 

them, "You are not my people," there they will be called "children of the living God."'" 

The Context: Paul proves his point about the Gentiles by quoting the prophet Hosea. In the 

original story, Hosea’s own family life was a living parable of God's relationship with a 

wayward people. By bringing this up, Paul shows that God’s plan to include "outsiders" wasn't a 

 



"Plan B." Hundreds of years before Jesus, God had already declared that He would take those 

who were "not His people" (the Gentiles) and give them the title of "Children." 

The Meaning of the Reversal: 

• "Not My People": This describes the spiritual state of the world outside of Israel—

distant, foreign, and without a covenant. 
• "My Loved One": This is the language of adoption and marriage. It’s the ultimate 

promotion from "stranger" to "family member." 
• "In the Very Place": Grace doesn't require you to move to a "holy place" to be saved. 

God meets people right where they are—in their own nations and cultures—and claims 

them there. 

The Core Lesson: God specializes in "identity theft" in the best way possible: He steals the 

identity of "Sinner/Outcast" and replaces it with "Son/Daughter." This reminds us that no one is 

"too far gone" or "too foreign" for God’s grace. If God can turn a "Not-People" into a "My-

People," He can change anyone. 

 

The Illustration: The Adopted Street Dog 

Imagine a dog that has lived its entire life on the streets. It is hungry, scarred, and has no name. If 

you saw it, you would call it a "Stray." It has no home, no collar, and no master. It is "Not a 

Pet." 

One day, a kind man sees the dog in the middle of a dirty alleyway. He doesn't wait for the dog 

to become a purebred or win a dog show. He picks it up, brings it home, gives it a bath, and puts 

a collar around its neck that says: "Property of the King." 

In the "very place" (the alley) where everyone called it a stray, it is now called a "Beloved Pet." 

The dog didn't change its own DNA; the Master changed its status. Romans 9:25–26 tells us that 

we were all "strays" in the world’s alleyway until God decided to call us His own. 

Commentary: Romans 9:27–29 

"Isaiah cries out concerning Israel: 'Though the number of the Israelites be like the sand 

by the sea, only the remnant will be saved. For the Lord will carry out his sentence on earth 

with speed and finality.' It is just as Isaiah said previously: 'Unless the Lord Almighty had 

left us some descendants, we would have become like Sodom, we would have been like 

Gomorrah.'" 

The Context: Paul moves from the "good news" of the Gentiles to a "sobering reality" for Israel. 

He quotes the prophet Isaiah to explain why so many Jewish people were rejecting the Messiah. 

The point is startling: Even though Israel is a massive nation (as numerous as "sand"), God never 

 



promised to save every single biological descendant. He promised to save a Remnant—a 

smaller group within the whole. 

The Meaning of the "Remnant" and "Sodom": 

• The Remnant: This is a "leftover" portion. In a forest fire, the remnant is the few trees 

that stay standing. It shows that salvation is a work of specific grace, not a national right. 
• Sodom and Gomorrah: These cities were famous for being completely destroyed. Paul 

is saying that if God weren't merciful enough to save a "remnant," Israel would have 

vanished entirely because of their sins. The fact that any are saved is proof of God's 

kindness. 

The Core Lesson: Numbers don't impress God. Just because a movement is large or a nation is 

"religious" doesn't mean everyone in it is right with God. However, there is also hope here: God 

always keeps a "seed" alive. He never completely abandons His people; He always preserves a 

faithful few. 

 

The Illustration: The Forest Fire 

Imagine a vast, ancient forest covering thousands of acres. A massive fire sweeps through the 

valley, fueled by dry brush and high winds. From a distance, it looks like every single tree is 

going to be turned to ash. 

After the smoke clears, most of the forest is gone. But in one specific corner of the valley, a 

small cluster of trees remains green and alive. 

These trees didn't survive because they were "stronger" than the others; they survived because 

the wind shifted, or a stream protected them. They are the "Remnant." Without those few trees, 

the forest would be a wasteland like Sodom. Because they are still there, the forest has the 

potential to grow back. Romans 9:27–29 tells us that the believing "remnant" is God’s way of 

keeping the fire of faith alive in a world that often rejects Him. 

Commentary: Romans 9:30–33 

"What then shall we say? That the Gentiles, who did not pursue righteousness, have 

obtained it, a righteousness that is by faith; but the people of Israel, who pursued the law as 

the way of righteousness, have not attained their goal. Why not? Because they pursued it 

not by faith but as if it were by works. They stumbled over the 'stumbling stone.' As it is 

written: 'See, I lay in Zion a stone that causes people to stumble and a rock that makes 

them fall, and the one who believes in him will never be put to shame.'" 

