
Sermon 122: Romans 11:1: Paul, an instructive conversion

OUTLINE

His Jewishness
His stubbornness

INTRODUCTION

We all love to hear stories of radical conversions.  I think we are addicted to radical 
conversions because we forget that every conversion is radical, because to raise the 
spiritually dead is something no one but God can do, no matter what sort of sins you were 
involved in.  Our faith is small and hearing of the conversion of those more sinful than us 
encourages us and reminds us that God can save even us, as well as loved ones and friends 
who appear so hardened.  We love to hear of atheists who convert to give us confidence 
against atheists, or Muslims because of their dominance in the world.  A recent high profile 
conversion would be that of Rosaria Butterfield.  She was a lesbian professor in California 
and is now a home-schooling; Reformed pastor’s wife with several adopted children.   She 
describes her life like this:
‘After my tenure book was published, I used my post to advance the understandable 
allegiances of a leftist lesbian professor. My life was happy, meaningful, and full. My partner 
and I shared many vital interests: aids activism, children's health and literacy, Golden 
Retriever rescue, our Unitarian Universalist church, to name a few.’1  She was doing research
on the conservative Christian right and wrote a controversial critique of the Promisekeepers 
movement.  This resulted in hate and fan mail.  However, she received one letter which she 
could not categorise and which challenged her.  It did not denounce or defend her but 
challenged her to examine the assumptions of her assertions.  This led to her meeting the 
pastor who began a two year friendship which included bringing her into their home, which 
resulted in God converting her.  
She has sold many books talking about her conversion and is extremely intelligent and 
insightful in how Christians should be talking to and about homosexuality.  Her conversion is 
in many ways a Godsend and has been the means by which many Christians have learnt 
how to navigate the controversial and confusing waters off sexual identity.  Paul’s conversion
is being held up by Paul to encourage us in the same way.  

We are looking at the unbelief of the Jews and God’s plan of salvation for them.  We know 
that if God fails to keep His promises to Israel He will be proven to be a liar and all of 
Christianity will fall apart.  Paul is addressing matters that relate to the foundations of our 
faith, the assurance of our salvation, as well as race relation issues between Jews and 
Gentiles.  We have seen that the Jews have wilfully disobeyed and not believed in Christ but 
clung to their self efforts for righteousness.  This observation can make us very pessimistic 
and leap to wrong conclusions about the Jews.  In v1 Paul points to himself as the reason 
why we must not be pessimistic but trust in God to keep His promises and fulfil His plan.  
Paul reminds us by His conversion that God is a God of mercy, faithfulness and power, He 
does and can save hard cases.

Paul’s Jewishness

V1, ‘I ask, then, has God rejected his people? By no means! For I myself am an Israelite, a 
descendant of Abraham, a member of the tribe of Benjamin.’

1 http://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2013/january-february/my-train-wreck-conversion.html



The primary question Paul is dealing with is an understandable one from a Gentile 
perspective.  Here are some of the reasons why the Romans might have come to a wrong 
conclusion.  Israel for the most part have rejected Christ and now the Gentiles are coming 
in, the natural question to arise is, is God finished with the Jews?  Now there is a little 
historical background we need to grasp which is probably feeding into the discussion in 
Rome.  Reliable sources in Church history tell us that the original Roman church was very 
Jewish in orientation and make up.  It was not started by Peter or Paul as Roman Catholics 
and other traditions would have us believe, but it was probably planted after Pentecost by 
Jews who had encountered the Gospel in Jerusalem.  Based on evidence from the Life of 
Claudius, we see that the Jews were causing riots because of Jewish Christians.  As a result 
all Jews were expelled from Rome.  Acts 18:2 gives us an account of Aquila and Priscilla 
leaving in this expulsion.  Now consider how this would have affected the church.  Only the 
Gentile Christians would have remained, and there would have been a definite shift in 
emphasis from synagogues to houses, and Jewish emphases to Gentile ones.  These bans 
were only temporary, and when the Jewish Christians returned to Rome, you can imagine 
the tensions that would have resulted. Paul is aware of these tensions one of them is racism 
that the church seems to have taken over from the culture, the prevalent Anti-Semitism that
was already active in Roman culture.  It appears that there is an underlying animosity that 
was denying the Jews the right to be part of the church and an attempt at theological 
arguments to support this.  Paul argues in chapter 11 that God is not finished with the Jews,
God has a remnant, that God is using Gentile conversion to make the Jews jealous, and 
argues that the natural branches, the Jews are easily and fittingly received into the Church.

