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Introduction


It has become routine—almost trivial—to observe that Paul’s letter to the Romans is not a theological treatise. Current wisdom is that of course Romans is occasional: it is a particular letter addressed to a particular audience in a particular situation, even if some of those particulars remain debated. Still, even recent Romans scholarship sometimes gives the impression the most secure manner in which to decipher Paul’s response to the Israelfrage (“Israel question”) is continued reliance upon traditional, theoretical approaches to the crux interpretum of Romans 9–11.1 This is in the face of not just increased awareness of the occasional nature of Romans but also the multiplication of analyses of ancient Jewish authors’ use of Scripture, which has raised scholars’ awareness of the use of Scripture in Romans generally and chapters 9–11 in particular.2 This is only fitting, since Romans contains the highest frequency of scriptural citations of all the Pauline documents. Chapters 9–11 contain over half of the citations for the entire letter, at a frequency of nearly one every three verses.3


Despite all this, there are comparatively few studies on Paul’s use of Scripture in Romans 9–11, especially ones that take full account of the historical context of Romans and therefore Paul’s communicative strategy in these chapters. This trend holds true for the first stage of Paul’s argument, Romans 9:6–29, wherein he quotes the Bible in (at least) twelve of twenty-four verses.4 Romans 9:6–29 thus contains one of the highest concentrations of scriptural quotations in Paul’s letters. Along with its lead position in Romans 9–11, this entails that Paul’s answer to the Israelfrage in these chapters depends on Paul’s use of Scripture. Most interpreters try to determine what Paul means—including how he understands and means to use the Scriptures of which he avails himself—by looking at what he says in 9:6–29. But this text resists such a straightforward approach because it is so crowded with citations that, comparatively, Paul says very little of his own—not enough for him to be properly understood by focusing just upon the discourse of 9:6–29.


Romans 9:6–29 has also for centuries been a theological battleground, which creates its own interpretive momentum. For instance, much classical (and patristic) scholarship generally saw these verses as a treatise on divine sovereignty and human free will.5 Modern scholarship almost completely follows this agenda while also discussing the related issues of, among other things, whether the passage (and chapters 9–11 generally) is occasional or abstract; the structure and coherence of the passage (and of chapters 9–11 generally); the degree to which the passage is a treatise on election; and whether Paul’s main focus is salvation (whether of individuals or groups), Israel’s composition, or God’s faithfulness. Much the same can be said of how almost all major commentaries for more than a century approach the passage. This is understandable, since the history of interpretation makes it necessary for commentators to address 1) whether Romans 9–11 is a systematic treatise6 or an occasional discussion (the balance having shifted heavily to the latter option in recent decades);7 and 2) whether these chapters are isolated and mostly parenthetical,8 necessary but self-contained,9 or even climactic10 to the structure and argument of the letter. In this, commentators largely presume the issues to be merely whether Paul holds to election and salvation of individuals11 or groups,12 and whether Paul presents a doctrine of predestination (even if the scholar disagrees with it)13 or merely describes God’s freedom to elect and showing mercy.14


Of course, I am open to the notion that Paul’s views on such things may be the focus, and that more than one of these items could be revealed in Romans 9:6–29 at the same time (they are not mutually exclusive). Likewise, hypothetically, it could indeed be the case that Paul chose to answer the Israelfrage indirectly by way of presenting his view on election instead. However, a major concern with these possibilities is that few if any analyses of Romans 9 demonstrate such assumptions to be the case before proceeding as if they were. Aside from a handful of more recent studies (introduced below) that focus on the occasional relevance of 9:6–29 (largely with respect to some degree of focus upon Paul’s recourse to Scripture), scholars predominantly plumb the depths of tradition for answers regarding Paul’s view on election prior to examining his logic and language within the passage’s literary-historical context. As a result, a relatively small amount of attention gets paid to the function and meaning of the Scriptures referenced by Paul in either their original or Romans 9 settings. Similarly, commentators naturally make some effort to explain Paul’s prolific use of Scripture in 9:6–29; nevertheless, they usually offer few or no observations (often being constrained by space) regarding the contextual meanings of the traditions from which he draws, how they were understood by Paul’s early Jewish contemporaries, or whether any of those features are evident in Paul’s use of them.


This all brings up the question of whether scholarly interest regarding election in this text has to do with Paul’s primary interest(s) after all, or whether the text directly speaks to this issue as opposed to occasional concerns. I am not trying to deny any particular theory of Paul’s view of election; I am merely asking whether the cart has been put before the horse (and whether it is hitched to the right horse). As Ben Meyer cautions,


How did it happen that readers installed themselves in this misconstrual, mounting and sustaining for centuries a dedicated exploration of issues that Paul himself had not raised? Whatever the worth of the inquiry into the predestination of the individual to glory, that question was not Paul’s question and none of the answers given to it over more than a thousand years can be attributed to Paul.15


I would like to suggest that the convention of taking the various aspects of election as Paul’s main focus is a shortcoming in modern interpretations of Romans 9:6–29. Commentators and other scholars are all but unanimous that Paul is indeed discussing election, usually in a manner unrelated to the occasion of Romans. While it is easy to sympathize with how this presumption arose given the nature of the material, the question of whether this topic is really what is under discussion, or is Paul’s means of addressing the Israelfrage, is not (re) visited enough.


In light of this state of affairs, Brian Abasciano is correct in his claim that Romans 9:6–29 is in need of fresh exegetical analysis that is sensitive to Paul’s use of Scripture.16 A limited amount of scholarship has focused on understanding Romans 9:6–29 in terms of both the full contextual sense and Paul’s contextually sensitive usage of the Scriptures referenced in the passage. But in my estimation, no study to date gets at the heart of Paul’s argument within this passage, or the manner in which it serves his larger communicative strategy.


I will argue in this study that the occasion of Romans is such that Paul had to defend himself in light of Jews’ pervading rejection of his gospel. This why in Romans 9:6–29 he discusses the nature and character of contemporary Israel’s relationship with God in light of the precedents and antecedents of Israel’s relationship with God in select Scriptures. This interpretation is innovative in comparison with much of the interpretation of this text throughout history. To prepare for my proposed solution, a quick overview of recent relevant studies is in order.






PREVIOUS STUDIES ON PAUL’S USE OF SCRIPTURE IN ROMANS 9:6–29


One influential study that seriously engages the use of Scripture in Romans 9:6–29 is John Piper’s 1983 monograph The Justification of God.17 Decades on, Piper’s study remains the standard for a modern critical Reformed interpretation of Romans 9—so much so that Thomas Schreiner’s 1998 Romans commentary could be understood as representing to a significant degree what it might look like to expand Piper’s analysis to cover the entire letter. Despite his stated goal of an unbiased approach, Piper admits bringing to his analysis the a priori dogmatic principle that biblical texts, Romans 9:6–29 included, speak directly to “God’s righteousness [which] consists in his being an allglorious God, and refusing to be anything less than allglorious.” He also brings to the text two questions that this tradition is presumed to answer: “Does election in Romans 9:1–23 concern nations or individuals? And does it concern historical roles or eternal destinies?”18


In Piper’s view, Romans 9:6 and following is a non-occasional discussion of theodicy, wherein Paul believes that God has unconditionally predestined individuals to either eternal salvation or damnation.19 This conclusion is found in other interpretations, but what is significant for this study is how Piper argues this conclusion with attention to Paul’s use of Scripture in Romans 9:6–29, being the first modern study to do so in a focused manner. The intent of his approach is commendable, to “read the same text as Paul did … [and] to avoid, as far as I can, reading Paul’s theology into [the OT],” despite the a priori conditions noted above.20 But even this language implies that what interests Paul in 9:6–29 is theology per se. Correspondingly, Piper’s analyses of OT Scriptures in their original context often have curiously little influence on his final interpretation. For instance, without considering the original context (and based solely on the occurrence of hina in Rom 9:11), Piper asserts that for Paul, “the divine words [of Gen 25:23] have as their aim … to secure and establish God’s purpose,” and reasons that “the word pre-destine is an apt description of the divine act described in the words, ‘The elder shall serve the younger.’ ”21 For Piper, this being the concern of Genesis 25 means that it is also Paul’s concern in citing Genesis 25. But this is sound only if it is indeed presenting such a doctrinal statement within its narrative setting. It is possible that Paul read Genesis 25 in this way, but Piper falls short of demonstrating this meaning for Genesis 25 in its original context, or that it is the understanding that Paul indeed shares (beyond the fact that his doing so would cohere with Piper’s reading of Paul).


Or again, concerning Paul’s use of Exodus 33:19 in Romans 9:14–18, based on parallels presumed to be relevant, Piper reads Exodus 33:19 as a shorthand reference to Exodus 34:5–6,22 resulting in his dubious conclusion that Exodus 33:19 is actually a systematic articulation of the doctrine that God’s essential nature to act free from external constraint is based in his gracious nature and dedication to his own greater glory. And because Exodus 33:19, so analyzed, is a biblical tradition that defines God’s glory in terms of his sovereign freedom, it serves a resource (over Exod 34:5–6?) that Paul is able to locate and harness in Romans 9:14–18 to legitimate God’s predestination as righteous. Moreover, this is a foregone conclusion given Piper’s premise that Paul is explicating a doctrine of predestination, making redundant his analysis of Paul’s use of Exodus 33:19.


The concern here is not with Piper’s conclusions (let alone his interpretations of Paul’s vocabulary or grammar), but that he offers interpretations that sometimes border on eisegesis. Examples like these have led Roger Omanson, among other scholars, to point out that “Piper’s fundamental error here consists in making this Pauline text address theological questions of predestination and free will, when in fact Paul was facing the issue of God’s faithfulness to his people Israel.”23 Piper’s intention to explore Paul’s meaning in light of his use of Scripture is laudable, especially in its pioneering approach. However, he understands the texts Paul quotes as only valuable to him for the theological principles they embody, presuming that these are principles of election and/or predestination. A significant weakness of Piper’s study, then, is that it neither allows the relevant scriptural traditions to speak for themselves nor engages in contextually sensitive readings of them. In terms of its exploration of Romans 9 in light of Paul’s use of Scripture and its occasional and literary contexts, there is little in Piper’s study to commend it.


Before visiting the next relevant major study, the intervening work of G. K. Beale, N. T. Wright, and Edward Meadors merits brief mention. In 1984, Beale produced an article that, while limited in scope, provides an incisive model for examining Paul’s use of Scripture, specifically in Romans 9:14–18.24 Beale aims at a detailed analysis of the hardening of Pharaoh’s heart in Exodus 4–14. Then he applies his findings to Paul’s use of Exodus 9:16 in Romans 9:14–18,25 asking the question, “How does Paul’s use of Exod 9:16 argue for God’s justice?”26 A strength of Beale’s study is his method, as his is the first extended analysis of Romans 9:14–18 expressly in terms of Paul’s use of Scripture. His exegesis of Exodus is especially rigorous, enabling him to fill a gap in most Romans commentary analysis (even since) in demonstrating how Paul understands Exodus 9:16 as “a summary of the purpose of the hardening throughout Exodus 4–14.”27 The remainder of Paul’s argument will benefit from similar examination.28


Wright’s work is also interesting, as it is commentary analysis that in some ways stands apart from other commentaries regarding Paul’s dialogue with Scripture.29 Wright argues that in Romans 9:6–29 Paul is unconcerned with salvation per se (whether of individuals or of groups), but somewhat idiosyncratically sees Paul as offering his own creative retelling of the “single story … of Israel, from Abraham to the exile and beyond.… It is the story, in other words, whose climax and goal is the Messiah.”30 According to Wright, Paul seeks to argue that “what God has promised [in Scripture, properly understood], God has performed.”31 One limitation of his treatment is the unavoidable brevity of his examination. In nearly every case, Wright can devote only a single paragraph to the original meanings of Scriptures used by Paul. Wright’s views on biblical-theological narrative and Paul’s understanding of the gospel are documented elsewhere,32 but here one is left wishing he had further space for detailed exegesis in support of his interpretation. More crucially, though, Wright’s discussion of Paul’s Hebrew-Bible Jewish narrative tends to overshadow Paul’s actual use of specific biblical traditions, resulting in more of a theological evaluation than a precise interpretation of Paul’s argument.33


Meadors’ contribution to this discussion is found in his study of the theme of hardening in biblical traditions.34 Meadors’ study most closely resembles a theological interpretation; it claims even by its subtitle to employ a biblical-theological approach, such that exegesis and critical analysis are not his main design. That being the case, when reflecting upon Romans 9 (as well as Rom 10–11) he places primacy upon Paul’s use of Scripture (and that in relevant early Jewish parallels that Meadors identifies) for understanding the progression of Paul’s thought.35 In accordance with his interpretive approach, he incorporates thematically relevant Scriptures not cited by Paul that shed light on those upon which he does draw in order to clarify the paradigm of hardening and idolatry within which he considers Paul to be speaking (such as Isa 6:9–10; 65:12; and Obad 11, 15, 17–18).


Nevertheless, Meadors’ approach results in a fairly standard overall reading of Romans 9, in that he aims to defend God’s faithfulness by arguing that a so-called Israel within Israel was repentant and obedient to God, whose sovereignty justifies his grace toward the faithful and judgment toward the wicked.36 Meadors’ focus on the theme of idolatry in Romans 9 means that God’s faithfulness to corporate “true Israel” is intact while unbelieving Jews’ hardening is conditional and merited, which aligns Paul theologically with those arrayed against the likes of Piper.37 Meadors’ recognition that Paul forms his response in Romans 9 in terms of the biblical background of idolatry is an exciting development, and he does well to find some parallels in other Pauline traditions (e.g., 2 Thess 1–2; 2 Tim 2).38 But otherwise, his other-than-exegetical approach leaves something to be desired regarding Paul’s use of Scripture and the resulting shape of his argument in Romans 9:6–29.


The scholars whose work compares most directly to that of Piper are Ross Wagner and, more recently, Brian Abasciano.39 Wagner’s Heralds of the Good News argues that Paul enlists a “revisionary rereading of Isaiah,” which becomes operative for his argument in Romans 9–11.40 According to Wagner, Paul assembles various Isaianic strands to form a “web of intratextual connection” that evinces Paul’s close contextual reading of Isaianic texts as well as his attentiveness to “larger stories and motifs that run throughout [Isaiah].”41 Paul discovered that Isaiah preached the salvation of the nations, Israel’s resistance to his message, and the persistence of a remnant, which vouchsafed Israel’s future redemption. Recognizing these elements in his own apostolic experience, Paul found in the prophet “a fellow preacher of the good news,” and came to understand his Gentile mission after the pattern of Isaiah.42


Concerning Romans 9:6–29 in particular, Wagner’s study offers some helpful—if often perfunctory—observations. For instance, he argues that in Romans 9:14–18 Paul discusses God’s freedom only relative to his relationship with Israel, and that Paul seems to draw on the dynamic whereby God chose “to keep his covenant with his people even in the face of their unfaithfulness and idolatry” but was free with Pharaoh “not to show mercy, but to turn human rebellion to his own purposes.”43 In addressing Paul’s use of Isaiah in Romans 9:6–29 (and all of Rom 9–11), Wagner always offers an in-depth comparison between Paul’s verbiage and that of his source.


However, Wagner’s study has problems of both scope and method that detract from his interpretation of Paul’s argument. On one hand, he maintains that Paul did not plunder Scripture for texts that would superficially meet his needs; he argues that “Paul’s reading of Isaiah cannot be fully understood apart from his interpretation of key texts from the Torah, Psalms, and other prophetic books.”44 Nevertheless, in places he claims that Paul interpreted Isaiah in terms of his own missionary experience instead of vice versa.45 Wagner’s method leads him to state that Paul sometimes engages in “stunning misreading[s]” and “shocking” interpretive moves.46 Such conclusions only apply if there is genuine disjunction between Paul’s meaning and that of the Scriptures with which he engages. Additionally, Wagner’s in-depth analysis is reserved for the Isaianic texts appearing in Romans 9:6–29; the non-Isaianic biblical traditions do not get comparable consideration.47 Since Paul aims to make an argument rather than an uninterrupted interpretation of Isaiah, it seems that studying Paul’s argument holistically is the soundest method for establishing his meaning. That is, it is inadvisable to offer a perhaps-insufficient analysis of Romans 9:6–18 and then rely on the resultant understanding of Paul’s discussion to that point as the basis for analyzing verses 19–29, in which Isaianic traditions finally occur.48


As a result, despite his focus on Paul’s use of Scripture, Wagner’s conclusions are remarkably similar to those of previous scholars such as Piper. They also essentially align with the less-attentive analyses in standard commentaries. Wagner rather simplistically finds that Romans 9:6–13 is Paul’s argument for God’s freedom in electing Israel, and that Romans 9:14–18 is Paul’s discussion of God’s sovereignty in dispensing mercy or judgment. Consequently, rather than producing an incisive reading of Paul’s argument and use of Isaiah in Romans 9:19–29, Wagner catalogues “echoes” of the Jewish potter/clay metaphor that “whisper suggestively around the edges,” the combined weight of which is somehow meant to defend God’s faithfulness through his divine right to “form” ethnic Israel as he sees fit.49 Further, he offers the debatable conclusion that Romans 9:6–29 ends with a hopeful conflation of Scriptures regarding Jews’ and Gentiles’ foretold salvation. Wagner’s interest in Paul’s use of Scripture would benefit from giving equal weight to the various traditions used, not prioritizing those from Isaiah.


The final relevant study is Abasciano’s project of analyzing Romans 9 in terms of the Scriptures Paul employs. So far he has produced in two volumes over 250 pages of detailed analysis of both Paul’s writing and the biblical traditions upon which Paul draws in their original contexts.50 Abasciano has to date completed his work on Romans 9:1–18, and intends to finish with a forthcoming volume on 9:19–33. One distinctive of Abasciano’s investigation is the extent to which he is able to overview, detail, and interpret not just the biblical traditions quoted by Paul but their contexts. Yet this is usually instrumental to his analysis, since Abasciano more often than not finds that the precise text that Paul quotes captures in a nutshell the thematic whole of a much larger context.51 It is also noteworthy that Abasciano openly writes from an Arminian perspective, hoping to provide an interpretation that defeats the doctrinal positions found in Romans 9 by scholars such as Piper and Schreiner. That is, one of Abasciano’s concerns is to condition election on an individual’s choice over God’s choice or mercy, making his work seem like an invested theological interpretation based on exegetical analysis rather than an actual exegetical analysis of Paul’s argument within its context. In this it is not dissimilar to Piper’s study, for instance.


The larger portion of Abasciano’s first volume, Romans 9:1–9, is devoted to Romans 9:1–5. After situating both Romans 9–11 in general and chapter 9 in particular within the entire letter, he argues that the allusion to Exodus 32:32 in Romans 9:3 identifies Paul with Moses, agonizing over ethnic Israel’s “accursed” (anathema) condition just as Moses agonized over God’s rejection of Israel in Exodus 32–34.52 One benefit of Abasciano’s scripturally sensitive approach is that it brings him to see a richer theological context to Paul’s upcoming discussion in 9:6–29 than most any other scholar has recognized, including motifs of “idolatry, grief, … merciful judgment, the faithfulness of God, divine sovereignty, and human free will.”53


Abasciano’s examination of Romans 9:6–13 is divided across two volumes. In his consideration, Genesis 18:10/14 (the traditions quoted by Paul in Rom 9:9) is the hermeneutical key for all of Genesis 18–19, which demonstrates that God’s faithfulness to Abraham proves that he can be trusted to do what is good and just.54 Likewise, Abasciano reckons that Genesis 21:12 (Paul’s source for Rom 9:7) sets a universally applicable precedent for God’s sovereignty in election, wherein any sadness at God’s non-inclusive choice is mitigated by the joy at who is chosen. This relies on reading Genesis 21:12 both as exploiting the Abrahamic promise of greater good for the world (Gen 12:1–3, relying strongly on a similar move made by Jub. 16:16–18), and the notion that this tradition proves God’s attributes of divine faithfulness and justness by reiterating the principle found in Genesis 18–19.55 So by quoting these traditions in Romans 9:6–9, Abasciano concludes Paul’s argument to be that national Israel’s rejection of the gospel aligns with the fact that God sovereignly elects to covenantal identity (not salvation). This is joyous because of its facilitation of the Abrahamic promise, and because it resolves worries about theodicy in that God is proving himself faithful and just by continuing to elect some and not all.


For the remainder of the pericope, Abasciano similarly examines in their original contexts Paul’s citations from Genesis 25:23 and Malachi 1:2–3. He finds the former to be a proleptic summary of the Genesis Isaac cycle, whose point is that God’s election is both corporate and his own prerogative (in response to individuals’ choices to accept or refuse God’s mercy).56 The latter Abasciano finds to be essentially an emphatic reiteration of or even commentary on Genesis 25:23, being for Paul a redundant but more pointed resource.57 Thus he concludes his treatment of Romans 9:6–13 by saying that Paul has now offered two proofs “that covenant heirship has always depended on God’s call and purpose rather than ancestry.”58


At the end of his second volume, Abasciano turns to Exodus 33:19 and 9:16 in Romans 9:14–18. For the first passage, he refers back to his work on Exodus 32–34 in Romans 9:3, wherein it was concluded that those chapters boil down to God’s sovereignly choosing repentance as the condition for the bestowal of his mercy (those who repent receive both mercy and covenantal identity).59 Abasciano injects all of this into Exodus 33:19, and then sees Paul as importing it into Romans 9:15.60 Abasciano then provides a lengthy exegesis of Exodus 4–14 that aims to produce the meaning of Exodus 9:16 (Paul’s source for Rom 9:17) in context.61 He concludes that the narrative presents Pharaoh’s hardening as globally presenting “God’s actions … as conditional on Pharaoh’s unjust oppression of Israel and Israel’s prayer for divine deliverance … an expression of his [God’s] faithfulness to his covenant promises,” once again in relation to Genesis 12:1–3.62 For Abasciano, all of this is summed up in the rhetoric of Exodus 9:14–16—hence Paul’s citation, which is thought to be a reference to the above theological principle.