The Context: Paul concludes this intense chapter with a shocking summary. It’s a "Theology of 

the Unexpected." The Gentiles (the outsiders who weren't even trying to be "holy") ended up 

being right with God. Meanwhile, Israel (the insiders who spent centuries trying to be "holy" 

 



through the Law) missed it. Paul asks the vital question: "Why?" The answer isn't that the Law 

was bad, but that they tried to use the Law as a ladder to reach God, rather than a mirror to see 

their need for Him. 

The Meaning of the "Stumbling Stone": 

• The Pursuit: One group ran toward a goal by trusting God (Faith); the other ran by 

trusting themselves (Works). 
• The Stone: This refers to Jesus. To those who want to save themselves, Jesus is an 

obstacle—a "stumbling stone"—because His cross tells us we can't save ourselves. 
• The Foundation: To those who admit they are broken, that same Stone becomes the 

"Chief Cornerstone" to build a life on. 

The Core Lesson: You can be incredibly religious and yet be completely lost. If your 

"righteousness" is something you manufactured through your own effort, it will actually keep 

you away from God. The only way to win the race is to stop "running" and start "resting" in what 

Christ has already done. 

 

The Illustration: The Two Mountain Climbers 

Imagine a massive mountain peak that represents God’s Perfect Standard. Two climbers are at 

the base. 

The first climber (Israel) brings all the best gear: ropes, picks, and heavy boots. He spends his 

whole life sweating and straining to scale the vertical cliff. He is exhausted and proud of his 

progress, but he is still miles from the top. Suddenly, he trips over a jagged rock at the base of 

the cliff and falls. He is angry at the rock for being in his way. 

The second climber (The Gentiles) is sitting at the base. He knows he has no gear and no 

strength to climb. He isn't even trying. Suddenly, a Rescue Bridge (Jesus) appears, spanning 

from the ground all the way to the peak. The second climber simply walks across the bridge by 

faith. 

The "Stone" that the first climber tripped over was the same "Stone" that held up the bridge for 

the second. Romans 9:30–33 tells us that Jesus is that Stone. If you try to climb past Him, you 

will stumble. If you build your life on Him, you will never be put to shame. 

Summary of Romans 9: The Sovereign Purpose of God 

1. The Problem of Israel’s Unbelief (9:1–5) 

Paul begins with deep sorrow. Despite having the heritage, the covenants, and the temple, most 

of Israel rejected the Messiah. This raises the question: Has God’s Word failed? 

 



2. Biology Spiritual Inheritance (9:6–9) 

Paul answers "No." God’s promise wasn't to every biological descendant of Abraham, but to the 

"children of the promise." * The Proof: God chose Isaac (the promise) over Ishmael (the 

flesh). 

3. Election is Based on God, Not Human Effort (9:10–13) 

To prove it’s not about merit, Paul points to Jacob and Esau. Before they were even born—

before they did anything "good or bad"—God chose Jacob. 

• The Point: God's purpose stands "not by works but by him who calls." 

4. Is God Unfair? (9:14–18) 

Paul anticipates the objection of "unfairness." He explains that since everyone is a sinner, justice 

would mean everyone is lost. Mercy, however, is God’s prerogative. 

• The Rule: "I will have mercy on whom I have mercy." 

5. The Potter and the Clay (9:19–21) 

When asked, "Then why does God still blame us?", Paul points to the Creator-Creature gap. A 

pot doesn't cross-examine the potter. God has the "right" to use the same lump of clay for 

different purposes. 

6. The Purpose of Wrath and Mercy (9:22–24) 

God endures "vessels of wrath" to show His power and to make the "riches of His glory" known 

to the "vessels of mercy." The darkness of judgment makes the light of grace shine brighter. 

7. The Global Inclusion (9:25–29) 

Paul reveals that these "vessels of mercy" include both Jews and Gentiles. He uses Hosea and 

Isaiah to show that God always planned to call a "People" who were previously "Not a People." 

8. The "Stumbling Stone" Conclusion (9:30–33) 

The chapter ends with a paradox: 

• Gentiles found righteousness because they sought it by faith. 
• Israel missed it because they sought it by works. 

They "stumbled" over Jesus because they wanted a ladder to climb, not a Savior to trust. 



 