The second reason why this question is understandable is because of the Gentile’s general 
ignorance of God’s promises to His own people in the OT.  They would have no real 
understanding of God’s promises to Abraham and David, and they would not see why it is 
crucial to God’s character as a promise keeper to see a plan that includes their future 
salvation.  They would largely be unaware of how God had punished them but never fully 
cast them off several times in the past.

Thirdly, there are verses which seem to imply that God is finished with Israel.  After healing 
the Centurion’s servant Jesus said, Matt. 8:11-12, ‘I tell you, many will come from east and 
west and recline at table with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob in the kingdom of heaven, 12 
while the sons of the kingdom will be thrown into the outer darkness. In that place there will
be weeping and gnashing of teeth."’  After the parable of the tenants of the vineyard who 
killed the son of the owner Jesus talks about the cornerstone that is rejected and says, Matt.
21:43, ‘Therefore I tell you, the kingdom of God will be taken away from you and given to a 
people producing its fruits.’  On their own these verses might lead one to conclude that God 
is finished with the Jews.    

Paul seeks to correct their misunderstanding by using his own conversion as a lesson.  Paul 
in his typical fashion begins with a rhetorical question, ‘I ask then, has God rejected His 
people?’  He uses this method in chapter 6 when refuting a wrongheaded form of logic, and 
is anticipating wrong logic here too.  The question is asking whether God has utter cast off 
Israel based on the fact that chapter 10 speaks so much on their unbelief and obstinacy.  
Paul is emphatic, ‘By no means!’  Impossible, never, God forbid, these would all capture the 
intensity of his protest.  Now as proof for this assertion he puts forward his Jewish 
credentials, ‘For I myself am an Israelite, a descendant of Abraham, a member of the tribe 
of Benjamin.’

Paul wants to prove that Jews can be saved and points to himself as one of them.  He is not
a proselyte, a convert to Judaism.  He calls himself an Israelite.  This reminds us of Jacob 



whose name was changed to Israel who was the father of the twelve tribes of Israel.  Next 
he mentions that he is a descendant of Abraham, he is father of all the Jews.  And just in 
case there is any doubt Paul tells us that he is a card carrying member of the tribe of 
Benjamin, not one of those tribes that was taken to Assyria and was mixed to become the 
Samaritans.  This is one of the two tribes that retained their identity even when exiled to 
Babylon.  

The first point of his argument is a simple one.  Do you think that God is somehow finished 
with the Jews?  Are you imitating the surrounding cultures anti-Semitism and applying that 
in the church?  Are you holding a belief which makes God out to be a liar?  Paul uses himself
as an example of God’s faithfulness to the Jews to disabuse us of such errors.  

