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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
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biological descendants of Abraham (9:6b—13). Salvation is never a birthright,
even for Jews, but always a gift of God’s electing love (vv. 14-23), a gift he 1s
free to bestow on Gentiles as well as Jews (vv. 24-29).

(2) 9:30-10:21 is connected to 9:6b-29 (and especially vv. 25-29) with the
rthetorical question “What then shall we say?” Paul uses his understanding of
the gospel to explain the surprising turn in salvation history, as Jews are cast
aside while Gentiles stream into the kingdom.

(3) 11:1-10 15 connected to 9:30-10:21 (especially vv. 20-21) and indirectly
to 9:6b—29 with the rhetorical question, “I ask, then . . . ” Paul summarizes
the sitnation of Israel he has outlined in the previous two sections and prepares
for the next section by affirming the continuation of Isrzel’s election.

(4) 11:11-32 is connected to 11:1-10 (especially v. 7a) with the rhetorical
question, “I ask then . . . ” Paul argues that Israels current hardened state is
neither an end in itself nor permanent. God is using Israel’s casting aside in a
salvific process that reaches our to Gentiles and will include Israel once again.!

This pattern of initial positive exposition followed by clarifications and
expansions introduced with rhetorical questions matchies what Paul has done
eatlier in the letter: compare 2:1-29 with 3:1-8; 3:21-26 with 3:27-31,
4:1-25; 5:1-21 with 6:1-14, 15-23; 7:1—-6 with 7:7-12, 13-25. To be sure,
we must not minimize the importance of these clarifications and expansions,
which are often lengthy and substantive. But the way in which chaps. 9-11
appear to reflect this pattern should warn us against emphasizing chap. 11 at
the expense of the argument in 9:6-13. If this outline of the structure is right,
then 9:6-29 (esp. 6—13 and 24-297) has a more central place in these chaps.
than Johnson acknowledges; and 9:€a, the “starting point”™ of the entire dis-
cussion, may well represent Paul’s chief concern in these chapters.

! For a similar suggestion about the structure of these chapters, see S. Hafemann, “The Sal-
vation of Israel in Romans 11:25-32: A Response to Krister Stendahl,” Ex Auditu 4 (1938)
45-406.

* Paul’s argument and vocabulary choices suggest that 9:14-23 is something of an excursus
within the section. God’s “calling” of a “people™ is the topic of the passage, and Paul charac-
teristically peints us to that topic by both beginning (v. 7) and ending (v. 29) the section on that
note. Two of the key words of the paragraph occur in the Old Tesrament guotations in these
verses (Gen 21:12 and Isa 1:9): xadéo (“call”) (cf. also vv. 12, 24, 25, 26 and éxhoy [“elec-
tion""] in v. 11) and onépua (“seed”) (cf. also v. 8 and the related terms viée (“son™) (vv. 9, 26,
27) and téxvov (“child™) (vv. 7 and 8). The two quotations thus form an indusio (see, c.g..
Richard B. Hays, Edhoes of Seripture in the Letters of Paul [New Haven: Yale University Press,
1989] 65; P. E. Dinter, “The Remnant of Israel and the Stone of Stumbling in Zion according
1o Paul [Riomans 9-11]" [Ph.DD. dissertation, Union Theological Seminary, 1980] 10-22;]. D.
G. Dunn, Romans 9-16 [WBC 38b; Waco: Word, 1988] 537; ].-N. Aletn, “L’argumentation
paulinienne en Rim 9, Bib 68 [1987] 42-43).



