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INTRODUCTION 

Much time has been spent discussing the relationship between Israel and the 

church. Perhaps no biblical author references this more frequently than the apostle Paul. 

He, himself a Jew, was primarily ministering to the Gentiles. He had an experiential 

knowledge of this relationship like few others did. In Romans 9, Paul begins a discussion 

about the elect of God. He continues that discussion through several verses and it culmi-

nates in chapter 11 with an illustration about an olive tree. Focussing in on what Paul had 

to say about the nature of the relationship between Israel and the church, the reader 

should be able to better understand the plan of God throughout history. Paul clearly 

shows that God’s plan spans through Israel and the church. Though distinct entities, they 

are very interwoven in the plan of God. God has used them both for specific purposes and 

even uses them to help fulfill certain covenants He has made with the other. Though sepa-

rate entities, both are elected as the people of God and have received covenants from 

God.  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CHAPTER 1 
 
 

GOD’S FIRST GROUP OF COVENANT PEOPLE 

The first group elected into the covenant people of God was the ethnic 

nation of Israel. This began at Mount Sinai in the Old Testament. In Romans 9, 

God gives the background of this elected people. He first chose Abraham, whom 

Paul argues is the father of all God’s people. He then chose Isaac over Ishmael. 

Before Isaac’s sons were born God had chosen Jacob over Esau. The sons of Ja-

cob became the children of Israel, when God covenanted with them at Mount 

Sinai. This is the first people group that God elected to Himself and covenanted 

with. They were thus the first people group added to the covenant people of God. 

Because Israel was the first people added to the covenant people of God, for a 
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time they were, in fact, exclusive in this. That is to say that they could be consid-

ered the original covenant people of God.  

Other groups may be added in the future but none would be grown 

through an ethnic race as God has done through Abraham’s ethnic descendants. 

In Romans 11, Paul illustrates the concept that Israel is the original people of 

God, grown and cultivated by God over time by comparing them to a cultivated 

olive tree.  The natural grown branches grown and cultivated are the representa1 -

tion of the children of Israel. This piece of the illustration gives the nation of Is-

rael a high place of honor and makes her a centerpiece to God’s redemptive plan. 

As this passage continues to unfold, it becomes evident that Israel was not only a 

centerpiece because they provided the redemption of Christ, but also that one 

purpose in Christ’s death was the redemption of  Israel. God’s first covenant with 

Israel spoke of a Messiah coming to build a kingdom. Jesus indeed came and of-

fered the kingdom to the Jews. All the nation of Israel needed to do in order to 

fulfill the covenant with them was accept their rightful kingdom. Israel, of 

course, did not do this.  

Israel rejected God. Jesus offered the kingdom, but was fully rejected by 

them. Israel illustrated a heart of unbelief when Jesus offered the kingdom. They 

did not believe He was the Messiah. In fact, they went so far as to crucify Him. 

As if it was not bad enough that they had rejected the king that God had promised 

 Gadenz, Pablo T. Called from the Jews and from the Gentiles Pauline Ecclesiology in 1

Romans 9-11. Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2009. p 195

!3



to them generations earlier, they then crucified Him like the worst of criminals. 

Romans 11 speaks about this when it references the cultivated olive branches be-

ing cut from the tree.  Israel cut herself off from the tree by her own unbelief.  23 4

Many would contend that the cultivated olive tree is ethnic Israel, but if that is 

the case then what of these branches that are cut off? Others would argue that it 

consists of redeemed Israel, which would seem to make sense if it were not for 

the passage discussing the grafting in of wild branches. It will be discussed later 

that these wild branches are Gentiles. If the tree is in fact redeemed Israel or eth-

nic Israel, it is then a requirement that we then count these grafted in branches as 

adopted sons ethnically as well as spiritually.  