To this point, Abasciano’s reading of Paul’s argument is that it is God’s prerogative to freely elect his corporate people (Rom 9:6–13). In response to the objection that his doing so is unrighteous, Paul calls attention to the historical precedent and type of Israel’s exodus experience in which God is wholly faithful in electing the elect-worthy (including even Gentiles)—even if not all ethnic Jews fit that category (those who refuse to accept that God would ever use faith alone as the means for determining the election of his people).63 Abasciano’s take on the remainder of Romans 9:6–29 awaits the publication of his next volume.


The basic worry about Abasciano’s method is that in its application he may be majoring on the minors. In many ways, he offers not an independent, fresh reading but a reactionary over-reading in response to the likes of Piper, accepting a playing field on which it is agreed that Paul addresses the Israelfrage by means of God’s election, justice, and mercy (which are also thought to be present in the Scriptures upon which Paul draws). It is regrettable how he does so much right with regard to approach and yet relinquishes so much in terms of getting at the heart of Paul’s communicative strategy in Romans 9:6–29.






ORIENTATION OF THE PRESENT STUDY


The preceding survey of works related to the study of Paul’s argument in Romans 9:6–29 in light of his use of Scripture reveals some broad areas of consensus. There is a growing acknowledgment of the need to understand Paul’s scriptural dependence in order to understand his argument in 9:6–29. There is also a growing awareness of parallel motifs between Paul’s description of present national Israel’s circumstances and the original contexts of his various biblical quotations, including God’s faithfulness and Israel’s calling, rebellion, idolatry, and judgment. Scholars are also increasingly recognizing that national Israel’s predicament and Paul’s argument relate directly to a defense of God’s faithfulness: the answer to the Israelfrage is not that God’s word has failed.


However, work remains to be done. No study: 1) covers Paul’s entire argument in Romans 9:6–29; 2) carries out sufficient contextual analyses of all Paul’s scriptural quotations and the way in which they function in Romans; and 3) offers a final interpretation of Paul’s argument (rather than just theological implications) in light of his use of Scripture. It is true that none of the studies surveyed above set out to do all these things, but many of them have weaknesses that are traceable to the neglect of one or more of these elements. As a result, the force of their arguments are often blunted. And because 9:6–29 constitutes the first stage of Paul’s argument in Romans 9–11, and given the prominence of these chapters, a sound interpretation of 9:6–29 is important for understanding chapters 9–11, the letter as a whole, and the question of Israel in all of Pauline studies.


Consequently, this study aims to analyze Paul’s argument in Romans 9:6–29—not necessarily its resultant or derivable theology—specifically in light of his use of Scripture, giving necessary weight to the argument’s occasional and literary context, and also investigating the biblical traditions that Paul employs within their original contexts. To be clear, I do not begin by presuming standard approaches to 9:6–29 to be wrong in taking the view that Paul defends God’s faithfulness indirectly by discussing the nature of election to salvation (and delimiting this in some way to a certain definition of Israel such that God’s actions are consistent with Scripture). Theoretically, this would be a viable strategy that Paul might choose to adopt. Rather, I mean to say that I shall examine 9:6–29 empirically, with proper consideration of its place within the letter, the occasion of the letter, and Paul’s first-century Hellenistic-Jewish setting. As it happens, in so doing I find that the data do not after all show Paul’s discussion to be about election, as classical (and most modern) interpretations usually surmise. In other words, most interpreters argue over whether Paul is presenting the Arminian or Calvinist view of election unto salvation (or some combination of both). I will attempt to demonstrate that Paul presents neither the Arminian nor the Calvinist view in 9:6–29 (and Rom 9–11, generally) simply because he is not discussing—let alone presenting a model of—election at all.


Instead, this study shows how in Romans 9:6–29 Paul defends God’s faithfulness both by identifying present national Israel’s unbelief as idolatry and by arguing that God’s subsequent response to their unbelief is his judgment on their idolatry.64 More specifically, through his use of Scripture Paul argues that, possible appearances aside:


1.God fundamentally remains faithful to his covenant, independent of and even despite national Israel’s rebellious rejection of Christ and the gospel;


2.God has discretion in dispensing either mercy or judgment, specifically in response to idolatry, and his judgment on national Israel is in continuity with his response to idolatry throughout Israel’s biblical history; and


3.God’s faithfulness to his original covenantal purpose is seen in how he ironically makes use of his judgment upon national Israel in the redemption of his people, among whom is included representatives of the nations.


Paul argues this over three pericopes. These hold together as a single, coherent argument in support of his thesis statement for both Romans 9:6–29 and chapters 9–11 as a whole: “It is not as though the word of God has failed” (9:6a). The nature of national Israel’s idolatry is found in their rejection of the Christ event. But Paul does not detail this until the next stage of his argument in Romans 9:30–10:4, since the immediate issue in 9:6–29 is that of God’s apparent unfaithfulness (see chapter 1).


Generally, my method will follow the example set out by Richard Hays and others regarding Paul and other New Testament writers’ use of Scripture. This has increasingly shown them to employ a contextually sensitive use of Scripture within a framework of Jewish thinking. It is also roughly the same approach attempted with regard to Romans 9:6–29 by Wagner and Abasciano (and, to a lesser extent, Piper). For this study, this means a standard literary-historical analysis of Romans 9:6–29, but also involves asking about Paul’s understanding of—and therefore intent in using—the Scriptures that he quotes.


The ideal is subtle and may seem infelicitous to scholars who are skeptical of this approach. Naturally, Paul cannot be made to look like a twenty-first century grammatical-historical exegete (let alone of the critical edition of a received canon). Likewise, as a native speaker of the language(s)of the Scriptures, Paul would not have labored over the syntactical possibilities inherent in a given participle or preposition the way that modern interpreters must do by virtue of their separation from Paul’s context by time and distance. Also it would be ideal if parallel interpretation of the same Scriptures from Paul’s Second Temple Jewish contemporaries could provide a baseline for comparison. This would enable us to identify currents of interpretation that may have influenced or been contemporaneous to Paul’s use of those biblical traditions, but unfortunately few such examples are to be found. In each case below, I will conclude the analysis of the biblical tradition in question by discussing comparable references to it in Second Temple (when available) and other early Jewish usage. However, interpretation of Paul’s argument is largely limited to analyzing the Scriptures that Paul employs in their original context, and then exploring whether those contextually sensitive readings make the best possible sense of Paul’s discussion.


Because of our limited access to both the past and the mind of Paul (as well as his contemporaries and the minds of the authors and redactors of the biblical texts that Paul references), I propose to make full use of modern critical methods. In using these methods, we may arrive at the meaning of Paul’s scriptural quotations, which he would have apprehended much less artificially than we. Therefore, my ascription to Paul of the meanings of the biblical traditions in question necessarily contains an element of inference and subjectivity, but possibly no more than any other modern critical effort in biblical studies.


The present study attempts to contribute to both the understanding of the Israelfrage and the burgeoning interest in Paul’s use of Scripture in Romans 9–11 by building on the work of the scholars listed above. This study does not attempt a full exegesis of Romans 9:6–29, nor is it primarily interested in the theological implications of Paul’s argument. Instead, it is a selective exegetical analysis focusing on Paul’s use of biblical traditions and an interpretation of his argument in light of that use.


The organization is as follows: Chapter 2 examines the historical and literary contexts of Romans 9–11 in general and Romans 9:6–29 in particular, and offers a provisional description of the structure of 9:6–29. Chapters 3–5 investigate Paul’s use of the OT and interpret his argument in the three distinct pericopes of 9:6–13 (chapter 3); 9:14–18 (chapter 4); and 9:19–29 (chapter 5). Chapter 1 begins with a summary of Paul’s argument in Romans 9:6–29. I then conclude by remarking on the function of Romans 9:6–29 within Romans 9–11 and drawing out implications for the Israelfrage in Pauline studies.
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1


The Context and Structure of Romans 9:6–29






THE HISTORICAL CONTEXT AND OCCASION OF ROMANS


In order to analyze Paul’s argument and use of Scripture in Romans 9:6–26, it is first necessary to give an overview of both the historical context of Romans and the literary context of 9:6–29. Paul wrote his letter to the Romans in the mid-to late fifties, to a church he had not met and for whom he was not responsible (see, e.g., Rom 1:11–13; 15:22). The audience of Romans consisted of Christians of mixed ethnicity who were predominantly Gentile believers.1 At the time Paul wrote his letter, Jews (both believing and unbelieving) had begun to reestablish themselves in Rome following Claudius’ death in AD 54, having been expelled by his imperial edict in AD 49.2


The issues of possible ethnic tension or underrepresentation of Jewish believers, Paul’s various stated reasons for writing found in Romans 1:8–15 and 15:14–33, and the question of how the letterframe relates to the body in 1:16–15:13 have given rise to the question of Paul’s purpose(s) for writing Romans, an area of inquiry known as the “Romans debate.”3 Recent scholarship has reached a broad consensus that what led to Paul’s writing Romans were “a cluster of interlocking factors” that combined both “the present situation of the church in Rome and the present situation of Paul.”4 Paul himself states his desire to use Rome as a base of operations for his planned mission to Spain, similar to his use of Antioch for his missionary efforts in the eastern empire (Rom 1:14; 15:14–29). Paul also meant to give pastoral instruction to the Roman church (found mainly in 12:1–15:13), especially in light of their internal and external ethnic tensions.5 Finally, Paul had an apologetic purpose to address Roman believers’ apprehension about the rumored divisive effects of his gospel.


In particular, more needs to be said about Paul’s apologetic purpose, since it bears so directly on Romans 9:6–29. The elaborate, run-on greeting in 1:1–7 roots Paul’s apostleship in the “gospel of God,” which is described as both based in the holy Scriptures (vv. 1b–2) and concerning “his son … namely, Jesus Christ our Lord.” The son/Jesus is fleshed out in terms of his Israelite and vindicated messianic credentials (vv. 3–4a) and the effects of his work via Paul on behalf of all the nations (v. 5) and the Roman audience specifically (v. 6). This elaboration is related to Paul’s diplomatic situation, meaning that verses 1b–6 likely present much of the referent of gospel for Romans—that is, what of God’s gospel that is not controverted between he and his audience (i.e., that Jesus’ identity as Messiah and Lord culminates Israel’s Scriptures and is proven by the inauguration of God’s kingdom, even among the audience themselves).


Paul’s care in introducing himself continues in Romans 1:8–15 (clearly marked off by its beginning, “First off [prōton men],” v. 8). As in all of Paul’s letters, this thanksgiving and prayer discloses his main communicative goals—in this case, that he would have fruit among the audience and evangelize them.6 Additionally, Paul is employing what can be termed a rhetoric of mutuality, borne out by his statement that he and the audience may strengthen and “mutually encourage” one another through their shared faith (vv. 11–12).7 So Paul’s stated goal is strengthening the audience, particularly by sharing with them his gospel (euangelizō, v. 15; cf. “my gospel” in the closing doxology at 16:25), which they had not yet fully apprehended. This statement (along with the focus of 1:1b–6) highlights the elephant in the room, yielding the statement in 1:16–17.8


Numerous scholars have observed how Paul’s gospel would have been controversial. His audience was likely aware that wherever Paul preached, the Jewish gospel of the Jewish Messiah was rejected by Jews but accepted by the goyim.9 If Romans is something of an ambassadorial letter,10 then in order to be successful Paul needed to give a(n extended) demonstration, to his audience’s satisfaction, of why he is not ashamed of his gospel.11 As James Wedderburn articulates it, this material best makes sense “if some in Rome had in fact claimed that [Paul] indeed ought to be ashamed of his gospel,” and “the argument of the rest of Romans from this point to the end of chapter 11 is a defense of Paul’s message.”12


Thus, both Steve Mason and, more recently, Rikki Watts have drawn a strong connection between Paul’s apologetic purpose in writing Romans and his thesis statement (for at least 1:16–11:36) in Romans 1:16–17. Mason asks why Paul should have to say in his thesis that he is “not ashamed” of his gospel. In answer, he recalls how some Jewish believers “did think that Paul should be ashamed of his [gospel],” since, among other things, he was assumed to have “corrupted the apostles’ teaching in order ‘to please men’ (Gal. 1:10–12), and that he had effectively written off Israel and its traditions (Acts 21:21, 28).”13 Watts extends Mason’s analysis by drawing out the relationship between Paul’s thesis and the question of Israel in Romans 9–11: “Paul might be expected to be ashamed [of his gospel] precisely because of the theodicy question: How could he make the claims he did when his gospel seemed to mean the setting aside not only of Israel’s traditions but also of the nation itself?”14 This explains Paul’s careful, diplomatic self-presentation and tactful substitution of mutuality for apostolic authority (partly in hope of the audience’s support).


Therefore, God’s covenant faithfulness is central to Paul’s thesis—and therefore to the letter as a whole. Most scholars now agree that this is the primary meaning of dikaiosynē theou in Romans 1:17.15 Because a majority of Jews rejected Paul’s gospel, it seemed to result in the separation of national Israel from their promised covenantal blessings. This in turn appeared to be God’s rejection of Israel. But the underlying assumption of God’s character that he cannot break his covenantal promises entailed that it was Paul’s gospel that was false and therefore shameful in both its falsity and its divisive effects. Paul is thus compelled to argue in Romans that his gospel is in fact “the righteousness of God,” that is, God’s covenantal faithfulness. Hence the thesis in 1:16–17 that despite national Israel’s tragic (and traumatic for Paul; cf. 9:1–3) rejection of the gospel, it is “in fact the revelation … of the mysterious fulfillment of Yahweh’s purpose.”16 It is not until chapters 9–11, however, that Paul engages in detail the rejection of his gospel by most Jews and the issue of God’s faithfulness.






THE LITERARY PLACEMENT, THEME, AND STRUCTURE OF ROMANS 9–11


The remainder of Romans 1–11 is Paul’s theological discussion in support of his thesis statement in 1:16–17. The consensus has shifted in the past few decades, so that a majority of scholars rightly consider Romans 9–11 the climax of the argument in chapters 1–11.17 In this argument, Paul first raises the question of Israel in 1:18–2:29. Then this indictment, especially against transgressing Jews, more directly raises in Romans 3:1–8 a number of questions: “Does [some Jews’] unfaithfulness nullify God’s faithfulness?… Is God unjust to bring forth his wrath?… Why am I still being condemned a sinner?” But these questions Paul puts off until later, when he is able to address them in a single, uninterrupted discussion at the culmination of his argument (3:3||9:6; 3:5||9:14; 3:7||9:19; 3:8||6:1).18


Indeed, the language at the close of Romans 8 prompts Paul’s discussion of God’s faithfulness in light of the Israelfrage. The doxology closing chapter 8 declares God’s faithfulness to his people, who are in context the christocentric community of believers, but doubt concerning God’s faithfulness to Israel casts doubt upon his faithfulness to his people. How, exactly, is it that “God works together all things for good for those whom loves” in 8:28, given that Abraham’s descendants appear to have been cut off from the blessings found in Christ? As Wagner remarks, “When, in Romans 8, Paul appropriates the terminology of Israel’s election for his Gentile churches, the issue of God’s faithfulness to his own people … demands the apostle’s sustained attention.”19 So starting in Romans 9 Paul finally addresses these issues that have been awaiting discussion since early in the letter.


There has emerged a further solid consensus, “almost universally held by exegetes,” that unbelieving Jews’ rejection of the gospel has occasioned the primary theme for Romans 9–11 of God’s faithfulness to his covenant with Israel, a position that is “justified and unassailable.”20 In 9:1–5, the proem to chapters 9–11, Paul expresses his “great sorrow” and “continuous anguish” over the state of affairs (9:3; cf. 10:1). God’s apparent rejection throws doubt upon his fidelity, whereupon in the rest of Romans 9–11 Paul defends God’s covenantal faithfulness and his response to national Israel’s unbelief.21 That is, it is not God’s rejection of Israel that Paul wishes to defend. Rather, it is more basically his covenantal faithfulness despite all appearances—without our presuming that God has indeed rejected national Israel at all.22 He therefore states up front the primary theme of God’s faithfulness, which is textually contained in the thesis statement at 9:6a (see chapter 3 below).


At the conclusion of this study, I will be able to offer some brief remarks on the structure of Romans 9–11 and the function of 9:6–29 within that structure (see chapter 1 below). Provisionally, the logic of Romans 9–11 runs as follows: Paul begins with his introduction (9:1–5), stating his anguished desire that his fellow Jews would accept the gospel (9:1–3) and cataloguing of their blessings as Israelites, which culminate in the Messiah (9:4–5). Then, Paul’s argument for chapters 9–11 comes in three stages: 9:6–29; 9:30–10:21; and 11:1–32. During the first stage, he defends God’s faithfulness by discussing his response to national Israel’s unbelief, which is identified as idolatry. During the second stage, Paul responds to a resultant—that the more wicked nations should not participate in Israel’s blessings while national Israel is barred from them. Paul’s response is to further detail the nature of national Israel’s idolatrous commitments to Torah and their determination that God ought to continue “righteousizing” his people on the basis of Torah observance (10:3–4, 16), in light of which God has displayed constancy in “righteousizing” Gentiles on the basis of faith (10:5–13, 20–21). During the third stage, Paul argues that God’s judgment upon unfaithful national Israel is not irrevocable (11:1, 11), and he is at work to restore his people (11:26; cf. 11:12, to plērōma autōn);23 and a warning against arrogance on the part of non-Jewish believers (11:17–22). Paul concludes with a doxology in 11:33–36.


So the coherence of Romans 9–11 is predicated upon the meaning of 9:6–29. All three stages of Paul’s argument play a role in his defense of God’s faithfulness, which debuts in the first sentence of 9:6–29. Moreover, because 9:6–29 is the first stage in Paul’s logic, whether chapters 9–11 are a single argument (rather than discrete, thematically similar units) depends on how 9:6–29 carries forward to 9:30–10:21 the issue of God’s faithfulness. Thus the meaning of 9:6–29 is crucial not only for its own sake, but for Paul’s entire argument in chapters 9–11. Also, insofar as these chapters conclude the so-called theological portion of the letter, a sound interpretation of 9:6–29 is vital to understanding Paul’s argument in Romans as a whole.






THE STRUCTURE OF ROMANS 9:6–29


I will conclude this chapter with a preliminary consideration of the structure of Romans 9:6–29 before moving on to investigate Paul’s argument and use of Scripture in the passage. Paul presents his argument in diatribe fashion, beginning with a response to the challenge that the “word of God has failed” in verse 6a and supplying questions from an imaginary interlocutor in verses 14 and 19; in the latter two instances, a transitional oun ties what follows with the preceding material, rhetorically advancing Paul’s logic. Accordingly, Paul’s argument can be divided into the three uneven pericopes of 9:6–13, 14–18, and 19–29.24 Demonstration of the content is to follow, but my outline is provisionally annotated:


Rom 9:6–13God’s covenant with his people depends on God’s promise (i.e., emanates from his faithfulness), to which God has always remained faithful irrespective of Israel’s merit—and in fact even despite their rebellion and unfaithfulness.


Rom 9:14–18God is just when he now judges national Israel for their idolatry because his response to idolatry is at his discretion; therefore, whereas in the exodus he both dispensed mercy to idolatrous Israel and judgment upon idolatrous Pharaoh in order to bring glory to his name, he is now dispensing judgment upon unbelieving national Israel to bring glory to his name.


Rom 9:19–29God’s response to idolatry is at his discretion because of its dehumanizing consequences; but in an ironic fulfillment of his promises to Israel, God is using his judgment upon national Israel in the redemption of the nations (as he had used his judgment upon Pharaoh in Israel’s deliverance).


In terms of logical structure, Paul begins with a defense of God’s faithfulness—the primary theme of Romans 9–11—and carries it through to the end of this stage of the argument. The discussion of God’s historical faithfulness at the conclusion of the first pericope (9:13) prompts the interlocutor’s opening question to the next pericope: What has changed that God is no longer overlooking Israel’s rebellion? The reversal seems arbitrary, which makes God appear unjust (9:14). So in 9:14–18 Paul picks up on this concern, thereby continuing his defense of God’s faithfulness.25 Then, the second pericope could be misunderstood as entailing God’s responsibility for national Israel’s rebellion, in which case they should not be held liable. So, once again, in 9:19 Paul gives voice to the interlocutor’s objection in order to segue into 9:19–29, his explication of the consequences of Israel’s idolatry and the conclusion to this portion of his defense of God’s faithfulness.