244 Section-by-Section Explorations

Occasion

Johnson is justified in singling out the inclusion of Gentiles as an important
factor generatng Paul’s discussion m Romans 9-11, but I think she gives too
much weight to this factor and too litde to the problem of the apparent exclu-
sion of the majority of Jews from God’s salvation in Christ.? Certainly Paul
applies his vision of God’s sovereignty in election to the calling of both Jews
and Gentiles in 9:6-29; cf. v. 24. But the apostle’ focus is not on Gentile inclu-
sion but on the limitation of the recipients of God’s word of promise within
Israel. This is the essence of Paul’s argument in vv. 613, which is reiterated in
vv. 27-29. The enlargement of God’s people beyond the bounds of Israel is one
implication of God’s freedom in election; but the restriction of those people
(“seed of Abraham,” vv. 7-8; cf. v. 29; “vessels of honor/mercy,” vv. 21, 23)
within [srael is the focal point. Nor are we thereby guilty, as Johnson argues, of
reading later parts of Paul’s argument (e.g., 11:21-24) into this section. Paul’s
expression of anguish for his fellow Jews and his offer to take their place under
the curse at the very beginning of the whole argument (9:1-3) make clear that
he is going to be addressing the failure of so many Jews to enter into the mes-
sianic salvation.

The rhetorical question in 9:30—i obv épotpev (“What then shall we
say?”")—introduces a new stage in Paul’s discussion. Johnson is right to think
that 9:30-10:21 is not simply a second (after 9:6-29) answer to the question,
Why aren’t more Jews Christians? As our structural analysis suggested, its
place in Paul’s argument is more subordinate than this. Specifically, Paul is
showing how the surprising turn in salvation history that he has sketched in
9:24-29 can be understood in terms of the gospel, and especially its central
component, “‘the righteousness of faith.”* Explanation of Genuile inclusion is
certainly a significant part of Paul’s discussion (9:30; 10:19-20; cf. 10:10-13).
But the weight of emphasis falls on Israel’s failure to attain the righteousness

+ Although Johnson rever directly addresses the matter, she implicitly rejects the idea hat
the only problem Paul had with the Jews was their failure to agree to his vision of the inclusion
of Gentiles. This view was popularized by L. Gaston (see the collection of essays in Paul and the
Toralt [Vancouver: University of British Columbia, 1987]) and . Gager (e.g., The Origins of
Auti-Semitism: Attitudes toward Judaism in Pagan and Christian Antiguity [New York: Oxford
University Press, 1985] 197-264 [esp. 223-25 on Romans 9-11]}; and see recendy S. G. Hall
L. Christian Anti-Semitism and Paul's Theology (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1993) 113-27.

1 One of the most striking features about 9:30-10:21 is the way it reverts to the key theo-
logical language abour the gospel that Paul has used earlier. Every component of Paul’s “defi-
nition” of the gospel in the theme of the letter (1:16-17) is taken up in 9:30-10:21: “gospel”
(see 10:15, 16); “salvation™/"“save” (see 10:1, 9, 10, 13); “all” (10:4, 11, 12, 13); “Jew and
Greek™ (10:12); “faith™ (passim); and “the righteousness of God” (10:3]. But language of righ-
teousness provides the besic strucrural foundation for the section,
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of God in Christ. johnson argues that Paul’s real concern in this section is not
Israel’s failure but the sovereign role of God in determining the inclusion of
Gentiles. Noting that Paul uses racecourse imagery in presenting the success
of the Gentiles and the failure of the Jews in 9:30-32a, she claims that the
Gentiles have finished ahead of the Jews because God “has rigged the race-
course” (p. 227). Paul probably does imply that the Gentiles’ surprising
“attaining” of “the righteousness of faith” is the result of God’s election (com-
pare 9:30 with 9:16), but I think Johnson has seized on what is implicit at the
expense of what is explicit. What Paul emphasizes here is the fact that the
Gentiles attained righteousness because of faith (v. 30), while Israel missed
“the torah in its promise of righteousness™ because they lacked faith (v. 32a). In
9:32b—10:13 Paul unpacks this basic point, but again with particular reference
to the Jews (as is revealed by his use of scripture and critique of the law). Rom
10:14-21 continues this focus: Gentile inclusion is mentioned only briefly
(vv. 19-20), while Israel’s failure to believe is again explicitly condemned (see
vv. 16—17; cf. v. 21).5