It is this writer’s belief that the only explanation for this is that the root of 

this tree is Abraham, the father of all God’s people, and the tree is the totality of 

His covenant people. This was originally just Israel, but when other people 

groups are added to God’s covenant people it does not require similar ethnicity or 

ethnic adoption. The ethnic distinctions are then found in the branches, not the 

tree. All branches connected to the vine are God’s elect. Some are Israel and 

some are not. With this illustration that Paul uses in view and an understanding 

 Luther, Martin. Commentary on the Epistle to the Romans. Grand Rapids, MI: Zonder2 -
van Pub. House, 1954. p 145

 Holland, Tom. Romans: The Divine Marriage: A Biblical Theological Commentary. Eu3 -
gene, Or.: Pickwick Publications, 2011. p 380

 Bell, Richard H. The Irrevocable Call of God: An Inquiry into Paul's Theology of Israel. 4

Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2005. p 295
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that Israel was God’s first covenant people group, it is clear that the first group 

elected into the covenant people of God (Israel) rejected Him. 
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CHAPTER 2 

GOD’S SECOND GROUP OF COVENANT PEOPLE 

Though the first people God elected into His covenant people rejected 

Him, the second group elected into the covenant people of God accepted Him. 

The second group elected into the covenant people of God is the church. This is 

presented in chapter 11 of Romans as the redemption of the Gentiles. When the 

Jews rejected Christ as their king they put Him to death. The death of the infinite 

and perfect Christ could fulfill what each person in the world owed God. God in 

His wisdom and love placed the sins of the entire world on Christ in that 

moment.  The guilt, shame, and punishment for all sin was then upon Christ. The 5

infinite God-man Jesus Christ in a finite moment could pay the infinite debt that 

finite man owed to God. Thus the very ultimate act of rejection by the Jews 

 Nanos, Mark D. The Mystery of Romans: The Jewish Context of Paul's Letter. Min5 -
neapolis: Fortress, 1996. p 263
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brought allowance for the salvation of the Gentiles. This new group God has 

elected for Himself is called the church throughout the rest of the New Testament. 

As mentioned earlier, Gentiles in the church are the wild olive branches 

that have been grafted into the covenant people of God.  This in no way makes 6

them synonymous to Israel, but does mean that both the church and Israel can en-

joy the blessings that accompany being elected into the covenant people of God, 

namely the blessings promised to Abraham and given through Christ. These wild 

branches are being grafted in, which makes them unnatural in a sense.  This is 7

similar to the picture of adoption found in the New Testament. Romans 11 is very 

clear that the Gentiles receive Christ through faith and that they are just as suscep-

tible to unbelief as the Israelites were. The knowledge of this should produce a 

great deal of humility and a constant striving towards faithfulness in the lives of 

those God has in His mercy chosen to graft in. The church is receiving Christ.  8

God has promised that He will build His church and even today the church is still 

being built. Wild olive branches are still being grafted in. People from all tribes, 

tongues, and nations are receiving the Christ as Savior (including Jews), entering 

into the covenant people of God through the church, and thus receiving eternal 

life. 

 Pate, C. Marvin. Romans. Vol. Romans. Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2013. Print. Teach 6

the Text. p 216

 Bell, Richard H. The Irrevocable Call of God: An Inquiry into Paul's Theology of Israel. 7

Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2005. p 296

 Hultgren, Arland J. Paul's Letter to the Romans: A Commentary. Grand Rapids, MI: 8

William B. Eerdmans Pub., 2011. p 419
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CHAPTER 3 

FULFILLING THE COVENANTS 

Though there is great joy over the fact that the church is actively receiv-

ing Christ and thus God’s covenants with His people are being fulfilled, there is 

still sorrow over Israel’s rejection. This begs the question, “Is God finished with 

ethnic Israel?” The answer to this question is explicitly stated in verse 11 of chap-

ter 11. “Absolutely not!” Because Israel rejected Christ as king, the Gentiles can 

accept Him as Savior.  This is one piece of God’s plan that He is bringing about 9

through the rejection of Christ by Israel. Before Christ died, there was no hope 

 Bell, Richard H. The Irrevocable Call of God: An Inquiry into Paul's Theology of Israel. 9

Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2005. p 291
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for the Gentiles at all unless they fully took on the customs and aligned them-

selves with the ethnicity of Israel.  Salvation was completely exclusive. Through 10

the rejection of Christ, Israel cut herself off from the tree of God’s covenant. This 

allowed for other branches to be grafted on. These other branches are the Gen-

tiles. Though we should never rejoice in anyone rejecting God, this has led to a 

joyous result, for by it salvation has come to all people. 

