
Sermon 124: Romans 11:5: God’s Remnant
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INTRODUCTION

Today we are going to study one of the most important theological topics in the bible, the 
remnant.  This little word with its pedestrian meaning of ‘leftovers’; residue; a surviving 
group; a part, trace or member remaining; remains; the leavings, etc. is a vital teaching in 
the bible.  A word that usually has negative connotations has some wonderful light to share 
with us today.  Paul brings in this word in 11:5 to help us understand God’s dealings with 
Israel, ‘So too at the present time there is a remnant, chosen by grace.’  Paul has been 
speaking of Elijah’s having learnt the lesson of God’s gracious dealings with Israel and how 
God has kept for Himself 7000 who have not bowed the knee to Baal.  Paul alerts us to the 
fact that this way of acting is paradigmatic; it is the pattern for God’s dealings with Israel.  
Today as we continue to attempt to come to grips with this chapter will have to camp out on
this concept of the remnant.  There are three things that I want to show. 
 Firstly, we need to see that Paul is using this notion of the remnant as a main idea for God’s
dealings with Israel.  If you want to understand the argument of 9-11 you can only do so 
with this teaching of the remnant.  We will show the three main views of interpretation on 
the question of Jewish salvation and show how we will be using the idea of the remnant to 
help us interpret these chapters.
 Secondly, this idea of the remnant is a lens through which we can understand God’s 
gracious dealings with all of mankind, and the theme of the storyline of the bible.  We will 
trace a bit of the history of the OT to show how God for the purposes of His own glory in 
demonstrating His justice and mercy saves a remnant.
 Thirdly, you will notice that Paul speaks of a remnant that is chosen by grace.  The doctrine
of the remnant is a defence of God’s sovereign electing grace in salvation.  The fact that any
are saved is God’s grace, the remnant exists by virtue of God’s electing grace not any merit 
on the part of the Jews.  
A true grasp of this doctrine should straighten your thinking and grab your heart.  
 
A key for interpretation

All true bible believing Christians believe that God has a plan of salvation for the Jews, but 
there is not agreement as to what that will look like.  Let me generalise all the various views
out there into 3.  Firstly, there is the view of the Puritans which can be read the book The 
Puritan Hope by Iain Murray.  This view believes that chapter 11 is saying 2 things.  Firstly 
that God has a present plan for the Jews which involves the salvation of a remnant.  But 
secondly, that when the time of the Gentiles is complete that there will be a large future 
perhaps national return of the Jews to faith in Christ, and this will be the onset of a 
worldwide revival which will largely Christianize the world and bring on the second coming.  
When Jesus comes again it will be to a mostly Christian world.  This was the view of 
Jonathan Edwards, Robert Murray McCheyne, John Murray, Lloyd-Jones and many others.  
The main verses for their view in this chapter are v12 and 15 in the phrases ‘how much 
more will their full inclusion mean,’ and, ‘what will their acceptance mean but life from the 
dead.’  This view is not limited to but is often part of the Postmillenial interpretation of 
prophecy.  This would have been the dominant view until the 20th century.  



Secondly, there is the Dispensational view. The two basic beliefs which make you a 
Dispensationalist are that you hold to a view of two people of God with two separate plans.  
Lewis Sperry Chafer writes,  ‘The Dispensationalist believes that throughout the ages God is 
pursuing two distinct purposes: one related to the earth with earthly people and earthly 
objectives involved with Judaism; while the other is related to heaven with heavenly people 
and heavenly objectives involved, which is Christianity.’  Added to this is the second 
distinctive of a literal where possible hermeneutic.  They believe that the promises of land, 
temple, priesthood, offspring and monarchy must all still be fulfilled literally, and so the 
Millennium becomes the time when these things will come to pass.  They believe that some 
Jews will be saved now, but Jesus will come in the clouds in the silent Rapture and take all 
Christians from the earth.  During this time Antichrist will make a covenant with Israel but 
break that covenant after 3 ½ years.  At the end of the 7 year tribulation Jesus will come 
again and all Jews will convert.  These Jews will then go with Christ into the Millennium and 
experience the literal fulfilment of Jerusalem being the capital of the world with Jesus the 
Davidic King sitting on the throne, a new temple, a new priesthood, the reinstitution of the 
sacrifices, the Sabbath, circumcision, etc.  Some have suggested that the Gentile Christians 
will live in a city orbiting the earth while the Jews live on the earth.  They look at Romans 
11:25-26 and say that the time when Jesus comes at the end of the Tribulation, the third, or
2 ½ coming of Christ will mark the end of the time of the Gentiles and Israel will be restored
politically, geographically, religiously and ethnically.