Besides this, it needs noting that a few scholars beginning with Jean Noël Aletti have observed a chiastic arrangement to some of Paul’s more provocative and thematically important (subjectively judged) terminology.26 However, this linguistic arrangement does little by itself to explain Paul’s meaning, and serves poorly as the basis of the logical structure of his thought (let alone the discrepancies between the various proposals). For example, in addition to other problems of balance, Aletti’s resultant thematic interpretation of Romans 9:6–29 is unconvincing, as the chiasm compels him to bind national Israel to Abraham’s covenantal heirs despite Paul’s contrast between these groups. Thus, the best way to account for the linguistic arrangement within 9:6–29 is that of Pablo Gadenz, who recognizes that the terminological chiasm serves the rhetorical effectiveness of Paul’s argument, which logically develops as it progresses but draws his audience’s ear in order to bring together his flow of thought.27 James Dunn’s analysis is that this chiastic pattern indicates the “careful composition of the paragraph,” but perhaps little else.28


With regard to the interpretation of Romans 9:6–29, the foregoing considerations illustrate both its importance for Paul’s apologetic purpose in writing Romans and its key position within the literary structure of the letter. A primary reason for Paul’s writing in the way that he does is to defend his gospel to the Roman church in order to demonstrate that it was not shameful but demonstrated the righteousness of God. Romans 9:6–29 is the first stage in Paul’s defense of that righteousness—that is, God’s covenant faithfulness—in chapters 9–11, the climax of the argumentative portion of the letter. With this in mind, as well as the provisional structure of Romans 9:6–29 stated above, we are now in position to analyze Paul’s argument in light of his use of biblical traditions within 9:6–29.
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2


Paul’s Use of Scripture in Romans 9:6–13


6 But it is not as though the word of God has failed.1 For neither are all those from Israel Israel, 7 nor is it the case that Abraham’s descendants are all of his children.2 Rather, “It is through Isaac that your descendants will be called for you.” 8 That is, it is not the children according to the flesh that are God’s children, but rather the children according to the promise who are considered his descendants—9 for it is a promise, this word: “About this time I will come and Sarah will have a son.” 10 And not only that, but there is also Rebekah, having children from one marital relationship3 with Isaac our patriarch—11 for neither having yet been born nor having done anything good or inconsequential, but in order that God’s according-to-election purpose might persist 12 based not upon Torah observance but rather upon him who calls, it was said to her, “The elder will serve the younger”; 13 it is even written, “Jacob I loved, but Esau I hated”!


Romans 9:6–13


This chapter covers Romans 9:6–13, wherein Paul articulates the concern regarding whether God has broken faith with his people. On my reading, Paul repudiates the notion that God has rejected Israel, justifiably or no. Instead, he begins 9:6–29 by expanding upon God’s record of faithfulness toward his people, a faithfulness on which their existence and identity is predicated (and therefore remains in effect so long as they exist). On examination, then, it would seem to be a misreading of Paul to think that he here presents either Israel or God as rejecting the other (since it is not until 9:14 that the issue of rejection shows its face) or to think that Paul is here unpacking the nature, character, or scope of election (since the focus is on the relevance of God’s actions within Israel’s history for the present situation). Rather, given the context of what (most of) national Israel’s rejection of Paul’s gospel seemingly implies about God’s faithfulness, Paul’s more modest opening point in 9:6–13 is that God’s faithfulness has never been and therefore is not now conditional based on Israel’s actions.






INTRODUCTION TO ROMANS 9:6–13


Romans 9:6–13 is the opening pericope of 9:6–29. Paul begins by rejecting an imaginary interlocutor’s challenge, saying in 9:6a, “Now, it is not as though God’s word has failed.” This statement is the thesis for both 9:6–29 and Romans 9–11 as a whole, wherein “word” refers to God’s promise(s) to Israel from 9:4–5.4 The interlocutor’s challenge expresses the concern that, according to Paul, unbelieving Jews’ rejection of Christ and the gospel has excluded them from participation in Abraham’s covenantal inheritance. The interlocutor reckons that, since these were promised specifically to them, it would stand to reason that national Israel’s rejection of the gospel could only result first from their baseless rejection by God! If true, this would have farreaching implications for what Paul has said in Romans 1–8, since “if the gospel of God’s righteousness is the gospel of God’s faithfulness, does not what appear to be God’s passing over of Israel cast doubt on Paul’s message as a whole?”5 Thus Paul’s thesis for both 9:6–29 and chapters 9–11 is that national Israel’s present circumstances, resulting from—or at least related to—their rejection of the gospel, does not prove God unfaithful (9:6a).6


Paul begins supporting this thesis with a pair of proofs, which creates a parallelism within the logic of the pericope. The first proof is that of Isaac and Ishmael in Romans 9:6b–9, introduced by an explanatory gar. Verses 6b–7a (“neither are all those from Israel Israel, nor is it the case that Abraham’s descendants are all of his children”) are synonymously parallel statements that contrastively emphasize the main point of the first proof in 9:7b (“It is through Isaac …”). Paul further expands and supports this proof in verses 8–9.


Paul’s second proof in Romans 9:10–13 is introduced by ou monon de alla kai, indicating the point of 9:10–13 is related—though not necessarily identical—to that of 9:6b–9 (i.e., that it makes an additional complementary point). The slightly awkward grammar builds to both halves of the main point, namely, the examples of Jacob and Esau in 9:12b (“… it was said to her …,” the ultimate subject of the explanatory gar beginning 9:11) and of the nations for which they were eponymous in 9:13, the two being conjoined by the coordinating conjunction kathōs.7


[image: P36]


Fig. 1: Structural Analysis of Romans 9:6–13


This analysis displays how the preparatory introduction of Romans 9:1–5 is logically subordinate to this first pericope, providing a contrasting point to the dominant idea for 9:9–13, namely, the thesis in 9:6a. Most basically, Paul’s logic is to Argue this CONCLUSION (9:6a) by appealing to both the first Grounds that Abraham’s descendants are called in Isaac (9:7b, in Contrast to the idea that God’s people and national Israel are synonymous, 9:6b–7a), and also to the second Grounds that Esau was to serve Jacob (9:12) along with the further Clarification provided by the Amplification that God has loved “Jacob” and hated “Esau” (9:13; the former half of 9:12 is further Argued on the basis that God’s Purpose in 9:11b was to base his choice upon himself as the one who calls). The thesis successfully defended to this point, Paul’s logic next points down to the pericope of 9:14–18, where a further challenge awaits.


Paul cites Scripture at the key point in each of his proofs (9:7b, 12–13). To make more manageable the breadth of material, it is best first to take the proofs in turn. And since 9:6–9 first quote Genesis 21:12 (Rom 9:7b) and then enlist further support from Genesis 18:14 (Rom 9:9), an examination of these biblical traditions in their original contexts is the proper place to begin.






GENESIS 18:14 AND 21:12 IN ROMANS 9:6–9






GENESIS 21:12 IN ITS ORIGINAL CONTEXT


As part of the Abrahamic covenant in Genesis 15, God promises to Abraham (Abram) a covenantal heir and innumerable descendants (15:2–5). In the succeeding episode, Abraham and Sarah (Sarai) attempt to fulfill God’s promise by their own efforts (16:1–4a), resulting in Ishmael’s birth and enmity within Abraham’s household (16:4b–6). Although God promises not to abandon Hagar and Ishmael (16:7–14), God’s confirmation of the Abrahamic covenant in Genesis 17 (with the sign of circumcision, 17:9–14) is bracketed by a double repetition (17:1–8, 15–21) of his promise of Isaac as Abraham’s heir, stating, “Concerning Ishmael, I have heard you: Behold, I will bless him by making him fruitful and exceedingly numerous. He will father twelve princes, and I shall make him into a great nation. However, my covenant I will establish with Isaac, whom Sarah will birth [yld] to you at the appointed time, this time next year’ ” (17:20–21).


Finally, Isaac is indeed born in Genesis 21:1–7, in accordance with God’s covenantal promise (21:1; cf. 18:10, 14). The entire scene (in addition to Isaac’s annunciation scene in 18:1–15) establishes Isaac’s birth as climactic and provides him with a special status over against Ishmael, whose birth received but a brief annunciation and a perfunctory report (16:4, 15).8 However, the early occurrence of the Leitwort yld (21:2; cf. vv. 3 [2x], 5, 7–9, 14–16) again raises in Genesis 21 the question of who is Abraham’s heir. This is further underscored by the syntax of 21:3, wherein Abraham names (qrʾ; cf. 21:12) “his son, who was born to him—that is, whom Sarah bore him—Isaac.” The question of the sons’ respective statuses is finally addressed in the subsequent scene in 21:8–14.


The narrator begins by referring to Isaac as “the child” (yld, 21:8); in contrast, Ishmael is referred to as a “lad” (nʿr, 21:12, 17 [2x], 18–20). Moreover, Isaac is named, whereas Ishmael remains unnamed as “the son of Hagar the Egyptian, whom she had borne [cf. yld, Gen 16:15] to Abraham” (21:9). When Sarah catches Ishmael ‘Isaac-ing’ (mṣḥq), that is, “playing the role of Isaac” (21:9),9 she demands, “ ‘Drive out this slave woman and her son, for this son of a slave girl will not inherit with Isaac, with my son’ ” (21:10). Yet the narrator preserves dramatic tension by ambiguously stating that Abraham was concerned simply about “his son,” without specifying Isaac or Ishmael (21:11).10


In Genesis 21:12, God first directs Abraham to obey Sarah in exiling Hagar and Ishmael (whereas Abraham’s “obedience” in 16:2 was rooted in misguided human initiative, here it is God’s command). Continuing on, he finally resolves the narrative tension regarding Abraham’s heir by explaining his command: “For in Isaac your descendants will be called [qrʾ] for you.” Although the “precise sense of this clause is obscure, [the] general sense is clear”—Isaac is named Abraham’s covenantal heir.11 Sarah is correct in her demand in 21:10, that Ishmael “will not inherit with Isaac, with my son,” but this happens as a result of God’s decree that “the line of promise will be continued through Isaac” rather than her own spiteful designs.12


However, Ishmael is not excluded from God’s blessing, since he is also promised provision (16:10; 21:18). Likewise, Isaac and Ishmael are not being compared or contrasted in any way. Instead, the crux of the episode is nothing more than the question of whose line will carry the Abrahamic covenant.13 This is the case because throughout Genesis 15–21 God’s covenant to Abraham is intertwined with the expectation of Isaac’s birth. Finally in chapter 21, although both Isaac and Ishmael are Abraham’s sons, it is only Isaac who is chosen to be blessed by and be a blessing to the nations (12:3). Because of Isaac’s connection to God’s promise to Abraham (cf. 18:10, 14)—and without Ishmael’s worth or provision being a factor—God tells Abraham that Isaac is to be named his covenantal heir. Therefore, in its original context, Genesis 21:12 answers the primary question of the episode by climactically declaring that God selected Isaac to carry forward Abraham’s covenantal inheritance. That the principle substantiated by this declaration has to do with God’s faithfulness to Abraham’s family is clear when it is recalled that Genesis 21 proves and presumes prior familiarity with its antecedent in the first half of chapter 18.


The strengths of this reading are that it is faithful to the text (particularly to the Hebrew, but to the Greek of the LXX as well) and that it is parsimonious in that it does not require Paul to hold some other speculative reading. As mentioned in chapter 1, the ideal would be to confirm this as a shared contemporary reading by its occurrence in other early Jewish traditions; this would create space in which Paul could be located as a representative Second Temple Jewish interpreter. However, also as mentioned there, there are unfortunately no such relevant parallel Second Temple references to Genesis 21:12 to use for comparison. References in the rabbis are the closest thing available.14 To be sure, such rabbinic usage may attest interpretive traditions contemporary to Paul and his peers. But since this cannot be determined either way, rabbinic witnesses are best taken as suggestive.


Regarding (potentially) relevant rabbinic witnesses: The Tosefta depicts the choice of Isaac in terms of Ishmael’s wickedness and Sarah’s concern to keep Isaac from impious influences (t. Soṭah 5.12). The identity of Abraham’s covenantal heirs is debated in the Palestinian Talmud, suggesting that the preposition in byṣḥq in Gen 21:12 refers to only a “portion” of Abraham’s descendants (y. Ned. 3.8). Ishmael’s wickedness is again the reason for his exclusion in the Targum on 21:12 (so also Tanḥ. Gen. 6.1). The debate over the identity of Abraham’s covenantal heirs is again articulated in Genesis Rabbah 56.8 (cf. Midr. Pss. 105.1). Finally, in its engagement on the same issue, the Babylonian Talmud understands the exclusion of both Ishmael and Esau on the basis of the “portion” in Genesis 21:12 (b. Ned. 31a; b. Sanh. 59b).


Two interpretive trends emerge here. First, for the rabbis in all cases God’s trustworthiness is taken for granted and left untouched in this Scripture, and is then axiomatically used in discussing Israel’s inherent moral worth (for them, the crucial factor in God’s choice; cf. Tg. Ps.-J.; Tanḥ. Gen. 6.1). Secondarily, Genesis 21:12 evinces an understanding of the selectivity (which is not to say conditionality) of participation in Israel’s covenantal heritage (y. Ned. 3.8; Gen. Rab. 56.8; Midr. Pss. 105.1; b. Ned. 31a; b. Sanh. 59b).


This means that if Paul’s logic in Romans 9 is concurrent with the above contextual interpretation of Genesis 21:12, then its use by Paul is basically in harmony with available early Jewish interpretations. He is going to agree with Scripture and the rabbis that nationality is not entirely determinative in covenantal participation, and most fundamentally that covenant is predicated upon and entirely presupposes God’s faithfulness. However, after visiting Genesis 18:14, we shall see how Paul is not citing this tradition in order to discuss the character of God’s election (as the rabbis sometimes do). Also, he is unique (without trying to “correct” false Jewish understanding) in applying the axiom of God’s historical trustworthiness to an analysis of God’s present relationship with Israel in light of a specific contemporary event—namely, unbelieving Jews’ rejection of the gospel.






GENESIS 18:14 IN ITS ORIGINAL CONTEXT


Genesis 18:14 belongs to a larger literary unit encompassing Genesis 18–19.15 Following Abraham’s visitation by God and two accompanying angels in 18:1–15, God reveals his plan for Sodom and Gomorrah in 18:16–36. The succeeding chapter relates Lot’s visitation by the two angelic visitors and the destruction of Sodom (19:1–29), and the remainder of Lot’s story (19:30–38).16


In Genesis 17 God had appeared to Abraham to confirm their covenant and his promise of an heir. In 17:15–22, God pronounced that Abraham’s heir would come through withered Sarah. In response, Abraham fell on his face laughing (ṣḥq, 17:17). Appropriately, God states Abraham’s son will be called (qrʾ, cf. Gen 21:12) Isaac, with whom he will “establish my covenant … an eternal covenant for his descendants after him” (17:19; cf. 17:21).


With this setup, the next episode in Genesis 18:1–15 is Isaac’s annunciation.17 The proleptic summary in 18:1 reveals to the audience that one of Abraham’s three visitors is God, which at first is unknown to him. After he blesses his visitors with exemplary ancient Near Eastern hospitality (18:2–8), his expectation that they will pick up and continue on their way is captured by the resumptive wayyiqtol in 18:9 (as per ʾḥr tʿbrw in his invitation in 18:5; cf. ʾlnʾ tʿbr, 18:3). But instead, the visitors remain to bless Abraham.


In 18:10 their spokesman—namely God (explicitly identified in 18:13)—promises, “I shall certainly return to you in due season, and hinneh Sarah, your wife, will have a son.” Sarah’s (surprised? incredulous?) secret laughter in 18:12 affords God an opportunity to repeat and thereby doubly affirm his promise in 18:14.18 Finally, his blunt rebuke in 18:15 abruptly concludes the episode and clinches the debate: Sarah will indeed have a son, who will be called Isaac.


The narrative and its use of dialogue goes out of the way to portray God’s annunciation in Genesis 18:14, especially, as a divine promise. God’s identity gradually unfolds to Abraham, in his speaking with “irresistible power and authority”19 the promise from the immediately preceding theophany (18:10), being named Yhwh by both the narrator and himself (18:13–14), and knowing of Sarah’s secret laughter (18:13). Fittingly, this identity underscores the nature of 18:14. As Gordon Wenham comments, “The promise of a son implies that the speaker is a divine messenger; the fact that he can discern Sarah’s reactions without seeing her proves his status and guarantees his message.”20 Additionally, the unconventional character of Isaac’s annunciation—Sarah’s indirect reception, her being postmenopausal, and its uniquely long postponement “filled with seemingly unrelated episodes”—further emphasizes “the difficult—indeed, miraculous—nature of the fulfillment.”21


The proleptic summary to Isaac’s birth narrative (Gen 21:1–7) in 21:1 also seizes upon 18:14, taking its fulfillment as the fulfillment of a promise (poetically emphasized through synonymous parallelism): “Yhwh visited [cf. (šwb)ʾšwb, 18:10, 14] Sarah just as he said; Yhwh did for Sarah just what he promised.”22 And in 18:14 God echoes himself from 17:21, that Sarah would birth Isaac “at the appointed time [lmwʿd, cf. 18:14], this time next year.” Accordingly, 21:2 reports that Isaac was indeed born lmwʿd ʾšrdbr ʾtw ʾlhym.23 Likewise, God’s naming of Isaac in 17:19 and Sarah’s laughter in 18:12 are both fulfilled in 21:3, 6; even Sarah’s wonderment in 18:12 is answered in 21:7.24


Such various threads of God’s covenantal promise in Genesis 17 and its fulfillment in 21:1–7—the emphasis on God’s identity as the one promising, the miraculous nature of its fulfillment, the manner of its fulfillment at the proper time and by Isaac’s naming—together pass through the bottleneck of 18:14, granting it a thematic centrality for chapters 17–21. Thus, the importance of 18:14 is such that its fulfillment is coextensive with the fulfillment of the covenant. In this, by making the promise in person God hangs his fidelity directly upon its fulfillment.


Therefore, the narrative portrays Isaac’s eventual birth as a fulfillment of the promise of 18:14. By giving Isaac to Sarah, God indisputably demonstrates his faithfulness to Abraham. In its original context—in marking out Isaac as the child of promise, the one in whom God’s covenantal promise will be kept and through whom it will continue—God’s words to Abraham in Genesis 18:14 demonstrate to Abraham the security of his covenantal relationship. He knows God’s faithfulness to his word.


One last time it deserves mention that there are no Second Temple uses of Genesis 18:14 that are concerned with such interpretation it its original context, or that relevantly parallel Paul’s usage.25 The single relevant Second Temple tradition is Testament of Abraham 8:6, which is perhaps the earliest of many texts that identify Genesis 18:10 as God’s promise—which is then identified as being fulfilled in Genesis 21:12. However, this impulse is likewise reflected in numerous rabbinic traditions.26 Antedating that, Philo appeals to Genesis 18:10 in reference to the miraculous—almost transcendent (Platonic?)—nature of Isaac’s birth (Names 47; Abraham 25). If considered a substantial grouping, then these data agree upon a well-recognized trajectory of promise fulfillment running from Genesis 18:10, 14 through to 21:1–7, 12 (T. Ab. 8:6; Tanḥ. 4.30; 4.36; Gen. Rab. 53.1; Midr. Pss. 80.7; Pesiq. Rab. 42.2). Further, expressions of this theme often highlight the miracle and importance of Isaac’s birth as God’s fulfillment of his covenant with Abraham (Names 47; Abraham 25; Gen. Rab. 53.2; and Eccl. Rab. 3.15).


We must grant the limited nature of this data. But with that said, it seems that when Paul makes use of Genesis 18:14 in reference to God’s promise of upholding the Abrahamic covenant in virtue of his own faithfulness, it seems that his is likely a standard contemporary understanding of 18:14 within its original context. However, there is no evidence that other earlier Jewish interpreters combined this reflection on the nature of Isaac’s birth as a promise fulfilled with discussion on the identity of Abraham’s covenantal heirs—let alone in light of the Christ event (cf. Eccl. Rab. 3.15)—as Paul does in Romans 9:6b–9.






PAUL’S USE OF GENESIS 21:12 AND 18:14 IN ROMANS


By using Genesis 21:12 and 18:14 in the first proof of Romans 9:6–13, Paul makes use of a theological point (seen by many Romans scholars) that is implicit in the narrative of Genesis 17–21: it was never the case that all who could claim physical descent from Abraham were his covenantal heirs. This is seen in the example of Isaac and Ishmael, since both were Abraham’s children (cf. teknon, Rom 9:7a) but God called (klēthēsetai, Gen 21:12 = Rom 9:7b) Abraham’s heirs only through Isaac. Paul’s rationale for this understanding is evinced by his use of Genesis 18:14 and its inherent connection to Genesis 21:12: God has discretion in calling Abraham’s heirs precisely because their calling is rooted in his promise to begin with. The operative principle is that Isaac’s annunciation and the covenant in Genesis 17–21 both depend upon God’s promise, and thus in a sense are coextensive. Isaac is not chosen over Ishmael because his physical descent is somehow privileged. Rather, insofar as the covenant is founded on God’s faithfulness and promise, it is precisely because Isaac is the child of God’s promise that it is through him God calls Abraham’s covenantal heirs.


