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ELIZABETH JOHNSON correctly identifies the key issue in current study of
the theology of Romans 9~11: Does the apostle’s argument, as a whole, make
sense? The number and influence of scholars claiming that Paul’s argument in
this section of Romans is incoherent are increasing rapidly. Indeed, many
scholars working on these chapters assume that the incoherence of Paul’
argument has been demonstrated, and they therefore spend their time assess-
ing the implications of that assumption or the factors that produced it. I think
Johnson’s assessment of the implications of this trend in current scholarship is
on target. If Paul asserts contradictory viewpoints about the implications of
the gospel for Israel in Romans 9-11, then his right to inform our own views
of this matter is jeopardized. Why should I take seriously the opinions of
someone who is himself so confused that he contradicts himself in the space
of fifteen hundred words—and contradicts himself not on some incidental
point to which he was not giving his full attention but on a matter central to
these chapters and critical to the argument of the letter as a whole? There is
another implication that we must face. Those who argue that Paul is incon-
sistentt i these chapters usually claim that Paul’s “positive” attitude toward
[sracl in chap. 11 stands out as an anomaly in Paul’s letters and in the entire
New Testament. Ifthis is so, it is difficult to see how we can ascribe much the-
ological value to that viewpoint or to claim it as a genuinely Christian per-
spective. Paul’s positive evaluation of Israel in Romans 11 becomes a New
Testament aberration arising from an emotional attachment to his own people
(e.g.. C. H. Dodd) or from the need to handlc a particular pastoral or socio-
logical problem (e.g., E Watson). To claim New Testament or early Christian
warrant for so marginal a perspective seems dubious. It is difficult on these
grounds to see how Romans 11 can justifiably be used as a Christian founda-
tion for dialogue with Jews.
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But with Johnson, [ am not persuaded that we are forced to this conclusion,
and I agree with her two basic points: “that a single argument holds Romans
9-11 together and that its internal coherence is both consistent with the let-
ter as a whole and susceptible of theological (rather than only sociological)
discussion™ (p. 216). This being the case, I am probably not the best choice of
respondent. Nevertheless, while endorsing her general conclusions, I do not
endorse all the steps that she takes in order to justify those conclusions. In
what follows, I will raise some questions about Johnson's identification of the
purpose, structure, and issue of Romans 9-11. I will then build on this dis-
cussion in tackling the areas of theological tension in Romans 9-11.

I. THE STRUCTURE, OCCASION, AND
PURPOSE OF ROMANS

Johnson claims that we must play down the role of Jewish unbelief in
Romans 9-11 if we are to find coherence in these chapters and to make sense
of their place within the argument of Romans. Her depreciation of the place
of Jewish unbelief is reflected in her discussion of the occasion, purpose, and
structure of these chapters.

Most scholars emphasize Jewish rejection of the gospel as the occasion for
Paul’s teaching in Romans 9-11. Johnson acknowledges that Jewish unbelief
was an important factor, but she argues that acceptance of the gospel among
great numbers of Gentiles was equally significant. This great influx of Gen-
tiles into the community of the saved vindicates God’s impartiality, demon-
strating him to be the God who is “rich in mercy to all who call on him”
(10:12). But the twin phenomena of Jewish exclusion and Gentile inclusion
raise also the problem of God’s faithfulness to Isracl. Paul’s purpose, therefore,
is to reconcile God’s impartiality and his faithfulness—not, as a too-myopic
focus on Jewish exclusion would suggest, to explain Israel’s role in salvation
history or to reconcile God’s word of promise to Israel with Jewish unbelief.

In Johnson’s explanation of the structure of Romans 9-11, she shows how
Paul goes about reconciling God’s impartiality and his faithfulness. She
divides the body of these chapters into the traditional three sections—9:6-29;
9:30-10:21; 11:1-32—Dbut she criticizes the tendency to find in each section
a response to the problem of Israel’s unbelief, claiming that the result is inco-
herence. Instead, she argues, each section provides a different justification for
the compatibility of God’s impartiality and faithfulness. (1) God's inclusion of
Gentiles, which demonstrates his impartiality, has not compromised his faith-
fulness, for he has called Gentiles on the same basis as he called Israel (9:6-29).
(2) The “ethnic imbalance” of the church in Paul’s day vindicates God’s
impartiality while not violating God’s faithfulness, since Israel has wrongly
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misunderstood God’s faithfulness to Israel as partiality toward Israel (9:30-
10:21). (3) God remains faithful to his people Israel even as he expresses his
impartiality in including Gentiles; indeed, the inclusion of the Gentiles is a
means to express his faithfulness to his people (11:1-32). Recognizing the
focus on the relationship between GodS faithfulness and his impartiality
enables us 1o view Romans 9-11 as a natural and integral part of Romans, for
these themes have dominated the letter since the beginning.

Anyone who has struggled to make sense of the argument of Romans 911
must admire Johnson’s lucid and comprehensive summary. She has admirably
integrated the various strands of these chapters and located them securely
within the argument of the letter as a whole. And she is certainly right to insist
that we not neglect the part that Gentile acceptance of the gospel plays in
Paul’s discussion. Nevertheless. I think she has overemphasized this point, as |
will argue by examining her arguments about the occasion, purpose, and
structure of the section.

Structure

Johnson uses Paul’s rhetorical questions to divide the body of Romans 9-11
mto three major sections. I have two problems with this procedure. First,
9:6-29 is introduced not with a rhetorical question but with an assertion: “It
is not as though the word of God had failed.” Johnson argues that this asser-
tion implies a question (n. 22); and probably it does. But Paul’s failure to
record that question must suggest caution in using it as a clue to his intended
structure. Second, while no one would want to give all the rhetorical ques-
tions in Romans 9-11 equal structural value, [ think that the questionin 11:11
might have more importance than Johnson gives it. It is identical in form to
the question in 11:1: Aéywovv ("1 say, therefore™), un (“not™) + question; and
both are rejected with uiy yévorro (“May it never be!™). The parallelism sug-
gests that 11:1-10 and 11:11-32 should be identified as two discrete stages in
Paul’s argument. Confirmation of this proposal comes from the catena of Old
Testament quotations in 11:8-10, matching similar catenas or mixed quota-
tions in the conclusions of the other major parts of Romans 9-11: cf. 9:25-29;
10:18-21; and 11:26b-27.

Johnson is right to question the neat division of Romans 9-11 into three
parallel defenses of the proposiion that “the word of God has not failed”
(9:6a). Paul argues in a more “linear” fashion, with each new section build-
ing on, or responding to, points in the previous section (or sections):

(1) 9:9-29 is a defense of the proposition in v. 6a—"the word of God has
not failed” Paul argues that God’s word never promised salvation to all the



















