I hold to a third view.  This view is typically associated with Amillennialism.  This view has 
been misnamed and branded by those who take a different view.  There are some who have
called it Replacement theology or Supercessionism.  They think that we have no biblical 
place for God having a plan for the Jews and that the church has replaced Israel as the 
people of God.  This is a gross misrepresentation and it has usually also gone along with 
slurs of Anti-Semitic, Liberal, satanic, etc.  I prefer the names Expansionist Theology or 
Continuationism, or not the replacement of Israel but the reconstitution of Israel theology. 
This view believes that God has not cast off the Jews for salvation but will until Christ comes
again keep a remnant for Himself.  This word remnant need not indicate few or little but 
throughout the church age can ebb and flow between a handful to thousands upon 
thousands.  
We believe that the promise of offspring made to Abraham is not fulfilled in only many Jews 
coming to salvation but millions from every tribe, tongue and nation.  We do not believe that
the promise of land is fulfilled in merely Israel being set apart for God’s people, but that it 
points to the New Jerusalem and a whole new sin free creation.  We do not believe that the 
blessings that will come to the nations will be the political, agricultural, religious ones in the 
millennium but the eternal salvation wrought by Christ.  That God keeps His promises to 
Abraham not merely to a literal interpretation but answers superabundantly beyond what we
could think.  I believe that the present inhabitation by Israel of Palestine is not in 
preparation for the Millennium but God’s providence to fulfil His promise of saving a remnant
from the Jewish people in every age.  We believe that Paul’s logic of all Israel not being 
Israel is worked out in more detail in this chapter being reinforced with the doctrine of the 
remnant, OT quotes to that effect, and a revealing of God’s wisdom in using Gentile 
salvation to make Israel jealous as a means of drawing those elect.  This view draws 
attention to the many uses of the word ‘now’ and Paul referring to his present ministry to 
indicate the plan God has, as well as v25-26 and the overall context.

I would see the distinguishing love of 9:6 where Paul tells us not all Israel is of Israel, as the
remnant.  Paul makes this clear in 9:27 using the word remnant to speak of God’s plan of 
faithfulness to Israel.  Paul equates the remnant with election in 11:5, and at the end of his 
discussion speaks of partial hardening.  The elect, the remnant, and the partial hardening all



say the same thing in three ways.  God will certainly save some Jews by grace.  I see no 
evidence in these chapters of the view that seeks to hold out for a national revival.  This 
view does not exclude the possibility of God graciously saving many Jews just before the 
end, it just does not see evidence of it in the text.  It does not surprise me that the majority
of those who reject the Reformed teaching on election hold to a national return, they cannot
see how the concept of remnant and the elect are used interchangeably in these chapters.   

I would like to say a few words about how we should negotiate these differences of 
interpretation in this chapter.  

Firstly, this is not a matter for dividing as brethren.  There are big and important doctrines 
which would be irreconcilable differences and would make fellowship impossible.  For 
example, the inerrancy of Scripture, the Trinity, justification by faith alone, etc.  These major
doctrines are not merely matters of heterodoxy but heresy.  
This question of Israel is not even as important of the issue of baptism.  Those of different 
views can still have conferences together, worship and pray together though they may not 
be elders in a church together.  This view is a minor issue not a major issue.  You could have
two elders in a church who disagree and still both be elders in that church. I use the 
agreement of elders as an example because it is the place in the church where the most 
agreement is needed.  I know there have been Christians who have felt that they need to 
leave a church that disagrees with them on this point, this is wrong.  There are many who 
have radio shows who may have amped up this issue for you, but they are wrong to make it
an issue of division.  I trust that we can control ourselves and respect each other enough 
not to accuse those who differ with us of heresy, by definition a belief that by believing you 
are an apostate; Liberal, someone who does not hold the all the Bible to be the word of 
God; or Anti-Semitic, that is hating the Jewish race and one with Hitler and others.  There 
are good bible believing men in all three camps and it is ignorance and pride to think that 
those who differ with us on this question are so wrong that it merits division.