However, contrary to essentially all critical scholarship on Romans, what needs to be taken away from the above examinations is this: Paul is not making the point that God’s people are constituted by his promise (rather than familial descent). Rather, this is the accepted biblical point that Paul is making use of. That God freely forms his covenantal people is not Paul’s argument, but merely his understanding of Israel’s calling, which he presupposes when applying Genesis 21:12 and 18:14 to present circumstances. Given his use of Scripture so far in Romans 9:6–13, that application is the topic of Paul’s argument.


Accordingly, in Romans 9:6b–9, Paul does indeed quote Genesis 21:12 in Romans 9:7b27 to argue that, because not all of Abraham’s physical descendants are called as his covenantal heirs, national Israel’s rejection of the gospel does not prove God unfaithful.28 The LXX occurrence of kaleō is significant for Paul’s use of Genesis 21:12 because, in both Jewish thought and in Romans, calling is an elective term referring to an act of creation,29 one that in this instance creates the relationship between God and his people.30 Granted that salvation and God’s redemptive activity in human history are ultimately inseparable, nevertheless it is critical to note how in Romans 9:6b–7a national Israel is not being excluded from salvation any more than in Genesis 17–21 Ishmael was excluded from the blessings brought into the world by Israel.31 Instead, Paul is speaking of God’s selectivity in choosing through whom his covenantal purposes will continue. As N. T. Wright describes:


God always intended that only some of Abraham’s descendants would carry forward [the Messiah’s redemptive rule].… Most of Paul’s Jewish contemporaries would have been happy with this understanding of the patriarchal narratives; it was his [additional] application of the same principle to [present circumstances] that would have been controversial.32


This should not be confused with the idea of Paul claiming that God is rejecting some of Abraham’s descendants. Paul’s opening point is only that their estrangement from the covenantal promises is compatible with the enduring certainty of those promises.


And lest his audience misunderstand, in 9:8–9 Paul clarifies (toutʼ estin, v. 8) he is not merely speaking of physical descent from Isaac in place of physical descent from Abraham. He introduces the citation in verse 9 by syntactically emphasizing his understanding of Genesis 18:14 as a promise, as seen in the forward placement of epangelias.33
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Paul adapts his citation by substituting erchomai for anastephō, which (due to semantic drift) referred by the first century to personal conduct (e.g., 1 Cor 1:12; cf. Eph 2:3; 1 Tim 3:15; Heb 10:33; 13:18; 1 Pet 1:17; 2 Pet 2:18), and by dropping the second emphatic temporal clause eis hōras, likely to streamline the citation for his purposes.34 Paul means to directly state that physical descent—being ta tekna tēs sarkos (9:8)—from either Abraham or Isaac is not the relevant factor in determining who are Abraham’s covenantal heirs (sperma, 9:7b, 8b), precisely because it was not the relevant factor in God’s selection of Isaac. Rather, as with Isaac, the relevant factor lies in being children of promise (ta tekna tēs epangelias, 9:8b). Moreover, Paul’s identification of ta tekna tēs epangelias /sperma with “children of God” (tekna tou theou, 9:8) highlights his christocentric redefinition of the scriptural promise, since he understands Jesus to be God’s Son (Rom 1:3) and Abraham’s ultimate covenantal heir (Rom 9:5).


Thus, Paul’s citation of Genesis 18:14 in Romans 9:8–9 clarifies contrasting sides of the same point: Because Jesus is Abraham’s covenantal heir par excellence, it is now in relation to him that status as “children of promise” is determined (9:8b–9). Correspondingly, because Isaac was the child of promise, physical descent even for national Israel does not determine whether they are Abraham’s covenantal heirs (9:8a, 9). Thus Paul can quote Genesis 21:12 in Romans 9:7b to say that not all of Abraham’s children are his covenantal heirs, because not all were children of promise. And coming to the present situation of national Israel’s rejection of the gospel, this especially holds true since they do not identify themselves with Christ, the climactic “child of promise.”


So far in this pericope, through his use of Genesis 21:12 and 18:14 in his first proof (Rom 9:6b–9), Paul’s supports his thesis (9:6a) is in two ways: As with Isaac and Ishmael, it is not presently the case that “all those from Israel” participate in the blessing of carrying forward Abraham’s covenantal inheritance—and this does not in any way undercut the fact of that blessing being a promise, since the promise is fundamentally rooted in none other than the character of the God who has made it. To substantiate this (still referencing Isaac), it is being a child of promise instead of physical descent that is the relevant factor in being Abraham’s covenantal heir. Such a double display of constancy between patriarchal and present times cannot be said to prove unfaithfulness on God’s part, and interpreted otherwise it wrongly divides the nature of the promise from God’s own character. So understood, unbelieving Jews’ rejection of the gospel does not signal a failure of God’s promise. Subsequent to this, in Romans 9:10–13 Paul goes on to offer a second proof that both reiterates and buttresses that of 9:6b–9. Paul first cites Genesis 25:23 in 9:12, and then Malachi 1:2–3 in 9:13.






GENESIS 25:23 AND MALACHI 1:2–3 IN ROMANS 9:10–13






GENESIS 25:23 IN ITS ORIGINAL CONTEXT


Genesis 25:19 begins the toledoth of Isaac, and Jacob’s birth is recounted in verses 19–26. Although the episode serves a function within the larger context, it possesses its own meaning. Indeed, the namings of Isaac in verses 19–20 and 26 form an inclusio around the episode indicating that “the narrator’s … interest is to set the stage and introduce the central characters of the Jacob story.”35 At the outset, Rebekah is barren just as Sarah had been (Gen 25:21; cf. 16:1–2). Then, when she finally does conceive in 25:22, her pain and confusion at the turmoil within her—captured by the nearly unintelligible syntax—compel her to inquire of God. As concerns the larger Genesis narrative, the import of the episode lies in the continuance of Abraham’s line and the covenant, once again in the face of barrenness.36 Yet within verses 19–26, a chiastic structure centers the episode on God’s oracle in verse 23:37
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Fig. 2: Literary Structure of Genesis 25:19–26


In granting her a divine oracle, God reveals to Rebekah the source of her troubles: twins! However, the burden of the oracle is not the fact of their birth but the meaning with which God invests it when he describes the future struggle between Jacob and Esau’s descendants.38 The first line of 25:23b is clear: of the two nations in Rebekah’s womb, “one people will be stronger than the other people.” The ambiguous syntax of the second line, though, suggests either “The elder will serve the younger” or “The elder, the younger will serve.” It is only the ensuing narrative that clarifies which is the case: Jacob both obtains (steals) Esau’s birthright and receives the covenantal inheritance. True to God’s word, the younger son takes the place of the elder (a recurrent theme in Genesis).


In contrast to Isaac and Ishmael, Isaac’s sons are born of the same mother, at the same time, and both according to God’s oracle. Still, the episode neither explains nor justifies God’s selection of Jacob over Esau; neither is it explained how the history of the two peoples sired by the brothers will play out. Rather, God simply announces that Jacob will have Esau’s position as Isaac’s heir, so that within the context of Genesis 25:19–26 Jacob’s inheritance is determined by nothing more than God’s decree. So even though the episode is more an introduction to the Jacob cycle than a full narrative, 25:23 relates the antepartum circumstance of God’s selection of Jacob and clearly states the central point for the episode: that God chose Jacob without external constraint and for reasons as yet known only to himself.


Most early Jewish and rabbinic traditions that reference Genesis 25:23 are not relevant to this study, since rather than being interested in its contextual meaning they use it as a launching point to characterize either the historical Esau or the nation of Edom (sometimes in conjunction with Mal 1:3; see below). Often in later traditions especially, Esau/Edom stands for Rome or the nations generally, both of which are destined for destruction.39 Philo does engage the question of God’s choice of Jacob, supplying Esau’s inherent wickedness as God’s reason for selecting Isaac (Alleg. Interp. 3.29).40 Tanḥuma Exodus 7.7 stands out in not focusing upon Esau’s supposed wickedness; instead, it explains how God selected Jacob exclusively on the basis of his own inclination and for his own purposes, and that no extrinsic reason can be discerned.41 Apart from Paul’s citation in Romans 9, this single reference among all early Jewish literature appears to consider the implications of God’s antepartum selection of Jacob, and the two data points reflect a common understanding of Genesis 25:23 within its original context. However, whereas Tanḥuma discusses in the abstract the principle of God’s choice of Jacob, Paul is applying the precedent wherein that principle is recorded to his present circumstances.






MALACHI 1:2–3 IN ITS ORIGINAL CONTEXT


Malachi closes the Twelve Prophets by addressing disappointment over the apparent failure of “the ‘Zion visions’ of Second Isaiah [and Third Isaiah], Haggai, and Zechariah and the ‘Temple visions’ of Ezekiel.”42 The returning remnant’s expectations of Israel’s glorification, the dawning of the messianic era, and material prosperity “had been aroused but remained unrealized.”43 Persistent Persian rule, pests, and plagues led to depression, discontent, and open expression of doubt in God’s faithfulness.44 However, in a series of six disputations (besides a subsequent epilogue),45 the prophet completes the thematic message of Haggai, Zechariah, and Malachi (the “HZM corpus”) by defending God’s covenantal loyalty (Mal 1:2–5; see below), and by condemning the people for their insincere worship (Mal 2:10–16; cf. Zech 1:4–17) and their corrupt priesthood for turning the people into a “flock for slaughter” (Zech 11:7; cf. Mal 1:6–2:9).46 Quite likely, the three oracles are thematically linked by a concern with covenant—namely, the people’s ideological erosion due to their feelings of having been rejected by God—and relate to God’s justness in rewarding the righteous punishing the wicked. On this analysis, Malachi 1:2–5 is focused on the problem of Israel’s identity and status in relation to God (and the nations, as especially in the following two oracles).47


Malachi 1:2–5 is thus the introductory disputation of the book, and polemicizes against the remnant community’s doubt over both “the fact and significance of God’s love.”48 Malachi 1:2a begins with the thesis of the disputation: “ ‘I have loved you,’ says Yhwh.”49 Then Israel’s distrust is captured in their antagonistic response, “How have you loved us?” which “presupposes the denunciation of both election and covenant.”50 Some scholars interpret 1:2b–5 as somewhat petulant, whereby God pleads for Israel’s acceptance on the basis of his general history of faithfulness.51 But the indignant manner in which God frames Israel’s response, “Yet you say,” indicates a more confrontational tone.


God continues, “ ‘Was not Esau Jacob’s brother,’ states Yhwh, ‘yet I loved Jacob and Esau I hated?’ ” (Mal 1:2b–3a). Love (ʾhb) in 1:2–3 is ancient Near Eastern covenant language, referring to God’s calling and present faithfulness toward Israel. Likewise, God’s hate (nʾś) toward Edom refers to covenantal disavowal.52 It is also clear from 1:3b–5 that the reference to Israel and Edom’s eponymous ancestors in 1:2b–3a is not genealogical but relates to God’s contemporary stance toward the two “brother” nations.53 Verse 3b graphically depicts God’s covenantal hatred as “directed at the heart of the Edom tradition,” Esau’s special gift of Mount Seir (cf. Deut 2:4–5).54 Verse 4 describes the permanence of Edom’s ruin, with God (who is named as “Yhwh Sabaoth” against them) turning back on Edom the speech pattern of their plans for reconstruction (using the divine certification formula kh ʾmr yhwh):
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Scholars note how Edom’s downfall accords with their negative biblical characterization and OT prophecies foretelling their destruction.55 In contrast to Israel’s resettlement under the auspices of a superpower, Edom, who had “taken advantage of Judah’s misfortunes … was far worse off,” having been ignominiously eroded “at the hands of … Arab semi-nomadic group[s].”56 God declares Edom will become a byword, called “wicked territory” and “the people with whom Yhwh is forever angry” (Mal 1:4), so that “the permanence of their demise would serve as a reminder of God’s judgment against nations who oppose him.”57 Edom’s devastation is thus an example (and warning?) to Israel, who in a reversal of their present attitude will proclaim, “ ‘May Yhwh be called great beyond the territory of Israel!’ ” (1:5).


However, Malachi 1:2–5 does not portray this change as a result of a plaintive effort on God’s part to persuade Israel of his love. Rather, he confronts them with the contrast between themselves and Edom. Even in the face of their rebellion that led to exile—and their current, postexilic rebellion—God restored Israel to the land where they have rebuilt Jerusalem and the temple. So when they complain of abandonment, his indignant retort, “I loved Jacob and Esau I hated,” states that if Israel wants to know what covenantal hatred looks like then they should look at Edom—and then reconsider his treatment of them.


So in Malachi 1:2–5 God disputes Israel’s unwarranted disregard for his covenantal love. Particularly, 1:2b–3a encapsulates both God’s faithfulness and his indignation by contrasting his treatments of Israel and Edom. In context, the meaning of this tradition is this: to no credit of their own, and in fact in spite of both their historical and current rebellion, God has remained faithful to Israel and shown them mercy instead of the judgment he brought upon Edom.


Because of both the verbal similarity between this tradition and Genesis 25:23 and the fact that both traditions bespeak God’s consistent choice of Israel at differing stages of their history, many early Jewish traditions cite Malachi 1:2–3 in connection with the negative characterization of Esau/Edom (again, frequently standing for Rome or Israel’s enemies).58 Other rabbinic traditions reference Malachi 1:2–3 in a decontextualized manner when discussing the various species of love that God shows Israel, among them covenantal love.59 But many rabbinic traditions do exhibit a contextual awareness in their use of Malachi 1:2–3.


For instance, Tanḥ Exod. 7.7 reads Malachi 1:2 as a rebuke for Israel’s exilic and postexilic sacrilege (and not having anything to do with Jacob’s election in Gen 25). Or Tanḥ Deut. 3.4 uses Malachi 1:2–3 to explicate Deuteronomy 7:7–8 by identifying God’s love there with his faithfulness to Israel in the Malachi setting, despite their unrighteousness and in contrast to the negative example of Edom. Similarly, in Lev. Rab. 7.1, possession of Torah is seen as a mercy, which is explained by God’s adherence to Proverbs 10:12, “love covers all rebellion [pšʿ],” since postexilic rebellious Israel does not merit having Torah on their own. Israel’s rebellion is then further characterized by the idolatry (see chapter 4 below) described in Ezekiel 20:7–9, despite which he loved them, citing (finally) Malachi 1:2.


So while no relevant Second Temple examples are extant, it is at least interesting how all rabbinic sources that are interested in the function of Malachi 1:2–3 in its original context agree on the reading given above. The passage never has to do with election per se (let alone so-called election to salvation or soteriology of any type) or with the episode recorded in Genesis 25, but rather with God’s continued faithfulness amid and in the face of Israel’s postexilic rebellion (which many of the rabbis considered to be an issue contemporary to themselves).60 If this reflects an interpretive tradition contemporary with the first century, then it would not be unreasonable to expect that a contextually sensitive understanding like that above is what Paul is applying to his present circumstances with his quotation in Romans 9.






PAUL’S USE OF GENESIS 25:23 AND MALACHI 1:2–3 IN ROMANS


The possible objection that Isaac and Ishmael had different mothers affords Paul an opportunity to present in Romans 9:10–13 a second proof, highlighting in its introduction Rebekah as Jacob and Esau’s common mother (9:10). In the first proof, not all of Abraham’s physical descendants were his covenantal heirs since God only called through Isaac. Likewise, in 9:10–13, not all of national Israel are Abraham’s covenantal heirs since he selected Jacob over Esau.61


However, it should not be presumed on the basis of ou monon de alla kai (Rom 9:10) that the second proof is redundant. In verses 10–13, rather than the fact of God’s selection of Jacob over Esau in Genesis 25:23, Paul focuses on the circumstances of God’s choice. He qualifies Jacob’s selection with the three conditions of shared parentage, lack of moral track record, and God’s purpose, placing emphasis on the last of these. Paul cites Genesis 25:23 in Romans 9:12b to explain (gar, 9:11) that because God selected Jacob before the twins were either born or had “done anything good or inconsequential,” his calling is wholly dependent upon his own character instead of Jacob’s intrinsic merit or moral effort. Moreover, with the occurrence of “Jacob” in 9:12b, Paul has invoked the examples of the patriarchs, thereby illustrating the fundamental relationship between Israel’s covenantal identity and God’s faithfulness to his covenantal purpose. The purpose of God’s antepartum selection of Jacob was in order that (hina) his “according-to-election purpose [katʼ eklogēn prothesis]” might depend on nothing other than himself as “him who calls [ek tou kalountos]” (9:11–12a, again reiterating that so-called election to salvation is not in view).


Paul’s contrast of God as the one who calls with Torah observance (ergōn, 9:12a) is significant, given that it was contrasted with trust in Christ (pistis) when it last occurred in Romans 1–4.62 In Romans 9:30–10:3, Paul will further discuss unbelieving Jews’ devotion to Torah. But for now, when citing Genesis 25:23 he is presupposing how God is not “displacing” Torah and thereby excluding Jews from the covenant, because Torah was never basic to God’s calling. That is, Paul is not weighing the options of whether God chose Jacob despite bad behavior versus apart from any behavior. Instead, Paul’s point is an altogether different one regarding the foundation of Israel as an entity at all: he cites from Israel’s narrative history the axiom that Israel’s covenantal identity has always been and remains rooted solely in God and in his faithfulness to his covenantal purpose.


Coming off of Paul’s argument from Romans 9:6a (that the present occasion of national Israel’s rejection of the gospel does not prove God unfaithful), the precedent of Genesis 25:23 thus means that God’s choice of Israel is independent of their response to that choice: their rejecting the gospel does not entail their rejection by God. Paul is not arguing that God is faithful to “true” Israel in contradistinction to ethnic Israel because the former are “elect” and the latter are not (let alone referencing Esau’s supposed rejection); both context and choice of Scripture entail that here Paul is not at all interested in election as such. Instead, Paul’s point is one of theology proper vis-à-vis the historical people of Israel. Paul’s use of Genesis 25 focuses not upon the nature of Jacob’s election in light of its circumstances but rather upon God’s character as the one who chooses Israel and how that is basic to their existence. So in Romans 9:11–12, Paul merely reminds his audience of the fundamental scriptural principle that, come what may, Israel has by definition always been God’s people—God defines them in virtue of himself (and not themselves). This fundamental equation remains intact and independent of national Israel’s present rejection of the gospel, which therefore casts no doubt upon God’s character.


To this end, Paul quickly offers a coordinate point by citing Malachi 1:2b–3a in verse 13, which cannot (and should not) be reduced to an emphatic if redundant conflation with the Genesis tradition.63






	MT Mal 1:2–3


	Greek Mal 1:2–3


	Rom 9:13







	ʾhbty ʾtkm ʾmr yhwh


	Ēgapēsa hymas, legei kyrios


	 







	wʾmrtm bmh ʾhbtnw


	kai eipate En tini ēgapēsas hēmas


	 







	hlwʾʾḥ ʿśw lyʿqb


	ouk adelphos ēn Ēsau tou Iakōb


	 







	nʾmyhwh


	legei kyrios


	 







	wʾhb ʾtyʿqb


	kai ēgapēsa ton Iakōb


	kai ton Iakōb ēgapēsa,







	wʾtʿśw śnʾty


	ton de Ēsau emisēsa


	ton de Ēsau emisēsa








Malachi 1:2–5 relates God’s insistence that he is remaining faithful to postexilic Israel, despite their misperception and complaint that he has abandoned them. It is interpreted as such by all non-Pauline postbiblical witnesses (that are not discussing, e.g., Edom or Rome’s inherent wickedness), none of which reduce the Malachi tradition into Genesis 25:23 despite their verbal resonance. It seems most likely that the kathōs kicking off Romans 9:13 has the sense of a punctuating “moreover” that forcefully drives home the point of God’s faithful record with Israel from beginning to in extremis. That is, just as with the patriarchs, in Malachi God remained faithful to Israel up to and following the exile, even continuing to pursue them after the exile despite their continued postexilic rebellion in comparison to Edom. Accordingly, Paul argues from Malachi 1:2–3 that, far from being unfaithful to national Israel, he has overlooked their failure to remain faithful to him.


Thus the note of indignation found in the original context of Malachi 1:2–3 also carries over into Paul’s use in Romans 9:13: Why should unbelieving Jews’ rejection of the gospel call into question God’s faithfulness? For, Paul argues, not only has God’s according-to-election purpose persisted independently from Israel’s moral performance, but it has done so even despite their rebellion, particularly up to and during the postexilic period, which Paul as a Hellenistic Jew would have considered the first century to be. Therefore, since God has been loyal to Israel irrespective of their fidelity, national Israel’s rejection of Christ and the gospel does not prove him unfaithful. To ascribe to Paul an understanding or usage of Malachi 1:2–3 in which it referenced Israel’s election, explained the principle of election, or conflated with Genesis 25:23 would make him hold a view that is unattested in all early Judaism, that contradicts the original contextual meaning of Malachi 1:2–3, and that would make Paul’s argument in Romans 9:6–13 incoherent. In the alternate reading offered here, 9:13 offers a new but complementary point to 9:10–12, all of which together constitutes the second proof in this pericope.


So then, Paul’s proof here (Rom 9:10–13) offers his thesis (v. 6a) a twofold support: He cites Genesis 25:23 to demonstrate God’s consistency in calling Abraham’s covenantal heirs, presently as with the patriarchs, based on himself as the one who calls. (And because Israel’s covenantal heritage is rooted in God’s character, the apparent displacement of Torah observance does not undermine God’s covenantal purpose, thereby proving him unfaithful.) Correspondingly, Paul quotes Malachi 1:2–3 to press home his point that both in Paul’s past and at present, God’s purpose and faithfulness persist not merely regardless of but despite national Israel’s moral performance. Therefore, as with Romans 9:6b–9, in verses 10–13 God’s constancy in relating to Israel now as he had in the past precludes an interpretation of unbelieving Jews’ rejection of the gospel as the failure of God’s promise.