Both Rom 11:1-10 and 11-32 confirm this focus on the Jews. Johnson
claims that the argument of chap. 11 “arises from the claim that God’s abid-
ing mercy to Israel is in no way compromised by God’s self-revelation to Gen-
tiles” (p. 231). Yet the assertion that leads to the question, “God has not
rejected his people, has he?” in 11:1 is not about God’s self-revelation to the
Gentiles but about Israel’s disobedience and obstinance {10:21). As 11:11-24
and 11:32 reveal, Paul again assumes as basic to his discussion the failure of
Israel: they have “stumbled,” “been cut off,” been “disobedient.” And it is this
failure of the Jews, not the inclusion of Gentiles, that drives the argument.
This is made clear in the fact that Paul sees the salvation of the Gentiles is a
means" to reach the Jews. Paul is arguing from the fact of Gentile inclusion and
the Gentile mission to God’s faithfulness to Israel. The direction of his argu-
ment suggests again that it is Israel’s plight that gives rise to his discussion.

Puypose

By minimizing the role of Israel’s plight in Romans 9-11, Johnson shifts the
focus from the tension between God’s word of promise and Israel’s exclusion

51 think it likely that the third person plural verbs in vv. 14-15 refer to the Jews, resuming
the implicit subject from v. 3 (see, e.g., C. E. B. Cranfield, A Critical and Excgetical Commentary
on the Epistle to the Romans [2 vols.; ICC; Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1975, 1979] 2. 533; H.
Schlier, Der Romerbrief [HTKNT; Freiburg/Basel/Vienna: Herder, 1979] 316), but this point
is not essential to my argument.

o Although, as Johnson rightly stresses (p. 232), this should be seen as only one means among
others.
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from the messianic salvation (as in most approaches to the chapters) to the ten-
ston between Gods faithfulness to Israel and his impartality toward all. As |
have argued in the last section, I think that the problem of Isracls failure to
respond to the gospel is, on the contrary, basic to these chapters. This histori-
cal fact is what sets up the basic tension in Romans 9-11: the apparent contrast
between Gods word expressed in the scriptures and God’s word in the gospel.
The former makes repeated and significant promises to Israel as a people; the
latter appears to disenfranchise Israel and to fly in the face of those promises. It
is this contrast that Paul implicitly raises in the opening verses of the section:
Israel, despite the promises and privileges granted to it in scripture (vv. 4-5) is,
in light of the gospel, in need of salvation (vv. 1-3). In contrast to Johnson’s
interpretation, I find this same tension repeated in 11:28: “from the standpoint
of the gospel [the Jews] are enemies for your sakes; but from the standpoint of
election [e.g., the word of promise to Israel in scripture] they are beloved
because of the fathers.”” Paul’s assertion here of Israel’s dual status succinctly
summarizes the dilemma that drives the whole argument of these chapters: the
Israel now at enmity with God because of the gospel is nevertheless the Israel
to whom God has made irrevocable promises of blessing. In broad terms, as
9:30-10:21 elaborates the former, negative side of this dilemma, so 9:6b-29
and 11:1-27 explain the second, positive side.® These texts frame Paul’s dis-
cussion, setting forth the essential tension that Paul seeks to resolve.

1£9:6~13 is as basic to Paul’s argument as my understanding of the structure
suggests, then the widespread assumption that 9:6a states the basic theme of
Romans 9-11 receives confirmation: “the word of God has not failed” As
Johnson recognizes, this assertion implies a question; and in light of 9:1-5,
that question must be: Does not the apparent exclusion of Israel from the
people of God through the preaching of the gospel render null and void God’s
carlier promises to Israel? It is for this reason that Paul quotes the scriptures so
often in Romans 9-11 (almost a third of all Paul’s quotations are found in
these chapters): he is seeking to demonstrate “the congruity between God’s

? Johnson's description of the structure of vv. 28-32 is accurate, but 1 question whether vv,
29 and 32 (the “C" lines in her diagram) “interoret,” respectively, v, 28 and vv, 30-31. Rather.
I think that vv. 29 and 32 ground (ydp, “for™) the assertions in v. 28 and vv. 30-31. And these
assertions focus on the salvation of Jews, with Gentile inclusion introduced only as it relates to
the Jews. Speaking broadly, one may say that v. 32 asserts God’s impartiality. But it is not set in
tension with God's faithfulness (v. 28); the two are parallel bases for God's mercy to Isracl.