It is through this New Covenant that God has made with the church that 

Israel now has a second chance at receiving Christ.  The church does not replace 11

Israel, but it is through the means of the redemption of Jesus Christ that Israel 

will one day once again be given the opportunity to receive their King.  As the 12

Jews put Christ to death, the hope of God’s covenant being fulfilled to them was 

put to death as well. Without God’s eternal King Jesus, there could be no fulfill-

ment of God’s covenant with them. For those who truly understood Who Jesus 

was, this was a truly hopeless time. Everything the entire Jewish nation had been 

built around was being destroyed by the Jews themselves.  The covenant that 13

God had made with Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and even David was being destroyed. 

For centuries Israel had been waiting for this covenant of God to come to fulfill-

 Hultgren, Arland J. Paul's Letter to the Romans: A Commentary. Grand Rapids, MI: 10

William B. Eerdmans Pub., 2011. p 411

 Hultgren, Arland J. Paul's Letter to the Romans: A Commentary. Grand Rapids, MI: 11

William B. Eerdmans Pub., 2011. p 423

 Bell, Richard H. The Irrevocable Call of God: An Inquiry into Paul's Theology of Israel. 12

Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2005. p 297

 Kirk, J. R. Daniel. Unlocking Romans: Resurrection and the Justification of God. 13

Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Pub., 2008. p 192
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ment, and when it finally came, they wholeheartedly rejected it and even did their 

best to destroy the possibility of it.  God in His wisdom, however, would not 1415

let a covenant of His to go unfulfilled. He used the very destructive act of the 

Jews in order to give the New Covenant, but this time offered to all people. His 

elected covenant people, the church, would accept this covenant and be re-

deemed.  

It is by means of this new covenant that God has reopened the door that 

Israel had slammed shut.   This New Covenant of God has no ethnic boundaries. 16

It is offered both to Jew and Gentile. God has elected Himself a people not from 

one nation, but from every tribe tongue and nation on the face of the planet.  17

This is not only the solution to the sin of the world but specifically to the problem 

of Israel’s rejection. Because this new covenant is offered to all people, the Jews 

still have opportunity to accept Christ as Savior and King. Though Israel rejected 

God and even put Him to death, God still has provided them a place in the 

covenant people of God. Not only is God continuing to bless them in spite of 

their rejection of Him, but He has also chosen to bless all nations through the 

very rejection of Himself by the Jews. God can still be accepted by the nation of 

 Holland, Tom. Romans: The Divine Marriage: A Biblical Theological Commentary. Eu14 -
gene, Or.: Pickwick Publications, 2011. p 379

 Gadenz, Pablo T. Called from the Jews and from the Gentiles Pauline Ecclesiology in 15

Romans 9-11. Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2009. p 217

 Kim, Johann D. God, Israel, and the Gentiles: Rhetoric and Situation in Romans 9-11. 16

Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2000. p 134

 Bell, Richard H. The Irrevocable Call of God: An Inquiry into Paul's Theology of Israel. 17

Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2005. p 299
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Israel, and Paul predicts a day that they do just that. Through the covenant God 

gave to the church, He will fulfill His first covenant with Israel.  Romans 11:32 18

sums up this great paradox: “For God has imprisoned all in disobedience, so that 

He may have mercy on all.” It is the very sin and hopelessness of the Jews that 

God will ultimately use to bring about the possibility of their redemption, and not 

only them but all people.  19

 
 

 Nanos, Mark D. The Mystery of Romans: The Jewish Context of Paul's Letter. Min18 -
neapolis: Fortress, 1996. p 275

 Hultgren, Arland J. Paul's Letter to the Romans: A Commentary. Grand Rapids, MI: 19

William B. Eerdmans Pub., 2011. p 424
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SUMMARY 

 God covenanted with the church through Christ’s redemptive death so that He 

might redeem all men and thus include wayward Israel. The plan of God is truly astound-

ing and unfathomable. His love is incomprehensible. Romans 11:33 shares Paul’s emo-

tional response of gratitude, humility, thankfulness, and awe of God. “Oh, the depth of 

the riches both of the wisdom and the knowledge of God! How unsearchable His judg-

ments and untraceable His ways!”  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