SUMMARY OF ROMANS 9:6–13 IN LIGHT OF PAUL’S USE OF SCRIPTURE


As noted in the introduction to this study, traditional approaches to Romans 9:6–13 understand Paul as accepting the premise that God has rejected national Israel. Nevertheless, he tries to uphold God’s faithfulness to “true” Israel by distinguishing the two entities from each other and explicating the election of so-called true Israel (or the nature of divine election generally). But when we take into account the occasional and literary setting, the shape of Paul’s rhetoric, and his contextually faithful application of the Scriptures, we are led in another direction. Paul neither discusses nor employs the premise that God has rejected some part of Israel. Paul also does not expand upon either the nature or the objects of God’s election. Instead, his point in 9:6–13 is much less complex. He is just pointing up how representative scriptural antecedents consistently recall 1) that Israel’s existence has always been predicated upon God’s character; 2) that there has been and is and Israel proves that God is irrefutably faithful; and 3) that this remains the case regardless of the fact that most of contemporary national Israel rejects Jesus as their resurrected Messiah.


Put more precisely: In this, the initial pericope of Romans 9:6–29, Paul is not seeking to explain why national Israel has rejected the gospel. Neither is he seeking to legitimate God’s rejection of national Israel (whether before or after they rejected the gospel, although many interpreters assume the former). Instead, he explains how the fact that unbelieving Jews are rejecting the gospel does not prove God unfaithful, with the implication that he has never and is not now rejecting them at all. Paul argues this by way of two proofs.


First, he draws on Scripture to remind his readers how it is not now and never has been the case that all Abraham’s physical descendants would participate in Israel’s covenantal heritage. Second, none of Israel would have been Israel but for their identifying Abrahamic covenant, which is defined by God’s faithful character. Based on this function of his quoted Scriptures in their original context, Paul’s argument is that unbelieving Jews’ separation from Israel’s gospel (initially seen by his audience as an apparent exclusion) cannot mean the failure of God’s promise (Rom 9:6–9). Accompanying this, Paul then relies on Scriptures that articulate how God’s purpose for Israel depends wholly on his calling, both independently from and in spite of Israel’s moral track record, to the point that now, as ever, their identity is secure so far as God’s faithfulness is concerned. So, on this dimension as well, Paul argues, national Israel’s rejection of the gospel neither entails nor can be equated with God’s rejection of them, and therefore does not prove God unfaithful (9:10–13).


So Paul’s initial move is not to defend God by discussing Israel’s composition, initial impressions regarding 9:6b–7a notwithstanding. Instead, at this stage, Paul defends God’s faithfulness by characterizing God vis-à-vis his role as the defining source of his people’s identity, from their inception forward. Moreover, Paul’s use of Malachi 1:2–3 also evokes the indignation present in its original context. This recollection of Israel’s past unfaithfulness begins to hint that present circumstances might also involve unfaithfulness on national Israel’s part, even in the process of defending the claim that God’s covenantal faithfulness remains intact. Namely, a supporting point to Paul’s main point in Romans 9:10–13 was that, up to now, God has shown mercy toward present (i.e., postexilic/Second Temple) national Israel. Thus, Paul elegantly achieves a second effect of juxtaposing national Israel’s unfaithfulness with God’s mercy by concluding the pericope with Malachi 1:2–3. In doing this, he sets the stage for his discussion of God’s historical judgment upon Pharaoh and mercy toward Israel—and their relevance for present circumstances—in 9:14–18, the second pericope of Romans 9:6–29.
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Paul’s Use of Scripture in Romans 9:14–18


14 Then what shall we say? Is there not injustice on God’s part? Certainly not! 15 For to Moses he says, “I will show mercy to whom I show mercy and I will be compassionate to whom I might be compassionate.”1 16 So then, it depends neither on one’s willing nor upon one’s striving, but rather on God’s showing mercy. 17 For Scripture says to Pharaoh, “For this reason I raised you up: in order that I might show to you my power and that my name might be recounted in all the earth.” 18 So then, on whom he will he has mercy, but whom he will he hardens.


Romans 9:14–18


In Romans 9:14–18, Paul addresses the charge, “Why are the majority of national Israel estranged from God if he remains faithful and has not rejected them? And what has this to do with their rejection of Jesus as the Messiah?” The allegation is one of inconsistency on God’s part, and Paul’s answer points out God’s consistency in how he has historically responded to idolatry and the fact that unbelieving Jews’ present unbelief is itself a form of idolatry.


The more common interpretation of this pericope is that Paul is discussing the nature and scope of God’s election, particularly in relation to human choice or response (largely on the working assumption that election had been the topic also of 9:6–13). Again, my positive thesis may imply that such traditional approaches are misguided in their understanding of Paul’s focus. However, I am not undertaking a negative project against such approaches. Instead, the goal is the recognition that Paul recalls the history of God’s various responses to Israel and Egypt’s idolatry in the exodus event, and diagnoses that God is presently employing the same types of responses to instances of present-day idolatry, but that ironically unbelieving Jews now find themselves in the historical position of Pharaoh and Egypt.






INTRODUCTION TO ROMANS 9:14–18


In Romans 9:6–13, Paul argued that unbelieving Jews’ rejection of the gospel does not prove God unfaithful. Rather, God remains faithful to his covenant just as he has in the past, regardless of and even despite Israel’s rebellion and unfaithfulness.2 Moreover, 9:13 (= Mal 1:2–3) seemed to bring up the question of national Israel’s potential culpability. In Romans 9:14–18, the second pericope of 9:6–29, Paul is still addressing the question of God’s apparent unfaithfulness (9:6a), but here he explains unbelieving Jews’ apparent separation from Abraham’s covenantal inheritance in terms of their idolatrous rejection of the gospel.


In Romans 9:14, Paul continues in diatribe fashion, rhetorically asking, “What should we say?” He employs this technique in Romans when an erroneous conclusion suggests itself. The potential charge that God exhibits unrighteousness or injustice (adikia, 9:14) is not primarily forensic or concerned with unfair partiality, but continues the concern in verses 6–13 over whether God has violated his own character and promises.3 Here as in 3:1–8 (in which chapters 9–11 are anticipated; cf. chapter 2 n. 18), God’s righteousness is predicated upon his faithfulness. It follows, then, that Paul is not engaging the non-occasional and doctrinal question of how God’s sovereignty relates to the fate of upright or even morally neutral people.


The question is, rather: What has changed in God’s relationship with national Israel that he now seems to be negatively disposed toward them? This puzzle arises because of “God’s covenanted obligation to bring salvation to the Gentiles through Israel, [and] his simultaneous obligation to deal with sin; both of these are brought into sharp focus by Israel’s failure” (i.e., historically, to be faithful in the exilic and postexilic eras).4 Paul hinted in Romans 9:13 that Israel is rebellious in their rejection of the gospel, but he also argued that God did not historically count Israel’s sin against their covenantal inheritance; accordingly, in 9:14 Paul’s interlocutor asks whether it is arbitrary for God to now do so. Would this not, once again, bring us around to unfaithfulness on God’s part (9:6a)?


In answer, Paul turns to Exodus 33:19 (Rom 9:15) and 9:16 (Rom 9:17). Each scriptural citation is introduced by an explanatory gar and followed by ara oun that signals Paul’s interpretation. The two couplets seem to be parallel, but, “On whom he will he has mercy, but whom he will he hardens,” in 9:18 also seems to be Paul’s conclusion for the entire pericope (and not just the interpretation of 9:17; cf. fig. 3).5 Once again, then, it seems the key to Paul’s argument in 9:14–18 lies in his use of Scripture.






EXODUS 9:16 AND 33:19 IN ROMANS 9:14–18






EXODUS 9:16 IN ITS ORIGINAL CONTEXT


Although Paul cites Exodus 33:19 before Exodus 9:16, in this case it is most clear to analyze them chronologically, due to the development of narrative and theological patterns in the book of Exodus. Exodus 9:16 is one of several purpose statements in the plague cycle in Exodus 7:14–12:36, which is part of the larger exodus narrative in chapters 1–15.6 As Moshe Greenberg helpfully summarizes,


The plague narrative revolves around the theme: revelation by God of His name—his essence, his power, his authority—to Pharaoh, to the Egyptians, and to all men.… [It is a] demonstration of God’s essence to the arrogant pagan world and onlooking Israel.… [It is] the decision of God to break into history on behalf of Israel.7


Regarding the plague narrative, the sovereign God’s “intrusive action in Egypt” is akin to an ANE king’s punishment and eventual removal of a rebellious subject.8


The plague narrative represents God’s judgment (cf. špṭ in Exod 6:6; 7:4) upon both Pharaoh and Egypt’s pantheon of false deities. This also includes Pharaoh, since he believed himself a god, the son and incarnation of Amon Re (or Horus). At the conclusion of the exodus narrative God states his purpose in judging Pharaoh was “in order that I will be glorified kbd;] see below] over Pharaoh and all his armies and in order that the Egyptians might know [ydʿ; see below] that I am Yhwh” (Exod 14:4; cf. 14:17–18), thereby collocating his sovereign self-revelation with his judgment upon Egypt’s gods as represented by Pharaoh.


However, in Exodus God also judges Pharaoh in relation to his hardness of heart (the cause and effect of this will be explored below). Although the judgment theme and hardening motif are only implicit in Exodus 9:16, Paul recognizes (cf. sklērynō, Rom 9:18) their interconnectedness. For a sound understanding of Paul’s use of Exodus 9:16, then, it is necessary to understand the reason for Pharaoh’s hardening and the function it serves within the larger narrative.






THE HARDENING OF PHARAOH’S HEART


The hardening terms distributed throughout Exodus 3–14 are ḥzq, kbd, and qšh:






	Context


	 


	ḥzq


	kbd


	qšh


	Agent specified







	1.


	4:21


	end of burning bush theophany (in 3:1–4:23)


	X


	 


	 


	God







	2.


	7:3


	beginning of initial sign and introduction to plagues (in 7:1–13)


	 


	 


	X


	God







	3.


	7:13


	end of initial sign and introduction to plagues (in 7:1–13)


	X


	 


	 


	none







	4.


	7:14


	beginning of first plague


	 


	X


	 


	none







	5.


	7:22


	end of first plague


	X


	 


	 


	none







	6.


	8:11


	end of second plague


	 


	 


	X


	Pharaoh







	7.


	8:15


	end of third plague


	X


	 


	 


	none







	8.


	8:28


	end of fourth plague


	 


	X


	 


	Pharaoh







	9.


	9:7


	end of fifth plague


	 


	X


	 


	none







	10.


	9:12


	end of sixth plague


	X


	 


	 


	God







	11.


	9:34


	end of seventh plague


	 


	X


	 


	Pharaoh







	12.


	9:35


	end of seventh plague


	X


	 


	 


	none







	13.


	10:1


	beginning of eighth plague


	 


	X


	 


	God







	14.


	10:20


	end of eighth plague


	X


	 


	 


	God







	15.


	10:27


	end of ninth plague


	X


	 


	 


	God







	16.


	11:10


	beginning of tenth plague and summary of first nine plagues


	X


	 


	 


	God







	17.


	14:4


	Pharaoh’s final defeat (in ch. 14)


	X


	 


	 


	God







	18.


	14:8


	Pharaoh’s final defeat (in ch. 14)


	X


	 


	 


	God







	19.


	14:17


	Pharaoh’s final defeat (in ch. 14)


	X


	 


	 


	God








Fig. 3: Occurrence of Hardening Terminology in Exodus 3–14


G. K. Beale has demonstrated that in Exodus 3–14, these three verbs are “all related to Pharaoh’s refusal to obey Yahweh’s command to release Israel” and synonymously refer to Pharaoh’s “intellectual-volitional power of refusal.”9 It is significant that it is Pharaoh’s heart that is hardened. In the biblical tradition, and to an even greater extent for the Egyptians, the heart was “an inner spiritual centrum and volitional, decision-maker.”10 The use of kbd as one of the hardening terms is especially significant: in Egyptian mythology, after death a person’s heart was weighed against a feather in the balance of truth, and “if the heart outweighed the feather,” John Currid observes with wry understatement, “the deceased was in trouble.”11 Furthermore, since the king’s heart was understood to be the all-controlling factor of Egyptian society and history, any judgment from God to do with Pharaoh’s heart bespeaks God’s judgment upon Egypt in terms that resonated with both Israelite and Egyptian tradition.


The question of the nature of God’s relationship with and judgment upon Pharaoh within the exodus narrative is not an easy one. Scholars—and, historically, theologians and interpreters back to the rabbis and the fathers—have struggled with why Pharaoh is judged for a hardness that appears to have been at least partly caused by God.12 Brevard Childs has noted how J sources for the plague cycle (e.g., Exod 8:16–28; 9:1–7) place the hardening after the plague and include Pharaoh’s request that God relents, with the effect that they explain why the plague failed to bring him to recognize Yhwh. By contrast, P sources (e.g., Exod 8:12–15; 9:8–12) state God’s intent to harden before the plague episode unfolds and without demand of release or warning of the impending plague, in order that the plague be seen as an example of God’s unilateral judgment.13 Thus for the biblical authors and (reasonably) for the original audience, the portrayal of Pharaoh’s hardening is not something to struggle with: “The motif has been consistently over-interpreted by supposing that it arose from a profoundly theological reflection and seeing it as a problem of free will and predestination.”14 In the final form of the text, where the whole is greater than the sum of the parts, the sources combine to relate God’s appropriate and righteous judgment of Pharaoh and Egypt toward the end of achieving his purpose for Pharaoh. But Beale also correctly observes that the hardening in Exodus 7:13–14 occurs “before the signs [plagues] of this narrative were performed before him [Pharaoh],” so that its cause is located somewhere in the narrative prior to the plague cycle.15 However, scholars differ as to what this cause may be, and the issue is convoluted enough that a brief survey is in order.


David Gunn cites a process of “narrational disclosure,” wherein what had been in retrospect implicit beginning in Exodus 7 finally becomes explicit in 9:12. Immediately afterward, in 9:30, Pharaoh “is now so totally under Yahweh’s control that he is unable to sustain any consistency in his responses.”16 However, Gunn still wants to conclude, “While in the early stages of the story we are invited to see Pharaoh as his own master … as the narrative develops it becomes [clear] that God is ultimately the only agent of heart-hardening.”17


Alternatively, Beale sees the pronouncement in Exodus 4:21 as interpretive for 5:1–5, where he thinks the hardening begins.18 He then tries to harmonize 4:21 with the obduracy texts in the first several plague episodes, and deduces (similar to Gunn) that in the obduracy texts up through 9:12, “the subject of the hardening act was to be Yahweh himself.”19 Similar to Gunn, then, Beale correctly concludes Pharaoh is not “independently” the subject of the hardening and God is “ultimately” the cause of hardening (although he leaves the relationship between God’s ultimate agency and Pharaoh’s contributing agency a mystery).20 However, Beale’s reliance upon and interpretation of 5:2 is not wholly satisfactory.21


Charles Isbell focuses upon literary artistry like Gunn, but like Beale he argues that Exodus 4:21 and 7:3 “predict” the hardening and indicate “a conscious artistic effort by the narrator to shape the concept of hardening from the beginning as attributable to YHWH alone,” in order to demonstrate that “the One who had made such a dire threat was the only One who was fully capable of carrying it out.”22 He convincingly demonstrates that there are exactly nineteen references in chapters 3–14, making God the explicit agent in the majority of instances (ten of nineteen).23 He also concludes that, insofar as every obduracy text either has God as its subject or is predicated on his authority, “all references to hardening in the story agree on causality.”24


However, while these scholars correctly identify God as the principal agent in Pharaoh’s hardening,25 this does not necessarily explain either the reason behind the hardening or the function that it serves within the narrative.26 The connection between God’s hardening of Pharaoh and his reason for doing so resides in the biblical relationship between hardening and idolatry, especially in light of the biblical principle of humans created as God’s image.






HARDENING AS A JUDGMENT FOR IDOLATRY


Hardening by God in the Bible is always an act of judgment. According to Robert Chisolm, “objects of such judgment were never morally righteous or neutral, but were rebels against God’s authority. Divine hardening … was in response to rejection of God’s authoritative word or standards.”27 In his discussion on Isaiah 6:9–10, another paradigmatic obduracy text, Beale points to the description of idols in Psalm 135:15–17 (cf. v. 14) and 115:5–6, which is similar to God’s proscription of Israel in Isaiah 6:9–10; Psalm 135:18 (and 115:8) continues, “those who make [idols] and all who trust them shall become like them,” entailing that idolaters will be judged by becoming like the idols they worship and subsequently sharing in their destruction.28 Beale demonstrates that hardening language in Isaiah 6:9–10 is actually idolatry language that is employed “as a retributive taunt,” convincingly identifying the judgment to which Chisolm refers as judgment for idolatry.29


Hardening as a judgment for idolatry also clarifies further obduracy texts—among others, Deuteronomy 2:30 and Joshua 11:18–20.30 In Deuteronomy 2:30, the idolatrous Canaanites are hardened and defeated when they rebelliously resist God’s will (cf. Num 21:21–23). Then, during the summary for Joshua 1–11 in 11:18–20, Israel is depicted as the executive arm of God’s warfare against the idolatrous and hardened Canaanites (11:20).31 If, then, in so many instances hardening is a judgment upon idolatry, what of the paradigmatic precedent in Exodus 3–14?


Following Beale’s work in Isaiah 6:9–10, Dominic Rudman sees the language of idol fabrication of Isaiah 44:9–10 as being lifted from Genesis 1–3.32 ANE idolaters believed they might achieve (semi-) divine status by making idols, yet biblical tradition views idol fabrication as an act of cosmic uncreation.33 This observation is a clue that the biblical understanding of humans as God’s image governs the dynamic of hardening as a judgment for idolatry, including that of Pharaoh in Exodus 3–14. In essence, from the biblical perspective, humans are what they worship. Failing to worship Israel’s one, true, living God supplants one’s livingness with the non-livingness of whatever non-living object one is worshiping instead.


This principle has to do with the biblical norm regarding the nature of humanity as made in God’s image, which is presuppositional to the narrative in Exodus 3–14.34 The fundamental statement for this seldom-articulated principle is preserved in the opening chapters of Genesis, and particularly Genesis 1:26–27, “Let us create humankind in our image [ṣlm], according to our likeness [dmwt]” (v. 26). David Clines analyzes biblical occurrences of ṣlm and Semitic cognates, and is one of the first to argue that Genesis 1:26 defines humans as God’s physical representations and/or representatives.35 Moreover, several scholars compare the language of delegated sovereignty in Genesis 1:26–28 with that of texts like Psalm 8:4–8 to argue that in Genesis humankind is presented as the royal image of God.36 By contrast, and to provide background, Mesopotamian and Egyptian sources describe the king as the image of deity, with some Egyptian sources further assigning to the king divine sovereignty or dominion over creation similar to that in Genesis.37 For at least the Pharaoh—in contrast to Mesopotamian understanding—this anticipated a divine indwelling within the human image.38 The degree of democratization is unique to the biblical tradition.


Furthermore, image in Genesis 1:26 is particularly provocative against an ANE background. There, the deity’s palace was a temple, modeled as a microcosm of creation.39 Both Mesopotamian and Egyptian social orders employed royal connotations of deity, wherein king and deity both hold back (on their respective planes) the agricultural chaos of “war, lawlessness, or flood.”40 After subduing his domain, the king builds his palace; this is reflected on a cosmic level with the deity, who builds his palace-temple. Likewise, in the biblical tradition “creation is seen as Yahweh’s palace-temple,” which is mirrored in Israel’s temple in Jerusalem, “itself [a] microcosm, a mini universe.”41 Then, the climactic moment in temple building is the placement of the deity’s image. As Rikki Watts writes,


First, the image would be formed, often in connection with sacred forests or gardens. Then there would be a series of ritual acts of animation in which the eyes, ears, and mouth of the image would be opened, its limbs enabled, and the spirit of the deity invoked to indwell the image. This indwelling of the image by the fiery spirit of the deity is perhaps the crucial event since it is only when this occurs that the idol truly functions as the deity’s image. Finally, the “enlivened” image was installed in its temple so that the deity could dwell among his people and daily provision could be made for his or her sustenance.42


Such parallels give new dimension to the account in Genesis 1:26–27, wherein “on the last creative day, Yahweh fashions his own image and places it in his palace-temple.”43


Thus, in the biblical understanding, humanity is God’s image that he himself made and placed at the center of his palace-temple of creation. This explains the relationship between idolatry and hardening as previewed above: since God is the living God who breathes life into his images, separation from him leads to a distortion of that image and a distortion or loss of the life that he sustains. Furthermore, substituting an idol for God—in whose image humans are made and whom they are meant to worship—results in the idolater being re-or unmade in the image of the idol they worship.44 Just as “we do not ‘open’ his [Yahweh’s] eyes, ears, etc., instead he gives us sight, hearing, etc. and ultimately fills us with his ‘breath,’ ”45 so also idolatry leads to sharing the non-functioning organs of the idol.46 Among those organs in question is the heart. Although previously unhardened, it becomes non-functioning and hardened along with the rest of the idolater when he is judged for his idolatry. In the biblical understanding, God’s judgment for idolatry is his granting that the heart become like an idol’s heart, as the idolater comes to share the idol’s status as an object to be acted upon instead of a person with whom to relate—as with Pharaoh in Exodus 3–14.47






IDOLATRY AS THE REASON FOR PHARAOH’S HARDENING IN EXODUS 3–14


Beale observes that in Exodus 3–14, while 4:21 is the first explicit obduracy text, “the first hint of [Pharaoh’s] hardening is found in Exod 3:18–20.”48 More properly, 3:18–20, and particularly verse 19, are the hermeneutical key for the obduracy motif throughout the entire narrative—namely, how Pharaoh’s idolatry leads to his hardening. In 3:18–20, God commands Moses to confront Pharaoh (3:18), but warns, “I myself know that the king of Egypt will not allow you to go unless by a mighty hand. So I will send my hand and I will strike Egypt with all my wonders … and after that, he will send you” (3:19–20). Regarding scope, 3:16–22 covers the larger narrative from 4:29–12:36.49 This makes God’s statement in 3:19–20 interpretive for the hardening motif throughout Exodus 3–14, even if the motif begins explicitly in 4:21.