5 See R. Schmitt, Gottesgerechtigheit—Heilsgeschichie—Israel in der Theologie des Paufus
(Europiiische Hochschulschriften 23/240; Frankfurt: Peter Lang, 1984) 111. Note the verbal
parallels with eardier sections: €xhoyn (Velection,” v. 28; ef. 9:11; 11:5, 7); moépag (“fachers,”
v. 28; cf. U:5); wAdfowg (Vealling,” v. 29; of. xaréw, “call,” in 9:7, 12, 24, 25, 26); dnedéo (“dis-
abey,” vv. 30-31; ef. 10:21); 2heéw (“have merey on,” vv. 30-32; cf. 9:15, 18).
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word in Scripture and God'’s word in Paul’s gospel.”™ Johnson is right, there-
fore, to locate the essence of Romans 9—11 in a question about God. We dis-
agree, however, on what that exact question is: she stresses the tension
between two revealed characteristics of God; 1 stress the historical tension
between God’s word to Israel and his word of good news in Jesus Christ.

Any satisfactory interpretation of Romans 9-11 must be able to integrate
these chapters with the argument of the letter as a whole, and here is one of
the strengths of Johnson’s position. She argues that the topic of Romans 9-11,
the tension between God’s faithfulness to Israel and his impartiality to all, is
precisely what “drives” the entire argument of Romans (p. 222). However,
while these themes are important in Romans, 1 am not convinced that they
are as central as Johnson makes them. Paul certainly stresses the universal sig-
nificance of the gospel (e.g., 1:16; 3:9, 19, 22-23, 29-30; 4:12, 16-17;
5:12-19; 9:24; 10:10-13, 19-20; 11:32; 15:7—12), and the extension of God’s
grace to Gentiles as well as Jews may perhaps be interpreted as a reflection of
his impartiality. But the language of “impartiality” occurs only once in
Romans—and then with respect not to the gospel but to the assessment of
human beings at the judgment (2:11).1° Moreover, as Johnson notes (n. 29),
Jewish writers did not see any conflict between God’s impartiality and his
favor to Israel. It seems difficult to think, then, that the doctrine of God’s
impartiality would have created a tension with God’s faithfulness strong
enough to drive the argument of Romans 9-11. Neither is God’s faithfulness
(to Israel? to the world?) as dominant a theme as Johnson suggests.!!

Current scholarly preoccupation with the “for all who believe, but to the
Jew first” element of Rom 1:16—17 in explanations of the letter as a whole
may be an overreaction to a former preoccupation with “the one who is righ-
teous by faith will live.” Both these themes, however, are subordinate to the
concept that leads off Paul’s statement of the theme of the letter in 1:16-17:
the gospel. As I understand the letter, Paul is presenting and defending the
gospel against a backdrop of controversy over the relationship between
Judaism and the church. Paul, the “apostle to the Gentiles,” found himself at

* Hays, Echoes of Scriprure, 64; cf. F. Wazson, Paul, Judaism and the Gentiles: A Sociological
Approach (SNTSMS 56; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986) 160-62,

1% J. Bassler nevertheless argues that God’s imparuality is the central theme in 1:16-2:29, and
perhaps in 1:16-3:20 as a whole (Divine Impartiality: Paul and a Thealogical Axiom [SBLDS 59;
Chico, CA: Scholars Press, 1982] 122-37, 154-65). But it seems to me that Bassler has placed
more emphasis on this theme than the structure of the passage and its key summary assertions
(1:18-19; 3:9, 19-20) would justify.