Secondly, please don’t allow the controversy to cloud the glorious mystery.  You will notice 
that Paul references the mystery in v25, ‘Lest you be wise in your own sight, I want you to 
understand this mystery, brothers: a partial hardening has come upon Israel, until the 
fullness of the Gentiles has come in.’  A mystery by Paul’s definition is a truth that had 
previously been hidden coming to light.  Paul is giving us this chapter to increase our 
worship and to come to a better appreciation of God’s wise working.  Paul makes a 
concluding statement to this chapter which summarises the mystery, v32, ‘For God has 
consigned all to disobedience, that he may have mercy on all.’  God in His wisdom brings 
salvation to the Gentiles out of Jewish sin, and out of the sin of envy brings Jewish 
salvation.  Paul wants you to marvel and wonder at the power and wisdom of our God that 
He can take evil and use it for good.  That just as He overturned the sin of Eden which we 
would expect to end in destruction He has caused millions to be saved to something greater 
than Adam lost.  
  Yes there will be controversy and discussion of different views, because avoiding error is 
our duty.  However, our goal in this chapter is not to get one up on those who disagree with 
us but to observe the glory of our Great God in salvation.  He takes the free sinful actions of
men and overcomes them in His wisdom to produce salvation.  This is our confidence, not to
encourage us to sin but to not lose hope when a child wanders from the faith, when a 
Christian is persecuted, when we are the victims of crime or oppression, or when demonic 
influences in society seem to be prospering.  Our God is in control and brings good out of 
evil, who is able to work all things together for the good of those who love Christ.  So as we 
advance through this chapter and engage in some debates please know that my only goal is
to bring us to the worship of the closing verses of this chapter, v33-36.



A philosophy of history

The word ‘remnant’ occurs 82 times in our ESVs.  79 in the OT but only three times in the 
NT.  The word is first used in Gen. 45:7 by Joseph, ‘And God sent me before you to preserve
for you a remnant on earth, and to keep alive for you many survivors.’  Please appreciate 
that the word remnant here does not mean a little amount but many.  When we use this 
word although it ordinarily has connotations of a small number its theological significance is 
not in the amount but in the fact that God keeps them by grace.  
The word is used to describe non-theological things like the remaining Canaanites in the 
land (Deut. 3:11; 2 Sam. 21:2); but on account of Israel’s sins and God applying the 
punishments of wars and exiles on Israel for her sins, the word remnant began to take on 
theological significance.  When Israel was so sinful that she should have been annihilated 
but God graciously promises to save some of the people and not totally wipe them out.  This
group sustained by grace is called the remnant and is the dominant use of the word in the 
OT.  When the people are sinful but God does not totally cast them off, the surviving group 
is the remnant.  When God keeps His promises to Abraham, Moses and David He does it by 
keeping a remnant by grace as He pours out His judgement.  All future promises of 
restoration are for this remnant.  

This concept of saving the unworthy and not totally destroying in justice is not only the way 
God worked with Israel but throughout history.  The first remnant were Adam and Eve 
themselves.  Instead of totally killing them and applying the full weight of justice God 
restrained His justice mixed in mercy and they only died spiritually on that day.  Think of 
God saving Noah from the face of the earth in the flood when the world as a whole was 
wicked.  Think of God calling a moon worshipping pagan Abraham to Himself.  Think of God 
saving Lot out of Sodom.  Think of the Jews preserved and rescued from Egypt.  Think of 
the remnant saved from Israel when God drove them into exile.  Paul has pointed us to God 
preserving a remnant for Himself when the northern tribes turned to Baal worship, and now 
Paul tells us that God is applying His grace and His justice in the same way.  God has sent 
His Messiah to Israel, they have not received Him, this is their track record, but God is 
gracious and merciful and continues to prove His goodness in saving a remnant.  And we 
only have to read the book of Acts to see God working His grace in bringing His elect to 
salvation.  Three thousand on the day of Pentecost, people being added every day, after the
healing in the temple we see rose to five thousand, in 6:7 we are told of a great many of 
the priests being converted and the number in Jerusalem is said to multiply greatly.  God 
then calls Paul to be an evangelist and he preaches to the Jews of the Dispersion.  And in 
Acts 21:20 we are told of thousands more who have converted to Christ in Jerusalem.  