Paul’s stubbornness

This is not the first time that Paul has seen himself as an instructive convert.  He recognizes 
that he is a peculiar case, and that God has deliberately done it this way to teach others.  In
his letter to Timothy he writes: 1 Tim. 1:12-17, ‘I thank him who has given me strength, 
Christ Jesus our Lord, because he judged me faithful, appointing me to his service, 13 
though formerly I was a blasphemer, persecutor, and insolent opponent. But I received 
mercy because I had acted ignorantly in unbelief, 14 and the grace of our Lord overflowed 
for me with the faith and love that are in Christ Jesus. 15 The saying is trustworthy and 
deserving of full acceptance, that Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners, of whom
I am the foremost. 16 But I received mercy for this reason, that in me, as the foremost, 
Jesus Christ might display his perfect patience as an example to those who were to believe 
in him for eternal life. 17 To the King of ages, immortal, invisible, the only God, be honor 
and glory forever and ever. Amen.’  
Paul recognises in v16 that his is no ordinary conversion but one intended to instruct others.
It is in this way that Paul is drawing on God’s working in his life in Romans 11 as well.  In 
Romans 10 Paul highlights that the Jews rejected Christ because they were trying to 
establish their own righteousness by the law, well so was Paul.  They are so unbelieving and
rejecting that they are disobedient and contrary, well so was Paul.  He was an archetypal 
unbelieving Jew.  His view of Christ, salvation and the church was typical of the unbelieving 
first century Jew.  Paul wants us to know that what appears to be a lost case to us is not a 
lost case to God.  Where we have come to the end of our patience and have written 
someone off, God has not.  Although we cannot equate every difficult case with God’s plan 
for the Jews we will be reminded that we must not judge a thing by how it appears to us 
but trust to God who can turn the hardest sinner.  

V12, ‘I thank him who has given me strength, Christ Jesus our Lord, because he judged me 
faithful, appointing me to his service.’  Let’s look at these verses more closely to come to the
same appreciation of God’s grace Paul has and utters in v17.  Firstly, in v12 Paul gives 
thanks.  He thanks Christ for strength, and this strength was given to Paul for service and 
Paul was given this service he says because ‘He judged me faithful.’  Now at first blush this 
might sound like Paul is boasting of his natural faithfulness before he became a Christian but
Paul is instead giving thanks at the fact that even he would be entrusted with such high 
responsibilities despite his unfaithfulness.  It is not lost on Paul that he had unfitted himself 
for service in every possible way but God still decided to use him and appoint him to serve 
Him.  As we apply this fact to the Jews who had more knowledge than anyone and yet 
rejected it, more opportunity but did not take advantage of it.  Paul accounts himself the 
worst of the bunch and yet he is still saved and not only saved but put into service by God.  



Have you blown it in a major way?  Have you even as a Christian sinned and feel yourself 
unworthy of being used by God.  Here is the foremost sinner put into employment by God, 
as an example for you.  

V13, ‘though formerly I was a blasphemer, persecutor, and insolent opponent.’  Here he lists 
his sins which he felt disqualified him the most.  He acted against God Himself and was a 
blasphemer.  His blasphemy would not have been against God but Christ Himself.  He was 
acting against God in rejecting Christ and recognizes now the true weight of his actions.  He 
thought he was doing God’s people a service but realizes that in fact he was persecuting the
every people of God.  He characterizes his actions as being an insolent opponent, an 
aggressive bully, or as one put it a sadist.  Ironically Paul was put to work in the exact 
opposite of all these sins.  God did not give him what he deserved but saved him and put 
him to doing the exact opposite of his former life.  In the place of blasphemy he became a 
worshipper of Christ, in the place of persecuting the church he was made an apostle and 
servant of the church, and in the place of violently opposing the gospel he was called to 
promote that gospel while suffering violence.  Where sin abounded in Paul, not only was he 
saved but God’s grace abounded to the chief of sinners.  