1" Even if Stkonootvn Beod (“the righteousness of God”) is interpreted in these terms (which
1 question), significant sections of Romans fe.g., chaps. 5-8) cannot be subsumed under the
theme of God's faithfulness.
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the vortex of this debate. A decade of struggle to preserve the integrity and
freedom of the gospel from a fatal mixture with the Jewish torah lies behind
him; a critical encounter with Jews and Jewish Christians suspicious of him
because of his outspoken stance in this very struggle lies immediately ahead
(cf. Rom 15:30-33). And reinforcing Paul’s own reasons for being preoccu-
pied with the relation of Jew and Gentile is the situation in the Roman
church. Rom 14:1-15:13 reveals a split along largely Jewish—Gentile lines;
and although this problem is not the main motivation for the letter, it is (con-
tra Johnson) surely ene reason for Paul’ focus in Romans on the theological
and historical continuity between the Qld Testament and the New Testament,
“law™ and “gospel "2

Romans 9-11 has an integral role 1n this explanation and defense of the
gospel. It is no excursus or afterthought; neither is it, however, the center or
climax of the letter.’? Paul demonstrates in these chapters the compatibility
berween the gospel and scripture in order to vindicate a crucial claim he makes
for that gospel: that it is “the gospel of God” (1:1). Paul’s argument earlier in
the letter might have scemed to jeopardize that claim. He has denied that Jews

12 For substantiation of these points, see my Romans 1-8 (Chicago: Moody, 1991) 16-28.

' F. C. Baur paved the way for this view of the centrality of Riomans 9-11. He contested the
“dogmatic” interpretation of Romans, with its focus on justification by faith in chaps. 1-8, and
argued for a historical interpretation of the letter, focused on the debates between Jews anc
Christians and with chaps. 9-11 the “germ and centre” of the letter (Paud the Apostle of Jesus
Christ: His Life and Work, His Epistles and His Doctrine [2 vols.; 2d ed.; London: Williams & Nor-
gate, 1876] 315-41, esp. 315). For recent defenses of the centrality of Riomans 9-11, see K. Sten-
dahl, Paul Among Jews and Gentiles and Othier Essays (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1976) 4; ]. C. Beker,
Paul the Apostle: The Triunph of God in Life and Thought (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1980) 87.