God does act in justice, we see this is what Paul has described as God hardening some of 
the Jews hearts by leaving them in their unbelief.  But we are also made aware of the God 
of grace relentlessly gracious through the centuries.  Before the face of endless sin and 
denials He persists in saving some.  He never takes a break, He never grows weary, He 
continues to extend grace to Israel and will do until Jesus comes again.  And only then will 
His offer of grace end, only then will He cease to mix grace with justice, only then will it be 
all justice and the opportunity to be saved be over.  This fact is true for all not just the Jews.

There is another aspect to the doctrine of the remnant I want to make you aware of but 
cannot explore here.  In Amos 9:12 God promises to preserve a remnant of Edom. This 
would not be so significant except for the fact that this is one of the three times the word 
remnant is used in the NT in Acts 15.  What is most interesting is the fact that James uses 
Amos 9 to argue for why Gentiles should be considered as legitimate followers of Christ and 
in the kingdom.  In other words, although Paul uses the notion of remnant to speak of God 



preserving the Jews, it also includes within the salvation of the Gentiles as well.  This aspect
however does not feature in Paul’s discussion as he focuses primarily on the Jews.  

Is this the God you wake up thinking about every morning?  Is this the God you worship 
when you have sinned?  Is this the picture of God you have when someone has deeply hurt 
you?  To see God in this way to be reminded of His grace should move us to worship as it 
moved David: Read Ps. 103:8-14. 

A defence of grace

The question we want to get at now is this one: why does God continue to save Jews, why 
does God set apart a remnant?  Paul reveals to us in 11:5 that the remnant is chosen by 
grace.  This is very important.  If you examine the writings of the Rabbis around the time of 
the Second Temple you will find a very different view.  If you had asked the rabbis at the 
time why Israel was given the law, here are some of the answers you would hear.  Some 
would say that all the nations were offered the law but Israel was the only one willing to be 
obedient and receive it.  Others would say that God foresaw, in other words looked into the 
future and saw that Israel would be the only ones to receive and obey it.  Others claim that 
Abraham earned it by his obedience.  In all of these views the basis for being given the law 
was works not grace.  Paul tells us that Jacob was chosen and not Esau before they had 
done anything good or evil so that election would be based on God’s choice not their 
meriting of it, 9:11.  

Grace assumes the presence of sin, if there is no sin to forgive then there is no justice to 
satisfy on the sinner’s behalf, there is no need for grace but justice.  For if a person can be 
perfect then hypothetically they justly deserve to get eternal life.  But Paul is telling us and 
the Jews that they are sinners in need of grace.  We have all sinned and broken God’s law.  
All of us are guilty before Him and liable for judgement.  There are none, even among the 
most religious who are not hell deserving sinners.  Paul is telling us that there was nothing 
in the Jews that recommended them for this salvation; there was no thing in those He would
elect to be a remnant that made them better choices for salvation.  There was nothing in 
you that made God choose you over another.  It was His unconditioned grace that 
determined that you would be saved from your sins.  Grace means you are deserving of 
judgement but God gives you the opposite.  Some have defined grace as unmerited favour 
but in truth it is demerited favour.  

The point Paul is making here is this one.  The Jews thought they had the power to save 
themselves by keeping God’s law, they saw the power in their own hands.  They felt that 
they could out do their bad with good, they felt that their racial identity, their circumcision, 
their possession of the law, that these badges would mark them out as part of God’s people.
Paul is saying, No, we are all sinners, even Jews, grace not race is the basis for salvation.  
there is nothing that you can have or offer that can make you righteous, the only thing that 
can is Christ’s righteousness offered to you freely as a gift which you must receive by faith.  

So here then is the teaching on the remnant, it is the key we need to understand these 
chapters; it is the essential insight to understanding God and His dealings with sinful 
humanity; and it upholds the fact that we are saved by grace not by virtue of anything in us.

          