The emphatic pronoun in Exodus 3:19 and its syntax as a disjunctive circumstantial clause qualifying 3:18 are both echoed in 4:21 and 7:3 (within 7:1–7, the proleptic summary for the plague narrative). All three texts describe Moses’ duty to confront or perform signs before Pharaoh, but their emphases are on how God hardens Pharaoh’s heart because of how intimately he knows him.50 The occurrence of several plague narrative Leitworten in 3:19–20—including ydʿ, ḥzq, and šlḥ (which is used consistently regarding Israel’s release; cf. 4:23; 5:1–2; 6:11; 7:2, 14–16, etc.)—also provides terminological links that strengthen the connection between 3:19–20 and the hardening motif. Particularly, ydʿ in 3:19 introduces another prominent motif of knowing intertwined with that of hardening throughout Exodus 3–14.51 The narrator divides the characters into “those who … do not know … and the One who alone knows (YHWH).”52 Then in 5:1 Pharaoh is confronted with his obligation to acknowledge God and “his own dependent role as a dependent vassal who rules by the leave of Yahweh.”53 Yet his refusal to do so (5:2, passim) reflects his (willful) ignorance of God (cf. 10:7) and his belief in his own divinity, which together define him as a biblical idolater.54 God ironically sees Pharaoh just as Pharaoh sees himself, namely as the physical presence of Amon Re on earth. To Pharaoh, this means his own divinity; for God, it means Pharaoh is the idol of a false god.55 In other words, given the biblical relationship between image formation and idolatry, in 3:19—prior to the reciprocal in 5:1–2—God preemptively announces that he knows Pharaoh for what he has chosen to become (as carried through in his rebellious actions): a detestable, lifeless object worthy of judgment.


This illuminates the final connection between Exodus 3:19–20, the hardening motif in 4:21, and the remainder of chapters 3–14—namely, the paronomasia provided by ḥzq in mighty hand (cf. also 6:1).56 Because of Pharaoh’s idolatry and corresponding hardening, even as Amon Re incarnate he has no control over his own heart. Instead, in 3:20 it is Yahweh’s mighty (ḥzq) hand that will compel Pharaoh’s mighty (or “hard”; cf. 4:21; 7:13, etc.) heart to release Israel.


Therefore, in Exodus 3–14 God hardens Pharaoh as a judgment upon his idolatry. It is crucial to recognize that in hardening Pharaoh, God is not dispensing judgment upon an innocent or neutral party, but is judging an idolater—specifically, one who is holding ransom the Hebrews. Although idolatry is not uncommon in the Bible, God hardens Pharaoh because Exodus is Israel’s creational story.57 Thus, Pharaoh’s hardening is intrinsic to Israel’s self-identity: at the defining moment of Israel’s creation—in their deliverance and redemption from slavery—God judges Pharaoh their oppressor, and his enemy, as the archetypal biblical idolater. Consequently, God’s hardening of Pharaoh is both in continuity with and the prototypical pattern for subsequent instances of judgment upon obduracy in biblical traditions. Having established the reason for the hardening now enables an analysis of how Exodus 9:16 discloses the function served by Pharaoh’s hardening in chapters 3–14.






EXODUS 9:16 AND THE FUNCTION OF PHARAOH’S HARDENING


Exodus 9:16 occupies a pivotal position within the structure of the plague cycle, and comes at a turning point in the hardening motif there and in the larger exodus narrative. The plague cycle in particular is “nothing less than architectural,” being divided by several features into three sets of three plagues and a final, overflowing tenth plague (a 3 + 3 + 3 + 1 structure).58 The first two plagues in each set begin with an ultimatum marked by khʾmr yhwh (cf. 5:1) and a forewarning of God’s response to Pharaoh’s continued refusal to release the Israelites, while the final plague in each set has neither.59 The tenth plague is offset in that it begins with a drastic forewarning (11:4–8) but lacks any ultimatum. It is as if God requires nothing of Pharaoh; his fate is already decided. Again, in the first plague of each set, God commands Moses to stand (yṣb) before Pharaoh early in the morning, and the second plague of each set begins with the instruction to go to Pharaoh. Finally, while no pattern emerges in the second set, the first and third sets of plagues are enacted through the agencies of Aaron and Moses, respectively; the final plague is again offset with God as the agent. The narrator also increases the relative lengths of each successive set, so that the third set is longer than the prior two (both on the whole and in comparing parallel episodes).


A further pattern within the plague narrative is that of Pharaoh’s responses to God and Moses. The first four plagues conclude with a report that Pharaoh would not listen (lʾšmʿ ʾlhm) and the divine certification formula (kʾšr dbr yhwh). In the second and fourth plagues Pharaoh requests Moses’ help and tries to bargain with him, but then recants the promised release. The seventh plague, the first episode in the third set, contains the final occurrence of the certification formula, and the phrase lʾšmʿ ʾlhm disappears. And at first in this third set, Pharaoh initially repents of his sinfulness but recants a final time. But then by contrast, when the judgment of hardening has been decisively imposed, in the two remaining plagues of the final set Pharaoh attempts to repent but God hardens his heart and prevents him from releasing the Israelites. Similarly, following the tenth plague, God actively dictates Pharaoh’s actions, keeping him from submitting to him even if Pharaoh had chosen to do so (Exod 14:4, 8). The data can be diagrammed as follows:60
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Fig. 4: Structure of the Plague Narrative


The divine speech via Moses in Exodus 9:14–16 opens the seventh plague episode (and the third set), which marks the turning point in the cycle. Immediately prior, the hardening reference in 9:12 (to close the sixth plague episode and second set) is both the medial obduracy text in Exodus 3–14—the tipping point of the hardening motif within the larger narrative—and the first plague narrative text explicitly identifying God as the agent.61 Then the final set begins with one of the longest episodes in the cycle, marking “the buildup with the narrative leading to the final judgment.”62 At the outset of the seventh plague, the sense of kl in 9:14 is “all the remaining,” hyperbolically conveying the idea that “the Lord’s incomparability will now be shown in blows of unprecedented severity.”63 The effect of this is that the final set is the weightiest, and is characterized by the inevitability of God’s judgment.64 Reports that Pharaoh did not listen are dispensed with as if no longer a factor. Likewise, the subsequent cessation of the certification formula (following two consecutive obduracy texts in Exod 9:34–35) suggest that hereafter the events themselves are God’s final word. Perhaps most dramatic is that following the combination of 9:12, God’s speech in 9:14–16, and the final unrepentance, Pharaoh is no longer in control of himself. In the remaining plagues of the final set, he tries to repent (Exod 10:16–17, 24) but is prevented by God (Exod 10:20, 27), and in the tenth plague his attempt to submit (Exod 12:31–32) is prevented by God to his ultimate destruction (Exod 14:4, 8).65


Exodus 9:14–16 is the hinge about which this shift takes place. In 9:15, God states his intention to “ ‘now … send my hand in order to strike you and your people with pestilence, with the result that you will be swept from the earth.’ ”66 However, God puts in abeyance Pharaoh’s destruction “for one particular reason: in order that I might make you see my strength and thereby proclaim my name throughout all the earth” (9:16). The piel spr—which here means to declare continuously and repeatedly—and the treble refrain “from/throughout (all) the earth” together confirm that God “[prolonged] the series of judgments by hardening Pharaoh’s heart” because “the Lord’s agenda [in hardening Pharaoh] included more than just saving His people.”67


Specifically, the delay of God’s final destruction is not a form of mercy but an amplification of his judgment that serves his larger purpose of glorifying his name (which is foundational to but also facilitates even his redemptive designs for Israel). As the recurrence of the ydʿ motif in Exodus 9:14 demonstrates, God hardens Pharaoh in order to bring him to a firsthand familiarity of his own incomparability, power, and sovereignty. Whereas Pharaoh boasted in Exodus 5:2 that he did not know and/or refused to recognize (ydʿ) the name “Yhwh,” in 9:16 God turned Pharaoh’s rebellion to his own ends, establishing him as an historical example of infamy for the sake of his own great name.68


Therefore, nothing in the immediate or relevant wider context can make Exodus 9:16 to be about a dogmatic consideration of God’s sovereignty, its role in salvation, or its nature in comparison to (or tension with) human free will. Instead, to sum up, Exodus 9:16 in situ articulates that since the reason God hardened Pharaoh was in judgment for his idolatry, specifically at the paradigmatic moment of Israel’s creation and redemption from slavery, consequently Pharaoh’s hardening served the function of glorifying God as he brought deliverance to Israel. As a result, all who hear of his great power and reputation will seek to share in Israel’s deliverance from Pharaoh, the archetypal biblical idolater and opponent of God’s creational purposes. The purpose statement in Exodus 9:16 therefore subsumes and encapsulates the others in Exodus 10:1–2; 14:4, 17–18, since by the end of the narrative Pharaoh’s hardening results in both Israel and Egypt knowing and revering God (cf. Exod 14:30–31; 15:1–18): “The kvd (honor or glory) was Yahweh’s, while the kvd (the sinfulness of a heavy heart [e.g., 7:14]) was Pharaoh’s … the whole point of the Exodus story.”69


It is difficult to establish early Jewish theologies regarding Pharaoh’s hardening or the narrative significance of Exodus 9:16 specifically. Rabbinic references to Pharaoh’s hardening are ubiquitous, but for the most part neither Second Temple nor rabbinic sources discuss Exodus 9:16 specifically.70 The standouts may be Tanḥ. Exod. 2.14 and 2.19 (although cf. 1QM 14.7) and the rather late Exod. Rab. 3:9 and 10.6, which consider Exodus 9:16 to be the definitive plague-narrative statement of God’s purpose in hardening Pharaoh. Besides these, even the rabbis resort to Exodus 9:16 only because it is understood to attribute Pharaoh’s hardening to God in response to Pharaoh’s pride71 and/or wickedness.72 Given the attention received by Pharaoh’s example from at least the rabbis, it is reasonable to suspect that their lack of discussion specifically on the relationship between God’s hardening and Pharaoh’s free will reflects a lack of concern for this issue, a common presuppositional understanding akin to the interpretation offered above, or both. But if such traditions are indicative of an understanding of Exodus 9:16 that was contemporary with Paul—and there is no record of competing understandings—then it is likewise reasonable to suspect that Paul held a common Jewish understanding of Exodus 9:16 within its original context.73 To what use he puts this understanding in Romans 9 can be considered after an examination of his other (first) Exodus citation, of Exodus 33:19.






EXODUS 33:19 IN ITS ORIGINAL CONTEXT


Exodus 33:19 belongs to the narrative unit of Exodus 32–34, which is positioned between the instructions regarding the tabernacle in chapters 25–31 and their implementation in chapters 35–40. The narrative begins with the Israelites’ commission of idolatry at the foot of Sinai (Exod 32:1–6), in antithesis to their immediately prior theophanic encounter.74 The golden calf incident was either simultaneous with or even preceded the giving of instructions in chapters 25–31, which indicates that “the present arrangement of material must have been deliberate to argue a theological point.”75 Martin Hauge, arguing that the three theophanic episodes of 19:3–24:2; 24:3–34:5; and 35:1–40:38 form the structure for chapters 19–40, comments on the gravity of chapters 32–34 as a disruption in the narrative. Because these chapters follow the second theophanic episode, they threaten to usurp the position of the climactic third theophany as a false episode, a “nonevent … distorting and threatening the proper succession of events,” but for Moses’ intercession.76 This gravity is also present in the repetition in chapters 32–34 of plague cycle elements, including an assertion of Yhwh as the only God in Israel, affirmation of Moses’ authority, and the occurrence of death.77 As such, the two pieces of Exodus revolve around the issues of idolatry and its consequences, although chapters 32–34 progress not toward destruction but covenant restoration.78 This movement occurs through a series of dialogues between God and Moses (Exod 32:7–14; 32:30–33:5; 33:12–19; and 34:8–27), wherein 33:19 is situated at a critical point in the negotiations.


During the golden calf episode—as with Pharaoh—God initially means to judge and destroy Israel for their idolatry (Exod 32:9–10).79 And while Moses’ intercession results in God retracting his decree of destruction, it leaves unresolved the issue of judgment (32:11–14). In 32:34, God hints at his judgment, in that henceforth Israel will merely have his angel going before them (hnh mlʾky ylk lpnyk, 32:34) for guidance.80 Then the narrator suddenly shifts attention to a plague(!), which is not God’s judgment but does underscore the impending reckoning (32:35). Unforgiven Israel’s fate is revealed in 33:1–5, wherein they will still be granted Canaan, but their idolatry has destroyed the basis for their relationship with God. Consequently, he will no longer remain in their midst (33:3). Worse than destruction, worse than purging by death, and worse than a plague, Israel’s judgment for their idolatry is their existence without God, “a punishment … that negates every announcement, every expectation, every instruction” so far in Exodus.81


An interposed description of God’s removal (Exod 33:7–11) rhetorically stages Moses’ intercession for God’s presence on Israel’s behalf (Exod 33:12–16). The latter portion of chapter 33 in which our text occurs “serves to climax the intercession of Moses for Israel on account of her sin, and forms the bridge to the restoration of the covenant in the succeeding chapter.”82 Finally, Exodus 34 recounts God’s paradigmatic OT self-revelation (34:5–7) and his concomitant restoration of the covenant (34:10–27). Thus, as the narrative builds toward covenant restoration, the entire narrative pivots upon the dialogue of 33:17–19.83


Exodus 33:19 concludes Moses’ penultimate interaction with God in these chapters. Remarkably, this is one of only two instances in the Pentateuch where Moses initiates conversation with God (33:12; cf. Num 11:11). Moses’ exchange with God is highly diplomatic, as possession of Israel seems to be up in the air. Paraphrasing God’s language from Exodus 32:7, Moses first asks whether “this” people may be accepted by their association with himself (33:12–13). After God concedes to remain with Moses alone (second-person singular “you,” 33:14), Moses insists on referring to the people along with himself for the remainder of the discussion (first-person plural “us,” 33:15–16).84 Finally in 33:17, God grants Moses’ request (33:15–16) that his distinguishing presence would go among his people. As surety, Moses further requests in 33:18 a direct vision of God’s glory (kbd). At this Donald Gowan remarks,


having understood the reference to “glory” as a request for direct vision, [most interpreters] then are puzzled over the apparent discontinuity with what had just ensued.… Why would Moses now be asking for … a personal, mystical experience [when his request for God’s presence had just been granted]?85


But the reason for Moses’ further request is that 33:17 leaves unresolved the issue of Israel’s idolatry. It is only because of Moses’ second request in 33:18 and God’s agreeing to appear before him that the narrative does not end with Israel’s rejection. Moreover, it concludes not only in with the restoration of God’s presence (33:17; cf. 34:9) but also with the restoration of the covenant, which provides that presence with meaning (34:10–27). In the subsequent Exodus 34 theophany, God defines his glory in terms of his goodness (ṭwby)—which in the Bible often refers to Israel’s experience of his blessing—and his name, Yhwh (33:19a). Yet God further amplifies his name in the following couplet, which exhibits synonymous parallelism, “I show mercy [or ‘favor’; ḥnn] to whomever I will show mercy, and I show compassion [rḥm] to whomever I will show compassion” (33:19b). God’s positive statement of his character in terms of mercy and compassion (rḥwm wḥnwn, 34:6) enables Moses to request a full pardon and repeat his request for the restoration of God’s presence (34:9), to which God responds with full covenant renewal (34:10–27).


However, going back to Exodus 33:19, the couplet in the latter half of the verse twice employs the Hebrew idem per idem formula, which idiomatically preserves the manner of performing an action at the agent’s discretion.86 It is the same formula used in Exodus 3:14, when God described his name according to his sovereignty, or self-definition (during the same pericope that outlines the hardening and knowing motifs for the exodus narrative). God’s response is therefore somewhat gnomic, as the couplet in 33:19b emphasizes God’s discretion in choosing how to respond to Israel’s idolatry. Here, God’s response is as yet hidden, so that 33:18–19 represent the climax of the dramatic tension in the narrative, and therefore the hinge upon which it turns.


As with Pharaoh in Exodus 3–14, in dealing with Israel in chapters 32–34 God is dealing with idolaters. Although by the end of the narrative he responds to their idolatry with mercy for his name’s sake, as of Exodus 33:19 Israel sits on a knife’s edge. By committing idolatry they consigned themselves to God’s judgment. Given the precedent of the plague cycle and the thoroughgoing biblical pattern of God’s response to idolatry patterned after that in the exodus narrative, it is to be expected that Israel’s stiff neck from Exodus 32:9 should and will metamorphose via judgment into a fully hardened heart (see n. 70, above), and for Israel’s history (and Scriptures) to abruptly end in destruction in Exodus 34. As Wright comments, “The surprise, in other words, is not that some were allowed to fall by the wayside [cf. 32:25–28], but that any were allowed to continue as God’s covenant people.”87


In this instance, it is God’s grace alone that the covenant is renewed, since God has absolute discretion in choosing whether to respond to idolatry with judgment or mercy.88 So, similar to Exodus 9:16 above, there are no indications in the episode of 33:12–19 or the context of chapters 32–34 that allow 33:19 to be read in terms of a discussion of God’s merciful character, the doctrine of election, the salvation of groups or individuals, or the like. Instead, the contextual meaning and function of Exodus 33:19 is to explicate God’s discretion in dispensing either judgment or mercy in response to idolatry in the case of Israel his people. Particularly, as a pivotal text within the narrative of chapters 32–34, Exodus 33:19 is crafted in the way that it is in order to highlight the precariousness of Israel’s future caused by their idolatry.


Paul’s reference to Exodus 33:19 is the only one in Second Temple Judaism, such that no contemporary points of comparison are available in establishing his understanding in Romans 9.89 Potentially relevant references are plentiful in rabbinic sources, directly drawing upon or arguing for Exodus 33:19 as an instance in which dispensing mercy specifically in response to idolatry is at God’s discretion (e.g., Tanḥ. Exod. 9.16; Tanḥ. Deut. 2.3; Pesiq. Rab Kah. 17.1; b. Ber. 7a; Midr. Pss. 25.6; Exod. Rab. 45.6). Other sources acknowledge the severity of Israel’s idolatry in Exodus 32–34 and its deserved consequences of either hardening, destruction, or both (Tg. Onq.; Sifre Deut. 43; Tanḥ. Exod. 9.13).90 Furthermore, regarding both Pauline and rabbinic usage, it is worth noting that there is no appeal to the theophany in Exodus 34:5–9 in explaining 33:19 (whose own relative context is the contained scene of 33:12–23). This is in striking contrast with the presumption of many modern Romans scholars.91


With the exception of the Targumim (and perhaps Tanḥ. Exod. 9.13), relevant rabbinic traditions recognize the wickedness of Israel’s idolatry but shy away from discussing the nature of God’s mercy together with its implications for Israel’s idolatry. This means that Paul’s usage (assuming it aligns with the above analysis) is of another level of magnitude: Whereas the rabbis extrapolate concerning God’s mercy, Paul takes these elements to their logical conclusion and characterizes Israel as idolatrous, focusing upon them and their wickedness in relation to God’s sovereignty.