Romans 9-11 reveals many specific textual and thematic contacts with chaps. 1-8. Many
scholars see a close relationship with 3:1-8 (e.g., E. Brandenburger, “'Paulinische Schrftausle-
gung in der Kontroverse um das Verheissungswort Gottes (Rém 9),"" ZTK 82 [1985] 3-5;
Schlier, Rénerbricf, 283) and chap. 8 (e.g., B. Byme, ‘Sons of God'— Sced of Abralam’: A Study
of the Idea of Sonship of Ced of all Christians in Paul against the Jewish Background |AnBib 83; Rome:
Biblical Institute, 1979] 127-29; N. Elliot, The Rhwetoric of Romans: Argumentative Constraint and
Strategy and Paul's “Dialogue with Judaism™ [ JSNTSup 43; Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1990] 261-63).
Fora complete list and full discussion of these contacts, see H.-M. Liibking, Paulus und Israel im
Romerbrief: Eine Untersucung zu Rémer 9-11 (Europiische Hochschulschriften 23/260; Frank-
furt: Peter Lang, 1986) 21-51. But the very number of these contacts suggests that chaps. 9-11
form a discrete argument, relating generally to she argument of chaps. 1-8 without being tied
w any one text or theme. See W. G. Kiimmel, “Die Probleme von Rémer 9-11 in der gegen-
wiirtigen Forschungslage,” in Die Israelfrage nach Ram 9-11 (ed. L. de Lorenzi; Monographis-
che Reihe von ‘Benedicting’ 3; Rome: St. Paul's Abbey, 1977) 15; D. E. Aune, “Romans as a
Logos Protreptikos,” in The Romans Debate (ed. K. P. Donfried; rev. ed.; Peabody, MA: Hen-
drickson, 1991) 294-95; H. Riisinen, “Paul, God, and Israel: Romans 9-11 in Recent
Research,” in The Secial World of Formative Christianity and Judaism: Essays in Tribute to Howard
Clark Kee (ed. J. Neusner et al.; Philadelphia, Fortress, 1988) 179-80.
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are guaranteed salvation through the Mosaic covenant (chap. 2, especially).
What, then, becomes of their scriprurally based status as “God’s chosen
people”? Magnifving the problem is Paul’s repeated insistence that what once
apparently belonged to, or was promised to, Israel now belongs to believers in
Jesus Christ, whether Jew or Gentile. Christians are Abraham’s heirs (chap. 4),
God’s adopred children (8:14-17), possessors of the Spirit (chap. 8), and heirs
of God’s own glory (5:2; 8:18-30). Therefore, although I think that Johnson
overemphasizes it. she is certainly justified in bringing out the significance of
Gentile inclusion for the situation addressed in Romans 9-11. I think that it is
Jewish rejection of the gospel that creates the problem Paul grapples with in
Romans 9-11; but Gentile acceptance of that same gospel exacerbates it. Paul
could have cut the Gordian knot by claiming that the church had taken over
Israel’s position and leaving it at that. This Paul refuses to do; in his view, to jet-
uson God’s promises to Israel is to jettison the gospel.

II. THEOLOGICAL TENSIONS IN ROMANS 9-11

The issues we have examined in section I are important in their own right.
But, in the context of present academic discussion of Romans 9-11, they are
also preliminary to the more critical question of the theological integrity of
Paul’s argument. Johnson sets her own analysis of the argument of Romans
9-11 in the context of this debate. AsT made clear at the outset of my response,
I am entirely supportive of Johnson's effort to find theological coherence in
these chapters. But my differences with her over the general shape of Romans
9-11 will mean that I also disagree with some elements of her solution to this
problem. In this section, I want to air those disagreements at the same time as
I tentatively suggest some alternate approaches to these ssues.

Divine Sovereignty and Human Responsibility

As Johnson notes, those scholars who find in 9:6-29 and 9:30-10:21 paral-
lel responses to the question Why hasn’t Israel responded to the gospel? are
faced with an apparent contradiction. In 9:6-29 Paul answers this question
with reference to the sovereign decision of God: he has chosen some to par-
ticipate and has rejected others. But in 9:30-10:21 Paul argues that the Jews’
failure to believe is why they have been excluded from salvation. In the first
section the Jews are not included because God chose that they would not be;
in the second that are not included because they chose not to be.

Johnson takes some of the force from this apparent contradiction by arguing
that Paul’s election teaching in 9:6-29 is directed to the inclusion of Gentiles
rather than to the exclusion of Jews. While I cannot follow her interpretation



250 section-by-Section Explorations

at this point, | do think she is right to argue that 9:6-29 and 9:30~10:21 are
not two answers to the same question. The relationship between these two
units 1s more subtle. Nevertheless, as Johnson also realizes, these considera-
tions do not remove the problem. Some scholars seek to “explain” the ten-
sion by making human response (9:30-10:21; 11:17-24) the basis for God’s
election (9:6~29; 11:5-7)" or by making human response the outcome of
God’s election.!® While Johnson appears to lean toward the latter solution (see
p. 233), she ultimately affirms the integrity of both God's sovereignty and
human responsibility. I entirely agree. God’s control of all things and the full
seriousness and integrity of human decision making are found together
throughout the scriptures and in many Jewish writings.' Their interplay is
woven into the warp and woof of biblical religion, and while their relation
ship may finallv defy logical resolution, we are not thereby left only with an
illogical contradiction, but with a paradox or antinomy that is perhaps the
inevitable product of a powerful and holy God’s intervention in human affairs
(as Johnson notes).