Despite the terrible nature of his sins he had not committed the unforgivable sin, ‘But I 
received mercy because I had acted ignorantly in unbelief.’  You might find it hard to believe 
this to be the case when you realise what he did.  But here Paul distinguishes himself from 
the other Pharisees whom Jesus warned of blaspheming the Spirit, Mark 3:28-30, ‘"Truly, I 
say to you, all sins will be forgiven the children of man, and whatever blasphemies they 
utter, 29 but whoever blasphemes against the Holy Spirit never has forgiveness, but is guilty
of an eternal sin"--- 30 for they were saying, "He has an unclean spirit.’  These are those 
who have full light and sin against it, it is the sin mentioned in Hebrews 6 and 10 and the 
one for which John tells us leads to death and we should not pray for those who do it, 1 
John 5:16-17,’ If anyone sees his brother committing a sin not leading to death, he shall ask,
and God will give him life---to those who commit sins that do not lead to death. There is sin 
that leads to death; I do not say that one should pray for that. 17 All wrongdoing is sin, but 
there is sin that does not lead to death.’  Let me say a few words about this sin.  Please see 
that Paul who had done many terrible things did not commit this sin, but notice in Hebrews 
and 1 John that those inside the church can commit this sin.  This is the sin that can be 
committed by those who have had a clear and full explanation of the truth, this would be 
true of those who have been brought up under the gospel and godly parents and have been
in a bible preaching church.  If someone in this position decides to turn their back on the 
truth then they are the ones who cannot be renewed in repentance.  It is the sin of 
apostatizing from Christ when you know He is the truth. 
Children, hear me now.  It is the greatest privilege and the greatest responsibility to grow 
up in a Christian home and going to church.  You get the opportunity to hear the gospel 
when millions do not, yet to those whom much is given much will be required.  Do not be 
like the Pharisees who knew Jesus was the Messiah but rejected Him, do not forsake the 
truth for sin and lies.  There is a warning here for those who know the truth and reject it, 
that they will sin and God will not renew them to repentance but leave them to go off into 
their sins.  Cling to Christ today, commit yourself to Him today and do not be one who hears
and does not obey.  
As for not praying for those who have rejected the truth, have they committed the 
unforgivable sin and you should not pray for them?  I don’t know, I am not an apostle, in 
the case of church discipline I have high hopes that the Lord would use it as a means of 
rejoining the sinner to Christ and His body.  
I take great encouragement from this verse because what I would think is someone 
committing the unforgivable sin, like stoning Stephen and pulling women away from their 



families for trial to experience the same.  But God demonstrates He great patience in one 
like Paul that we would not be too hasty, that we would not lose hope in preaching to the 
hardest, and that we would take courage that even we can be saved.  The good news for 
those who are worried that they might have committed the unforgivable sin is that if you are
worried about it, you cant have committed it, for those who have committed it have no 
sorrow over their sin and don’t care.  
Let me put another argument to you here.  Think of Christ on the cross, praying for those 
who were the ones who nailed him to it, ‘Father, forgive them they know not what they do.’  
Such terrible actions as killing the Messiah being argued before God for forgiveness by Christ
gives us hope to think that even our sins will be thought forgivable by Him.  That prayer of 
Christ for His Jewish persecutors should teach us to see Paul’s point that they are still not 
beyond the hope of forgiveness.  We must not entertain any false notions that they are 
excluded.  We would only exaggerate the nature of their sin if we had forgotten the nature 
of ours.  

V14, ‘and the grace of our Lord overflowed for me with the faith and love that are in Christ 
Jesus.’  How much grace do you think such a terrible sinner will receive?  Paul tells us that 
the grace of God overflowed for him.  The literal translation is something like 
‘superabundantly.’  Paul lists two key benefits of God’s grace to him.  Firstly, Paul is granted 
the grace to believe.  This is not a natural ability of the sinful heart but one enabled by the 
working of the Spirit, Phil. 1:29, Eph. 2:8-9.  Secondly, Paul is enabled by God’s grace to 
change from aggressive hatred to love.  It is startling to think that the strongest unbeliever 
can believe by God’s grace and the hardest heart turned to love.  This is the 
superabundance of grace towards us.  So when we ask the question have the Jews gone to 
far, Paul says no.  Have your family members gone too far, I hope you can see the extent of 
God’s grace and that this will give you hope to pray.