PAUL’S USE OF EXODUS 33:19 AND 9:16 IN ROMANS


In Romans 9:15, Paul continues his defense of God’s faithfulness (9:6a) and begins his response to the charge of injustice (9:14) by drawing upon Israel’s idolatry at the base of Sinai. While God there responded with mercy, Exodus 33:19 makes clear that he was not obligated to do so. Just as in its original context, Paul’s citation of Exodus 33:19 emphasizes that God is sovereign (even if gracious) such that his response to idolatry is wholly at his discretion. With this, Paul is not theorizing about God’s mercy or sovereignty (let alone their relationship with human free will)—such discussion would be a non sequitur—and is he also not engaging in midrash, technically understood. Instead, he is applying Israel’s situation in Exodus 32–34 to present-day circumstances in order to interpret unbelieving Jews’ rejection of Christ and the gospel, identifying that rejection as idolatrous.92 Like Israel in Exodus 33:19, contemporary national Israel stands at a precipice—will they receive mercy or judgment? Paul accordingly extrapolates in Romans 9:16 that presently their fate is beyond their own means and depends now upon God’s potential mercy.93


Although Paul cites only Exodus 33:19b, the first half of the verse establishes the glory of God’s name as its context (cf. Exod 33:16). In Romans 9:17, Paul carries this echo of God’s name forward when quoting Exodus 9:16, which in its original context states that God’s purpose (the glorification of his name) is served by his judgment upon idolatrous Pharaoh.94 As another atypical citation formula, hē graphē in Romans 9:17 may be meant to directly invoke God’s authority (instead of that of Moses as an intermediary), indicating that for Paul it “represents a statement of the divine intent.”95
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Likewise, while the quotation resembles the Hebrew more closely than the LXX, its differences from both accentuate the sense of God’s purposefulness from the original context.96


So the two couplets of Romans 9:15–16 and 9:17–18 imply the conceptual parallel that God responds to idolatry with either mercy or hardening judgment for his name’s sake.97 However, for Paul the couplets are complementary, since 9:17 answers the question posed in 9:15–16. While later Jewish traditions agree with Paul about Pharaoh’s deserved judgment (e.g., Tanḥ. Exod. 2.14; Midr. Pss. 106.5; Exod. Rab. 11.6; 13.3), Paul’s present application of this precedent (so understood) removes unbelieving Jews from Israel’s position in Exodus 34 (which resolves their idolatry in Exod 32), and in an unprecedented and surprising reversal places them instead in the position of Pharaoh in Exodus 4–14. This application and evaluation never would have been made by Second Temple Jewish interpreters who did not identify themselves relative to Jesus of Nazareth.98


Therefore, as in the case of the archetypical biblical idolater Pharaoh—a “Gentile”—God is presently dispensing judgment upon national Israel. They first rebelled and hardened themselves in their rejection of Christ and the gospel, and so as a judgment God hardened them in confirmation of their idolatry. And as Paul will elaborate in his next pericope (see chapter 5), just as God used Pharaoh’s idolatrous rebellion to bring deliverance to Israel, he is now using unbelieving Jews’ idolatry to redeem the equally sinful and idolatrous nations (cf. Rom 1:18–29; 3:9–18). Paul, then, sees God’s judgment upon national Israel as an ironic fulfillment of his promise to Abraham that Israel would bring blessing to the nations. They are being held up in display of God’s glorious redemption as they now fill “Pharaoh’s antithetical role … in relation to God’s calling of Gentile as well as Jew through the gospel.”99 Like Pharaoh, God has “allowed Israel … to stand—that is, he has withheld instant judgment, in order that mercy may spread into the world.”100 And conversely, idolatrous Gentiles have now received the position of mercy occupied by the Israelites in Exodus 34 (see chapter 5). Thus, in Romans 9:14–18, on the basis of the historical precedents of God’s dealing with two instances of idolatry in the formative event of Israel’s exodus, Paul argues that God is acting consistently (if unexpectedly) in the present circumstances. Appearances could be interpreted as God’s unfaithfulness toward national Israel, but the truth is that he is passing judgment on their idolatry.






SUMMARY OF ROMANS 9:14–18 IN LIGHT OF PAUL’S USE OF SCRIPTURE


In Romans 9:14–18, Paul references God’s response to both Pharaoh’s and Israel’s idolatry during the course of the exodus. Though different, each case had in common the purpose of glorifying God and advancing his purposes for human history. For the bulk of the pericope Paul spends some time explicating the implications of the exodus precedent: God’s showing mercy to idolaters is conditional on God alone (Rom 9:16) since they have surrendered their humanity. In at least some instances, God’s judgment upon them is to refrain from restoring their humanity to them and to secure them in less-than-human state, allowing it then to persist in order that he may make use of it (Rom 9:17). Romans 9:18, then, brings to the fore Paul’s application of this to the present situation: God chooses to have mercy upon some idolaters, as with Israel in the exodus, while “on whom he will” God judges in confirming their hardening, as with Pharaoh and Egypt—and now national Israel in their opposition to God in the Christ event.101


In this fashion, Paul answers to the primary concern of this pericope, namely, the charge of injustice in Romans 9:14. Regarding the structure, then, 9:18 in a sense concludes 9:17 just as 9:16 concluded 9:15, both couplets stating that God may respond to idolatry with either mercy or, as in Pharaoh’s case, hardening.102 But 9:18 also incorporates a reiteration of 9:16 and is thereby the conclusion for the argument in 9:15–18:103
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Fig. 5: Structural Analysis of Romans 9:14–18


Justice is receiving from God what is merited, whereas mercy is the reception of what is unmeritable. Thus, God’s justice and mercy remain independent factors specifically regarding his disposition toward unbelieving Jews, for when it comes to idolatry the absence of mercy cannot be equated with the absence of either faithfulness or justice.


Accordingly, for Paul the rhetorical question in Romans 9:14 incorrectly supposes God’s justice and mercy are two extremes of a single spectrum. Hypothetically, God would then be obligated to continue to show favor to sinful national Israel as he had done historically (as Paul just finished arguing in 9:13). But Paul’s conclusion in 9:18 is that because national Israel has assumed for themselves Pharaoh’s position by their idolatry (9:17), God’s sovereign choice (9:15) to harden them is not injustice (9:14) but, tragically, a faithful although unmerciful execution of justice.


The next stage of the argument, Romans 9:19–29, supports this refutation of the charge of injustice against God. Paul delves further into the connection between idolatry and its judgment of hardening, and the role served in God’s redemptive purposes by national Israel’s hardening. Whereas 9:14–18 did not specify how God’s judgment upon national Israel has caused his name “to be recounted in all the earth” (9:17), Romans 9:19–29 explains that his refraining from showing mercy to unbelieving Jews has shown mercy to the nations, and thereby transformed them into God’s people Israel.
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Paul’s Use of Scripture in Romans 9:19–29


19 Then you will say to me, “Why does he still find fault? For who resists his intent?” 20 O man, on the contrary! Who are you, who answers back to God? “Will what is formed say to one who forms, ‘Why did you make me this way?’ ” 21 Or, does not the potter have authority over the clay, to make from the same lump on the one hand an object relegated to an honorable use but on the other hand an object relegated to a dishonorable use? 22 Moreover, what if God, because he willed to display his wrath and to make known his power, endured with much long suffering objects of wrath prepared for destruction 23 and did so in order that he might make known the riches of his glory toward objects of mercy whom he prepared ahead of time for glory? 24 Namely, we whom he called, not only from the Jews but also from the nations, 25 even as it says in Hosea, “I will call that which is not my people ‘my people’ and that which was not beloved ‘Beloved,’ ” 26 and, “It will be that in the place where it was said to them, ‘You are Not My People,’ there they will be called, ‘Sons of the living God.’ ” 27 But Isaiah cries out concerning Israel, “Although the sons of Israel were as the sand on the seashore, only the remnant will be saved, 28 for the Lord will make a comprehensive and decisive work throughout the earth,” 29 and accordingly Isaiah spoke beforehand, “Except that the Lord Sabaoth left us a seed, we would have become as Sodom, and we would have come to resemble Gomorrah.”


Romans 9:19–21


Having covered the first two pericopes of Romans 9:6–29, this chapter analyzes the final pericope of 9:19–29. Most interpreters see here—building upon a standard understanding in which Paul discussed in 9:6–18 the nature and scope of election and/or salvation—Paul’s insistence that God’s election of “true” Israel over national Israel is legitimate even if unpalatable, and this truth must be taken on authority (9:19–21).1 Then interpreters take Paul to be expanding (9:22–29) upon how God’s salvation of the Gentiles (and perhaps the “remnant” of believing Jews) in Christ is a scriptural fulfillment of his vision for “true” Israel—or perhaps upon how God is using his judgment upon the hardened non-elect (wherein hardening is not itself understood as a judgment, for idolatry or otherwise) in glorifying himself with respect to the elect, that is, “true Israel.”


While Paul might be capable of saying such things given another context (since I do not presume to offer a conclusion on Paul’s theology of election here), this would not seem to be his focus in Romans 9:19–29, given that we have seen how election as such has not been under direct discussion to this point. Rather, in continuity with what has been seen of Paul’s discussion and communicative strategy in 9:6–18, I shall show here that Paul begins the pericope by redressing in 9:19–21 any potential misunderstanding of his evaluation in 9:14–18, that God is unfair to judge national Israel for his hardening of them. Paul’s answer is that God’s current response parallels that in preexilic Israel, when it is their antecedent idolatrous rebellion that precipitates his bringing hardening as judgment, and that, theologically, it is his prerogative to do so in such circumstances. Second to this, Paul evaluates in 9:22–29 God’s response to equally idolatrous Gentile and Jewish nonbelievers in terms of scriptural eschatological expectations in order to clarify how God is ironically using his judgment upon national Israel in fulfilling his redemptive promises for his people as a whole.






INTRODUCTION TO ROMANS 9:19–21


In Romans 9:14–18, Paul responded to a supposed inconsistency (from 9:6–13) between God’s former faithfulness to Israel and his present apparent rejection of unbelieving Jews. He identified their rejection of Christ and the gospel as idolatrous rebellion, arguing that God has not rejected national Israel but rather hardened them as judgment for their idolatrous rejection of Christ. In so doing, God removed national Israel from the place of Israel in Exodus 34 and assigned them instead the place of Pharaoh in the plague cycle, whose judgment God used in his deliverance and formation of his people. Now in Romans 9:19–29, Paul details further the nature and consequences of idolatry, and then specifies how God is using his judgment on national Israel (like Pharaoh) in his redemptive purposes.2


Paul begins in Romans 9:19 by addressing the charge that national Israel is being forced into poor company, since they are not, any more than Pharaoh, able to act contrary to the purposes of a sovereign God. Therefore, they should not be held liable for their so-called rebellion. It is generally agreed that in the challenge, “Why does he still find fault? For who resists [anthestēken] his will?” the imaginary interlocutor supposes Paul has just committed himself (in 9:14–18) to the position that, even when apparently sinning, Pharaoh and present national Israel did not actually rebel against God, since their actions have been according to his purposes.3 Thus, the objection goes, no one—present national Israel included—should be punished for apparent rebellion.4 But Paul decries this misinterpretation in 9:20–21. The intensity of his response is marked by the rare combination of the interjection ō and the vocative anthrōpe (directed against his interlocutor), and also by his use of antapokrinomai, which “denotes disputation and resistance, not merely an attempt to procure an answer to a difficult question.”5


In Romans 9:20b, Paul clarifies and defends his position by an appeal to the potter/clay metaphor of Isaiah 29:16. Many agree with Hays’ assessment that


the potter/clay image must not be read simply as a rebuke to silence impertinent questions, nor is the effect of the allusion … limited to … establishing God’s absolute power; … it also resonates deeply with Paul’s wider argument about God’s [present] dealings with Israel.… The reader who recognizes the allusion will not slip into the error of such a reading … because the prophetic subtexts keep the concern [of] the fate of Israel … sharply in focus.6


That is, to this point in Romans 9:6–29 the issue under discussion has been national Israel’s rejection of the gospel and its implications for God’s faithfulness. Likewise, the interlocutor’s objection in 9:19 is in response to Paul’s foregoing discussion of national Israel’s rejection of the gospel. Therefore, given the absence of indications to the contrary, it appears that in 9:20–21 Paul is appealing to the potter/clay metaphor of Isaiah 29:16 to further explain how God is not unfair to hold national Israel liable for their idolatry.






ISAIAH 29:16 IN ROMANS 9:19–21






ESTABLISHING PAUL’S SCRIPTURAL REFERENCE


Textually, mē erei to plasma tō plasanti in Romans 9:20 reproduces verbatim part of Greek Isaiah 29:16. But Paul changes Isaiah’s denial (ou sy me eplasas) to a recrimination (ti me epoiēsas houtōs) that is more suited to his diatribe style.7 As Christopher Stanley has demonstrated, such freedom is wholly within the standards for citation technique in late antiquity, which were less restrictive than modern standards.8 Accordingly, most scholars agree that in 9:20b Paul quotes (or alludes to) Isaiah 29:16.9 But despite this, the lack of introductory formula, the changes made to Isaiah 29:16, and varying resemblance to other texts lead scholars to consider that Romans 9:20(–21) additionally—or alternatively—allude(s) to one or more of Isaiah 45:9; Jeremiah 18:5–11; or Wisdom of Solomon 15:7.


Dunn suggests that ti me epoiēsas in Romans 9:20b is a “conscious allusion” to ti poieis in Greek Isaiah 45:9.10 But this would be the only verbal connection between the two, and even this requires also a manipulation of the meaning of ti to be “Why?” instead of the original “What?” without which verse 20b and Isaiah 45:9 more linguistically dissimilar than similar.11 More importantly, the shared contexts of Romans 9:19–21 and Isaiah 29:16—that of God’s judgment upon Israel (see chapter 4, and on Isa 29:16 below)—is divergent from the context of Isaiah 45:9–17, namely, God’s defense of his use of Cyrus (and not judgment upon Israel for their resistance). The only common factor between the two Isaianic texts is the underlying principle that God is not answerable to human expectations, but this principle is applied quite differently in the two separate contexts. It therefore seems that Isaiah 29:16 and 45:9 are two distinct uses of similar prophetic imagery (the latter potentially alluding to the tradition of the former). This, together with the verbal dissimilarity between Isaiah 45:9 and Romans 9:20, militates against the view that Paul is alluding to Isaiah 45:9 in addition to Isaiah 29:16.
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Fig. 6: Structural Analysis of Romans 9:19–29


The suggested use by Paul of Greek Jeremiah 18:5–11 presents a similar case. It shares no verbal overlap with Romans 9:20–21 (although there is limited shared vocabulary), and does not reference, describe, or interpret God’s judgment upon Israel, let alone a particular instance of judgment (nor does it question God’s faithfulness or Israel’s unfaithfulness, as in Isa 29 and Rom 9). Rather, Jeremiah 18:5–11 employs the potter/clay metaphor to spell out in principle God’s right to judge Israel as a motivation for them to repent and avoid judgment in that particular circumstance. And the prophet uses the potter/clay metaphor not in reference to judgment but to describes God’s creative intentions for Israel, while warning that if the only type of creation they are willing to undergo is reconstruction following their destruction, then he will judge them with destruction. Consequently, the only shared element between Romans 9:20–21 and Jeremiah 18:5–11 is the use of a versatile, common metaphor (see below) for unrelated purposes.12 Therefore, given the verbal and contextual dissimilarity between the two texts, it is also unlikely that Paul is alluding to Jeremiah 18:5–11 in Romans 9:20–21.13


Finally, Wisdom of Solomon 15:7 likewise bears at best only superficial resemblance to Romans 9:21. Again, verbal overlap (keraneus, pēlos, skeuos) is due to independent, mutual use of the potter/clay metaphor. And whereas Romans 9:20–21; Isaiah 29:16; 45:9; and Jeremiah 18:5–11 all cast God in the role of potter, Wisdom of Solomon 15:7 takes the opposite approach, identifying the potter with idolaters. The context of 15:7 entails it “has almost nothing in common with Paul’s meaning”; its point is the absurdity of idol worship since idol makers are supposedly “better than the objects they worship” (Wis 15:17).14 Additionally, a strong case can be made for a relatively late date for the Wisdom of Solomon, in which case “there seems almost no chance that Paul … would have known about this work—or given it the time of day had he known of it.”15


All told, given in addition the much greater degree of verbal similarity between the two, it seems best to investigate Romans 9:20–21 primarily in terms of Isaiah 29:16.






ISAIAH 29:16 IN ITS ORIGINAL CONTEXT


Isaiah 29:16 belongs to a woe oracle (29:15–24), one of a series in Isaiah 28–31 that together constitute the longest continuous polemic against Jerusalem’s leadership in chapters 1–39.16 These oracles also lie in the trajectory of the so-called wisdom debate, which scholars recognize is initiated during the opening chapters of the book and runs throughout chapters 1–39.17 Sound analysis of 29:16, therefore, must take into account the opening chapters of the Isaianic corpus.






Idolatry and the Wisdom Debate in Isaiah 1–39


The introduction of Isaiah is a trial or disputation convened by God against his people Israel, who are full of iniquity, rebellious, and neither know (ydʿ) him nor understand (byn) his wise rule (Isa 1:2–4).18 Because they have responded with superficial cultic observance (Isa 1:10–17), God threatens to close his eyes and ears to their prayers (Isa 1:15) and passes judgment: for Jerusalem’s infidelity, God will turn against Israel as an enemy (Isa 1:24–28). Chapters 1–4 identify the problem as the entwined themes of idolatry/corrupt cultus (e.g., Isa 2:6–8, 18–20; 3:3) and the leadership’s rejection of God’s wisdom in favor of their own autonomous, foolish “wisdom” (e.g., Isa 1:10, 23–26; 3:12b–15; 5:18–24).19 Then, in the so-called Song of the Vineyard (Isa 5:1–7), God invites Judah to ironically pass judgment upon themselves as God’s lovingly cultivated but unfruitful vineyard, giving way to a series of woe oracles (Isa 5:8–23) wherein God declares that his people do not “see [rʾh] the work of his hands” (Isa 5:12b), call “darkness ‘light,’ and light ‘darkness’ ” (Isa 5:20), and are “wise in their own eyes [ḥkmym bʿynyhm] and understanding [nbnym] in their own sight” (Isa 5:21; cf. 1:3).


These six woes, which echo the six days of creation in Genesis 1, are followed by a profound scene of uncreation (Isa 5:30, presenting a 3 + 3 + 1 structure—although the final woe comes in 10:1–4; see below). For Israel, creation has reverted to darkness and the roaring sea (cf. Gen 1:2).20 In the subsequent Denkschrift—whether a call or commissioning21—Isaiah is charged with bringing God’s pronouncement of uncreation to Israel (Isa 6:1–13).22 In this scene, God (twice named as Yhwh Sabaoth against Israel) engages in judgment with his royal council as divine king-judge, on a royal throne that is also a judgment seat.23 The judgment of Isaiah 6:9–10 is hardening in response to Israel’s idolatry, whereby God confirms them in their choice by remaking them in the image of their blind, deaf, and uncomprehending idols, so that they will neither “see [rʾh] with their eyes [ʿyn], nor hear with their ears, nor understand [byn] with their hearts” to “turn and be healed” (Isa 6:10; cf. 1:3; 5:21).24


Much if not all of the remainder of Isaiah 1–39 may be viewed as the outworking of 6:9–10. Next comes the historical narrative of Isaiah 7:1–8:18, wherein Ahaz rejects God’s wisdom under the guise of false piety. He rebelliously refuses God’s provision and instead seeks Assyria as a suzerain, resulting in God’s removal of his counsel from those who refuse to listen.25 The historical narrative is succeeded by a series of oracles in Isaiah 8:19–12:6, beginning with a judgment oracle (8:19–22) describing the cataclysmic future consequences of 6:9–10: Those idolatrously trusting in their own wisdom “will look to the earth, but will see only distress and darkness, the gloom of anguish; and they will be thrust into thick darkness” (8:22; cf. 5:30).


The first indication that Isaiah 28–31 continues the wisdom debate and the outworking of 6:9–10 lies in the structure of chapters 28–39, which unfolds after the pattern of chapters 7–12. In correspondence to 8:19–12:6, chapters 28–35 relate a series of oracles that pertain to Isaiah 6, but now in direct response to contemporary events.26 Finally, in correspondence to 7:1–8:18, chapters 36–39 comprise the historical narrative of Hezekiah’s crisis with Assyria:


Isaiah 6—COMMISSION NARRATIVE


Isaiah 7–39—COMMISSION IN ACTION:


Historical Narrative: Ahaz and the Syro-Ephraimite Crisis (Isa 7:1–8:18)


Oracles: Future judgment mixed with future hope and deliverance (Isa 8:19–12:6)


Oracles: against nations (with hope of Jerusalem cum Zion) (Isa 13–23)


“Isaianic apocalypse”: Oracles against nations and Jerusalem together (hope moved to future eschatological hope) (Isa 24–27)


Oracles: Judgment mixed with future hope and deliverance (Isa 28–35)


Historical Narrative: Hezekiah and the Assyrian Crisis (Isa 36–39)


Fig. 7: Literary Structure of Isaiah 1–39


From Isaiah 7:1–8:18 to chapters 28–35, the situation has moved from Jerusalem’s reliance upon Assyria for defense against the Syro-Ephraimite coalition to their collusion with Egypt for defense against Assyria. Some players have changed but the issues remain the same.27 Beginning in Isaiah 28:1, chapters 28–33 employ the six-woe pattern of chapter 5 (Isa 28:1; 29:1, 15; 30:1; 31:1; 33:1). They continue the prophet’s polemic against the leadership’s foolish wisdom of trusting the nations rather than God.28 Although the parallelism is only approximate, since the material in chapters 28–33 is somewhat “formally and thematically heterogeneous,” these chapters—especially Isaiah 28–29—enhance and complete the trajectory of chapters 1–12 by describing the outworking of Isaiah 6:9–10.29






God’s Judgment in Isaiah 29:16


In the oracles in Isaiah 28–31, Isaiah “railed against the willful obtuseness of his hearers [the Jerusalem leadership]” for their reliance upon a policy of realpolitik (in seeking aid from Egypt in dealing with the Assyrian threat).30 In the opening oracle (Isa 28), Israel is depicted as corrupt and foolish, and their rejection of God’s wisdom is evident in their drunken senselessness (28:7–8), their inability to see (rʾh, 28:7), hear (šmʿ, 28:12) or learn (ydʿ, 28:12), and their understanding of God’s word likened to that of infants (Isa 28:9–13; cf. 1:2; 6:9–10; 30:1, 9–10). The dominant theme here of confusion versus clarity reverberates throughout the oracles in 29:1–14 and 29:15–24 (and following oracles) as the background for God’s judgment against Jerusalem’s leadership in 29:16.31


The woe oracle beginning in Isaiah 29:15 continues Isaiah’s polemic against Israel’s leadership for not only their lack of reliance on God but also for their foolishness in supposing to hide from him their cloak-and-dagger diplomacy.32 They pursue their own counsel (29:15) despite the prophet’s clear message that “the only legitimate ēṣâ [plan] was that of Yahweh,” thereby refusing to “accept [God’s wisdom through Isaiah] or give it a place in their council.”33 The leadership merely intends secrecy, but Isaiah characterizes their scheming with OT underworld imagery (hiphil ʿmq; ḥšk; cf. Psa 88:7) whereby “their ‘deeds’ thus take place within the region where death rules.”34 Furthermore, in 29:15b, by placing in their mouths the words of the wicked from Psalm 94, “Isaiah describes the leaders of Judah in the same way the godless enemies … are described in the individual and communal [biblical] songs of lament.”35


Isaiah 29:16 opens with the declaration, “Your perversion [hpkkm]!” which identifies the leadership’s foolish wisdom as “a turning upside down of the counsel and wisdom of God.”36 Accordingly, Isaiah once again describes the outworking of God’s judgment on Israel’s idolatry (cf. Isa 6:9–10), this time using the potter/clay metaphor. Here, Isaiah is not providing a sustained reflection on God as creator, but is instead straightforwardly directing everyday imagery against the Jerusalem leadership.37 In their idolatry, they would dare to reduce the living God to an object to be manipulated or ignored; thus Isaiah’s indignant demand, “As clay should the potter be reckoned?”