The Election of Israel

For various reasons. current study of Romans 911 is preoccupied with the
teaching of these chapters about the role of Israel in God’s purposes. Johnson
suggests that this might not be the best starting point and that those who begin
here might end up with a distorted picture of the chapters. Her warning is
well taken. For all our (appropriate) concern with the implications of Paul’s
teaching for the issues we face in our day, we will fail to understand his teach-
ing if we impose on the apostle our own issues and agendas. What results from
such a procedure might be interesting and applicable, but its claim to be Paul’s
teaching may be questionable. Nevertheless, as my comments in section [
above indicate, I am not sure that Johnson’s warnings in this case are on tar-
get. [ think that the large-scale Jewish rejection of the gospel, with the impli-
cation that these Jews are thereby excluded from God’s salvation in Christ, is
the driving force behind Romans 9-11. The questions that this circumstance

" E g, Melanchthon: “Here he [Paul] expressly sets down the cause of reprobation, namely,
because they are not willing to believe the Gospel™ (Contmentary on Romans fed. and wans. F.
Kramer; St. Lows: Concordia, 1992] 193).

5 E.g., G. Maier, Mensch und freier Wille nacl den fridischen Religionsparteien zwischen Ben Sira
tnd Pandus (WUNT 12; Tibingen: Mohr [Siebeck], 1971) 385.

1" See, e.g., . AL Carsen, Divine Sovereignty and Human Responsibility: Biblical Themes in Ten-
ston (Adanta: John Knox, 1981).
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raises for the integrity of God’s word, filled as it is with strong and sweeping
promises to those same apparently rejected Jews, force Paul to put the place of
Israel in God’s purposes at the forefront of this discussion.

It is just because the issue of Israel is so central to Romans 9-11 that Paul’s
alleged contradictions in his teaching about Israel are so serious. Isolated
voices in the past have identified contradictions in Paul’s discussion of Israel in
these chapters. But recent years have seen those voices swell into a chorus.
Several points of contradiction are often noted, but they boil down to the
question of election. Has God elected only some—and apparently, indeed, a
small minority—of Jews to be saved, or has he elected the entirety of Israel?
Rom 9:6-29 seems to affirm the former; as Paul summarizes in v. 27, “the
resmmant will be saved.”” Yet 9:4-5; 11:1-2; and 11:11-24 hint at a different
answer, spelled out in 11:25-32 and stated in v. 26a: “all Isracl will be saved.”

Johnson rejects two methods of resolving this conflict, one explicitly and the
other implicitly. In n. 12 she cites and criticizes the “two-covenant” theory.
While its advocates do not usually advance this theory as a means of solving the
apparent contradiction in Romans 9-11 about Israels election, it has the
potential for doing so. The salvation of the remnant could be based on God’s
election of the church through Jesus Christ, while the salvation of “all Israel”
could be based on Gody election of Israel through the “torah covenant.” 1
agree with Johnson's decision to reject this alternative and cite her own fine and
detailed critique of the proposal for substantiation.'”

Another way to resolve the tension in Paul’s treatment of Israel’s election and
salvation 1s to deny, in effect, that 11:25-32 is speaking about Israel’s election.
That is, we may understand the “all Israel” of 11:26a to refer not to the nation
of Israel but to the people of God generally, composed of both Jews and Gen-
tiles. This interpretation, which has a long pedigree, has been advanced
recently by N. T. Wright as a way of resolving the apparent contradiction about
Israel’s election in Romans 9-11."% I am not clear about Johnson's view of this
interpretation.' In any case, I think that 11:25-26 refers to or at least presup-

7 E. E. Johnson, The Function of Apocalyptic and Wisdom Traditions in Romans 9—11 (SBLDS
109; Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1989} 176-205. Another fine rebuttal of this view is R. Hvalvik,
“A ‘Sonderweg’ for Isracl: A Critical Examination of a Current Interpretation of Romans
11.25-27." JSNT 38 (1990) 87-107.