V15, ‘The saying is trustworthy and deserving of full acceptance, that Christ Jesus came into
the world to save sinners, of whom I am the foremost.’  5 times Paul uses this statement 
about trustworthy statements, each one is worth considering.  Firstly, consider the 
statement of the gospel in a nutshell.  ‘Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners.’  
The word Christ is the OT word meaning anointed one, this is the promised one of God 
originally given in Gen. 3:15 for the very purpose of righting all the wrongs satan had 
introduced into the world.  The name Jesus means ‘God our saviour’.  That He came into the
world speaks of the immeasurable act of the infinite one taking to Himself a full human 
nature and stepping into time to live and die as our substitute.  And all of this with the 
purpose of saving sinners.  Do you doubt that He will save you?  Do you doubt His 
willingness to save?  Christ has come, the one promised from the fall, His name means God 
our saviour, God the second person of the Trinity has made the monumental step of 
becoming man and gone through all the effort and suffering of His life and death. Do you 
think He has done all of this for nothing?  This is a self-evident truth, this is a trustworthy 
saying, this saying is worthy of full acceptance, ‘Christ Jesus came into the world to save 
sinners.’   

‘Of whom I am the foremost.’  If Paul didn’t live before me I would sue him for plagiarism.  
Is Paul actually the worst sinner who has ever lived?  He thinks he is.  Every Christian who 
has seen the true nature of their own hearts feels the same.  We can only see each other on
the outside but the Holy Spirit has shone a light into the dark recesses of our hearts that we
might see our vile true selves.  The reason the legalist thinks he is better than others is 
because he has not been acquainted with his own heart.  Paul was certainly one of the 
worst kinds of sinners, not in that he was a mass murderer like Hitler, but in that he directly 
resisted God and directly waged war on the church.  He was an explicit religious sinner.  



Highhanded against God and highhanded against God’s people, these are the highest of 
sins.  If ever satan wanted to use a man to directly oppose the growth of the early church at
a time when it was at its most vulnerable Paul would have been the perfect candidate.  He 
was wilful, intelligent, motivated, resourceful, determined, and willing to go the second mile;
he was heartless, and brutal.  One can only guess at the damage he would have been able 
to cause had God not converted him.  And God did convert him to make an example of him.

V16, ‘But I received mercy for this reason, that in me, as the foremost, Jesus Christ might 
display his perfect patience as an example to those who were to believe in him for eternal 
life.’  If ever there was a person who should have been killed it was Paul.  He knew more 
than most, He was a Jew, he had witnessed the death of Stephen and heard his message, 
he had the OT scriptures which spoke of Christ.  But God arrested Paul on the Damascus 
road, striking him blind.  God confronted this worst of sinners and put even him into His 
service that you and I would take courage.  If God will be patient with the sins of Paul, then 
He can be patient with us, and yes even with the Jews who sinned like Paul.  

What is our response to this?  Are you convinced of the grace of God to save the worst of 
sinners?  Are you convinced that you undersold His grace and have been less gracious to 
others?  Have you been too quick to write people off or categorise them as impossible 
cases?  Have you given up hope for your loved ones who seem so hard?  Can God save 
Jews who have stubbornly resisted Him for 2000 years?  The measure of God’s grace should
confound us and change us in radical ways.  Look at Paul’s own response.  V17, ‘To the King 
of ages, immortal, invisible, the only God, be honor and glory forever and ever. Amen.’  
Instant fall on your face worship.  This should be our first response.  Secondly, consider 
Paul’s ministry.  Consider how much he was willing to endure in order to see others saved.  
God has endured so much from him, he was willing to endure ‘everything’ in order to see 
God save His people.  Paul is confident that God can save stubborn sinners by the gracious 
powerful working of the word, and so should we, 2 Tim. 2:2, ‘Remember Jesus Christ, risen 
from the dead, the offspring of David, as preached in my gospel, 9 for which I am suffering, 
bound with chains as a criminal. But the word of God is not bound! 10 Therefore I endure 
everything for the sake of the elect, that they also may obtain the salvation that is in Christ 
Jesus with eternal glory.’                    
                            