¥ N. T. Wright, The Climax of the Covenant: Christ and the Law in Pauline Theology (Min-
neapolis: Fortress, 1992) 236-46.

' In her rejoinder ro my response at the conference, Johnson claims that Paul failed to share
my “expectation of a mass Jewish conversion” (p. 237). But, according to her paper, she also
finds in 11:11-27 a “back-and-forth” movement from Israel’s hardening to Gentile inclusion
to “the restoration of Israel.”
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poses large-scale conversion of Jews™ at the time of the return of Christ.2! As
attractive at it might be in some ways, then, [ cannot adopt Wright’s solution
to the tension about Israel in Romans 9-11.

If N. T. Wright and others resolve the apparent conflict between 9:6-29 and
11:25-26 by removing 11:25-26 from consideration, Johnson suggests that she
would resolve it by removing, or atleast playing down, 9:6-29. I say “suggests,”
because Johnson never spells out her resolution. But I think that this is the ten-
dency of her exposition. As we noted above, she argues that 9:6-29 “concerns
not who is in the family and who is out but who 1s in charge and to what pur-
poses” (p. 225); exclusion of unbelieving Jews from the people of God. she
argues, is “not in view in chap. 97 (p. 225). | indicated above my unease with
this approach to 9:6-29; I will now give some further reasons for it.

Johnson argues that 9:6-23 is a general argument about God’s way of “ini-
tiating a saving relationship with the world,” while 9:24-29, which focuses
explicitly on the implications of this teaching for Christian experience, has
the purpose not of reducing the people of God (by excluding Jews) but of
enlarging that people (by including Genutles) (p. 225). But there are difficul-
tics with both these conclusions.

While 9:6-23 is an important statement about God’s sovereignty in elec-
tion to salvation,*? these verses have a specific purpose within their context:
to justify Paul’s assertion in v. 6b that “not all who are of Israel are Israel”?
This assertion grounds (yép, “for”) Paul’s denial that the word of God has
failed (v. 6a); and this denial, in turn, comes in response to the apparent con-
flict between by Israel’s plight (vv. 1-3) and its scriptural privileges (vv. 4-5).
Exclusion of some Isrzelites is the issue that Paul claims to be addressing at this

™ nae Topuih (Mall Israel™) occurs 143 times in the LXX, where it usually denotes not every
single Israclite but a representative number of Israclites—Israel as a corporate entity (see. e.g.,
Josh 7:25; 1 Sam 14:22; Ezra 2:70; Neh 7:73; Jdt 15:14).

A The temporal delimitation of Israel’s salvation is based not on otwwg (“in this way™), which
probably has no remporal nuance, but on the emphasis on temporal sequence m vv. 11-24
(olireg refers, then, to this sequence as the manner of Israel's salvation) and on the probable
identification of the coming of the deliverer (v. 26b) with the parousia.

= Despite the weight of current scholarship, I am convinced that these verses are speaking
about God's election of individuals to salvation. See esp. ). Piper, The Justification of God: An
Exegetical and Theological Study of Romans 9:1-23 2d ed.; Grand Rapids: Baker, 1993); T. R.
Schreiner, “Does Romans 9 Teach Individual Election unto Salvation? Some Exegetical and
Theological Reflections,” JETS 36 (1993) 25—40.

= While 1 think that Paul does use ‘lopani (“lsrael”) to denote the elect from among both
Jews and Gentiles in the much-debated Gal 6:16 (so, recenty R. N. Longenecker, Galatians
[WBC; Waco: Word. 1990] 297-99), the context here shows that he intends the second occur-
rence of Toponi in 9:6b to denote the “remnant” of the elect within natonal Israel (see vv.
7-13, 27).





