Therefore, in Isaiah 29:16 within its original context, the prophet is applying to the Jerusalem leadership the object language of the potter/clay metaphor. This is fitting in that their rebellion against him is idolatrous: as a result of God’s hardening judgment in Isaiah 6:9–10, the leadership’s reversal (hpkkm) is now reversed back on them, as God will now relate to them as inanimate things. According to the prophet’s evaluation, in this context at least, they are not clay in God’s hands because God is God, but precisely due to idolatry. Their idolatrous suppositions, “He did not make me,” and “He is not discerning,” ironically identify them as “a made object [mʿśh]” and “a formed thing [yṣr],” highlighting God as the potter.38 Having thus forfeited their relationship to God as his images, they are now clay in his hands for him to do what he wills.


Accordingly, in Isaiah 29:17–21, God extends his reversing judgment by announcing


his intention to grant knowledge to those who would not normally have it … and deny it to [Judah’s leaders].… Since those who are wise have reversed their roles in their own minds, thus reversing justice, YHWH will reverse His gift of knowledge and grant it to those who did not have it before.39


The leadership’s object status will be underscored by the restoration of the deaf and blind who will hear the scroll (cf. Isa 8:16; 29:11–12) and emerge from darkness (cf. Isa 5:30; 8:22), and by the ultimate result of their judgment (Isa 29:24): to their exclusion, Israel will be populated by an unspecified group of those who formerly erred in spirit (tʿyrwḥ), and who, in contrast to the rejected idolaters, will have understanding (bynh) and accept instruction (ylmdwlqḥ).


Therefore, Isaiah 29:16 does not employ the potter/clay metaphor to describe God’s judgment of Israel prior to and irrespective of their actions. Rather, the context of Isaiah 29:16 is one of Israel’s sin and idolatry, which is manifested in their attempt to supplant God’s wisdom with their own. The potter/clay metaphor describes God’s response to Israel’s antecedent rebellion. Isaiah 29:16 responds to rebellious Israel by diagnosing the idolatry of the Jerusalem leadership, thereby identifying God’s judgment with the outworking of their hardening in Isaiah 6:9–10: as a result of their foolish wisdom, God now views them as objects to be judged for their idolatry.


Despite Wagner’s argument, there are no Jewish references to Isaiah 29:16 contemporaneous to Paul that would confirm (or refute) that his understanding is in line with what was said above.40 The potter/clay metaphor is common in both the Bible and in ancient Judaism, but this is of little value in that it was polyvalent and lent itself to a variety of unrelated uses (as indicated above, by its occurrence also in Isa 45:9; Jer 18:5–11; and Wis 15:7).41 In every occurrence of the potter/clay metaphor in a context of judgment or where judgment is an element, God’s judgment is conditioned upon prior sin, rebellion, and/or idolatry (Isa 29:16; 45:9; 64:7 [8]; Jer 18:5–11; 1QS 11:22). However, references to Isaiah 29:16 in particular are rare and late. Relevant rabbinic traditions almost universally recognize Israel’s rebellion and wickedness in substituting God’s wisdom for their own foolish wisdom (Mek. Isa. 29:15; Tanḥ. Gen. 2.8; Num 2.6; Pesiq. Rab Kah. 9.1; Midr. Pss. 14.1; cf. Pesiq. Rab Kah. 9.1). Additionally, the Targum on Isaiah 29:16 draws out a direct causal relationship between Israel’s sin and God’s subsequent response of considering them as helpless objects that are worthy of judgment.


So although the evidence is sparse, it appears when employing Isaiah 29:16 early Jewish interpreters held an understanding of it that was essentially similar to that presented above in light of the original Isaianic context. But once again, whereas early Jewish traditions interpret or use Isaiah 29:16 to discuss the nature of God, Paul uniquely draws upon parallels between Jerusalem’s idolatrous leadership and present national Israel and applies Isaiah 29:16 to the occasion of Romans.






PAUL’S USE OF ISAIAH 29:16 IN ROMANS


In Romans 9:14–18, Paul worked from the biblical understanding of idolatry vis-à-vis humans as God’s image to explain that God is hardening unbelieving Jews as a judgment in response to their idolatry (i.e., their rejection of the Christ event). But the objection in 9:19 arises from the misunderstanding that 9:14–18 argue for God’s freedom to harden (read: condemn or reject) regardless of human actions. So in answer to the interlocutor’s objection in 9:19, Paul fleshes out in greater detail the nature and implications of unbelieving Jews’ idolatry by quoting Isaiah 29:16.42
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As Wright aptly states:


The setting, again, is not Israel as tabula rasa, but Israel as the sinful, rebellious, idolatrous people to whom God, after years of pleading, threatening, promising, and cajoling, could in the end only respond with devastating judgment. Paul here stands on the same ground as Isaiah, Jeremiah, Daniel, and the rest of the prophets who interpreted the exile as God’s necessary action not only to punish Israel for its long-term infidelity but strangely … to set forward the ultimate covenant purpose.43


Paul charges in Romans 9:20–21 that, like Israel in the wisdom debate of Isaiah 1–39, God’s own people are now inverting (or “perverting”; cf. hpkkm, Isa 29:16) his wisdom by rejecting Christ and the gospel. In choosing to rebel and follow the idol of their own foolish wisdom, present national Israel—like preexilic Israel—have forfeited their humanity and been uncreated into mere objects.44 According to Paul, they have committed themselves as lumps of clay into God the potter’s hand, and he may judge them as is appropriate for those made in the image of detestable idols.45 Paul’s use of Isaiah 29:16 in Romans 9:20b, then, further enables him to explicate in 9:21 God’s latitude in responding to idolatry: he may either recreate the clay of national Israel into an object earmarked for honor or allow it to remain unmade as an object consigned to a dishonorable fate.


The slight similarities between Romans 9:21 and the Wisdom of Solomon 15:7 thus likely reflect a common first-century understanding whereby those who idolatrously revert to being clay deliver all control over their fate into the potter’s hands. However, whereas Wisdom 15:7 uses the potter/clay metaphor to ironically highlight that an idolater and his clay have more in common with each other than either does with God, Paul uses the same metaphor to tragically identify national Israel’s hardening as a holy God’s just judgment for idolatry. Accordingly, his use of Isaiah 29:16 also remains faithful to its original context in applying object language (skeuos, Rom 9:21) to idolaters, whether those who subsequently receive judgment or mercy (cf. 9:22–23).


So for Paul, God does not “find fault” with national Israel (as the interlocutor thinks in Rom 9:19) because of some sin to which he sovereignly compelled them via hardening. Rather, in response to their prior sin and chosen hardening, he is subsequently judging them by confirming that hardening and then (potentially) subjecting them to wrath. So Wright’s impulse is correct insofar as he notices that Romans 9:6–29 tells “the story of Israel’s patriarchal foundation … then of the exodus … and then of God’s judgment that led to exile.”46 But more precisely, the theme of idolatry reveals that 9:6–29 recounts the story not just of Israel but, in particular, the story of Israel’s idolatry. Paul alleges that this idolatry-history from the patriarchs to exile is perpetuating itself in the activity of present national Israel. He does this by evaluating them to be just like Jerusalem’s idolatrous leadership with their autonomous, foolish wisdom in Isaiah 29:16.47


Further, Paul’s position in Romans 9:19–21—coupled with his comparison in 9:14–18 of national Israel with Pharaoh, whom God “raised up” for his purposes—prompts the question, “What does God’s response to idolatrous national Israel means for his people, that is, those who submit to the Christ event?” Here, Paul’s quotation of Isaiah 29:16 may also echo its wider context, where following 29:16, in 29:17–24, idolatrous Israel’s judgment coincided with their healing, restoration, and inheritance being passed on to those who were formerly wicked but now accept God’s wisdom. So too, Paul’s answer to his interlocutor’s challenge returns to him the initiative, giving him the stage to discuss how God uses his judgment upon national Israel in the redemption of believers even from among the nations in the remainder of the pericope, in Romans 9:22–29.


So to this point in the pericope, after likening unbelieving Jews to Pharaoh in Romans 9:14–18, Paul quotes Isaiah 29:16 in Romans 9:19–21 in order to clarify the nature of God’s response toward national Israel’s idolatrous rebellion. His answer to the interlocutor is not that the interlocutor and/or unbelieving Jews do not have the right to second guess God because God is sovereign. Rather, Paul’s stance is at once theologically deeper and less complex. By way of the applied exemplar of Isaiah 29:16, because mere things are unable to do anything a living image of God can do, such as speak, those who have become things due to their rebellion now cannot and have no right to question God. And secondarily, Paul has clarified the nature of God’s response toward national Israel’s rebellion in order to direct the discussion toward God’s use of his judgment upon national Israel as “an object relegated to a dishonorable use”/“objects of wrath” (Rom 9:21–22).






INTRODUCTION TO ROMANS 9:22–29


Paul, after he has proven in Romans 9:19–21 that God is not judging unbelieving Jews for their behavior for which he is responsible, continues in Romans 9:22–29 by turning toward the use to which God puts his hardening of national Israel. In 9:22, Paul expands on his identification of unbelieving Jews with Pharaoh by now calling them “objects of wrath.” God is not hardening national Israel just for hardening’s sake, Paul explains, but (see the adversative de beginning 9:22) because (with a causal thelōn)48 he has a use for their hardening, as he did with that of Pharaoh.


Thus Romans 9:22b (the dominant clause of 9:22–23) explains why, if unbelieving Jews are under judgment, God has delayed his destruction of them: as with Pharaoh, he has indeed dispensed wrath in the form of a hardening judgment that confirms them in their idolatry, but he has also deferred a judgment of instant destruction for the sake of a long-term fulfillment of his wider purposes.49 It pays to reflect here on Paul’s analogy between Pharaoh and present national Israel. It would be facile to suggest that Jews’ rejection of the gospel turned Paul to the Gentiles; this is not what Paul presents in Romans 9. The eschatological context of God’s present ingathering of his people, even from the nations (as per Hos 2 in Rom 9:25–26, below) is one of cosmic momentousness: given that Jesus is David’s true son and God’s Messiah (Rom 1:2–6), rejecting the Christ event as national Israel have done is tantamount to cosmic rebellion during this final age of the consummation of history.


The designation of national Israel as objects need not be permanent (see on Rom 11:25–32 in chapter 6); indeed (as with Pharaoh), God is not immediately visiting destruction upon them. They serve as an example to the watching peoples and nations (as did Pharaoh) regarding how important it is now to place allegiance and trust in God through Christ, upon which their Israelification and redemption from object status is conditional. As such, the same gospel that national Israel has rejected is the means by which Gentile believers are being saved (cf. Rom 1:16–17), which makes use of the parallel pairing of Pharaoh and the Israelites in Exodus as two idolatrous parties that received variable responses to their need for God’s mercy.


Given this, the relative clause in Romans 9:24 rhetorically narrows “objects of mercy” (9:23) to “we whom he called” (9:24), including reference to Gentile believers (the principal element of the contrastive clause in 9:24b).50 As shown in fig. 6, in 9:22–29 Paul’s emphasis is on the fact that God is and has patiently endured the rebellion of national Israel—human creatures cum objects of wrath. The reciprocal is God’s purpose to make known his glory to objects of mercy cum rehumanized creatures (9:23). To a degree, these elements are presented as a parallel, conjoined pair of emphases (the dashed line grouping 9:22 and 23 in fig. 6). So it can be said that Paul’s communicative strategy is delicately balanced, which is further seen in 9:24–29 (subordinate to 9:23 gnōrisē), where the emphasis is on the fact that the “we whom he called” includes even those from the nations, but the counterpoint is that this is in contrast to substantial representation of national Israel as per 9:22. That is, to a degree the elements of the nations’ ingathering and national Israel’s winnowing are at the same time an additional parallel, conjoined pair of emphases (the dashed lines grouping 9:24 and 27–29, and again grouping 9:25–26 and 27–29 in fig. 6). So in order to Clarify the dynamic of God’s present relationship with both goyim believers and unbelieving Jews, by way of a catena of scriptural citations Paul discloses (gnōrizō, 9:23) God’s surprising use and realization of Israel’s promised covenantal blessings, in part facilitated by the negative example being made of national Israel.






THE USE OF HOSEA AND ISAIAH IN ROMANS 9:22–29






HOSEA 2:1 AND 2:25 IN THEIR ORIGINAL CONTEXT(S)


Paul takes his first two citations (Rom 9:25–26) from Hosea 2:25 [2:23 ET] and 2:1 [1:10 ET]. Although he cites these texts in reverse order, it is best to analyze them chronologically due to the thematic development of Hosea 1–3.






Hosea 2:1 in Its Original Context


Hosea addresses the northern kingdom in its twilight, near the end of Jeroboam II’s reign (Hos 1:1; cf. 2 Kgs 14:22–29).51 Israel’s relative military might during Jeroboam’s reign (2 Kgs 14:25, 28) led to prosperity, and in turn a cosmopolitan Samaria.52 This prosperity was taken for granted (cf. the agricultural motif in Hos 2:5, 7–8, 11, 14, 23–24) and produced a rise in syncretistic polytheism. Hosea prophesied that it would be “only a few years before [Assyria] changed Israel’s attitudes from complacency to desperation.”53


Most scholars agree that the literary unit of Hosea 1–3 was produced by a single author, and that it addresses issues in Israel contemporaneous to Hosea.54 The portions of chapters 1–3 that depict restoration (Hos 2:1–3, 16–25; 3:5) are bound by an overall negative context, and the remainder of the book (Hos 4–14) foresees an era when the curses outlined in Deuteronomy 4:20–31 would be executed. Despite moments of hope, Hosea’s primary task was not to announce the mitigation of judgment but its onset. Douglas Stuart offers a summary of Hosea 1:2–2:3:


[Hosea] 1:2–9 functions as a summarizing preface to the entire book. It represents an overview, in stark and moving terms, of the prophet’s proportionately dominant message: God has given up on his people. The theme of restoration after this judgment then follows immediately in 2:1–3.55


In Hosea 1:2, God commands Hosea to marry a promiscuous woman.56 Chapters 1–3 relate the narrative of Hosea’s marriage as a metaphor for God’s relationship with Israel. In 1:3–9, God metes out judgment upon Israel according to the names of the three sign children produced by Hosea’s marriage. The first sign child’s name, Jezreel, captures both God’s provision and the apostasy of Israel’s kings (1:4–5).57 Lo-ruhamah (lʾ rḥmh) signifies that God will “never again” (lʾ ʾwsyp ʿwd) have compassion on Israel; because of their apostasy they have been “expelled from a relationship of love” (1:6).58 Finally, Lo-ammi (lʾ ʿmy, 1:9) negates God’s most “intimate and honorable” title for Israel, first given in Exodus 3:12.59 Just as God had identified himself as ʾhyh in Exodus 3:14, here he designates himself ʾhyh-lʾ to them.60


Abruptly, the oracle of judgment shifts to one of eschatological restoration, reflecting “the chronological presupposition: … in the short run there will be woe, but later there will come a time of weal.”61 In 2:1, Hosea describes Israel’s restoration in terms of Genesis 22:17, which in light of Assyria’s expansionism “was almost laughable in Hosea’s day.”62 Those included within Israel will shed the brand “Not-my-people” to be called “sons of the living God,” a phrase unique to Hosea. Furthermore, if mqwm ʾšryʾmr (Hos 2:1) can be identified as the desert,63 then the very “place” of renunciation becomes the place of reinstatement, and Israel’s restoration in Hosea 2:1–3 takes on overtones of a New Exodus theme. In this New Exodus restoration, “Israel’s population will be immeasurably expanded, partly by the inclusion of people not originally Israelite.”64


That the restoration in Hosea 2:1–3 is eschatological in its original context is seen in its contrast with the judgment in Hosea 1:2–9, since these texts together follow “the covenant juxtaposition of pre-exilic curses and post-exilic restoration promises” of both Hosea and the Pentateuch.65 The depiction of “one leader” (rʾš ʾḥd, 2:2 [1:11 ET]) over a reunited Judah and Israel appeals to the past unification under David and Solomon, thereby implying Davidic rule.66 Finally, Hosea 2:3 (Eng 2:1) anticipates 2:16–25 by naming the renewed Israel ʿmy and rḥmh in contrast to Hosea’s sign children.67


Therefore, Hosea 2:1 introduces God’s eschatological restoration of Israel. It overturns his judgment by repopulating Israel (under a Davidic ruler) with those who did not originally participate in the covenant community, in a fulfillment of Genesis 22:17. This restoration trajectory then culminates in Hosea 2:23–25.






Hosea 2:25 in Its Original Context


Hosea 2:4–25 (2:2–23 ET) metaphorically applies the narrative of 1:2–9 to God’s relationship with Israel.68 The judgment/restoration pattern of 1:2–2:3 is recapitulated, but in a more unified manner due to the consistent use of the marriage metaphor. However, the restoration depicted is still eschatological, since in Hosea 2:16–25 as in verses 1–3, “the doom and destruction guaranteed in 1:4–9 and 2:4–15 … will have come to pass, yielding to a future in which such harsh judgment never again need be feared.”69


The disputation (ryb) beginning in 2:4 describes God’s divorce of Israel in terms of exile, using uncreational (i.e., reversal of cosmogony) and anti-exodus imagery to reinsert Israel into the chaotic wilderness.70 God responds to the evidence of Israel’s harlotry in 2:4–5 with three judgments, each introduced by lkn (2:8–9, 11–15, 16–17), wherein God “reverses the images of Israel’s [Exodus] creation to deprive God’s people of their very identity, separating them from all they consider theirs.”71 From the finality of 2:15, “it is not known whether there is any more future, indeed, whether there is any more poem.”72 But the climactic third judgment in 2:16–17 instead reveals the “surprise verdict” of God’s seduction and restoration of his wife Israel.73


Hosea 2:18–25 explicate the “judgment” of 2:16–17. Whereas 2:4–5 suggested that Israel’s punishments are conditioned on a lack of reform, the promises in 2:16–25 are unconditional; although Israel implemented none of the exhorted changes, their punishments will be eschatologically undone (cf. 2:5||2:16; 2:14||2:20; 2:11||2:24).74 God’s transformation from enraged husband into wounded lover is marked by Israel’s restored purity (2:18–19) and is declared in creational terms (2:20; cf. Genesis 1).75 Then, the use of the same fidelity language from Exodus 34:6–7 (ḥsd, rḥmym, ʾmwnh) is remarkably intensified in the wedding vow of 2:21–22, leading to a concrete restoration of prosperity in 2:23–25a. In answer to the curse of Leviticus 26:16, God exercises verbal fiat in answering the heavens that send rain, producing a bountiful harvest and meeting the needs of Israel who had been reduced to a wilderness.76


The restoration in this literary sub-unit climaxes in Hosea 2:25. God declares, “I will sow the land of Israel for myself” (2:25a),77 employing an agricultural metaphor to describe God’s restoration of a vastly repopulated Israel in fulfillment of 2:1. Then the judgments of 1:2–9 are completely undone when God has compassion upon “Those-without-compassion,” and when God repatriates Israel with “Not-my-people” by verbal fiat, that is, simply by saying to them, “ ‘You are my people’ ” (2:25b). Finally, God’s relationship with Israel is fully restored with the reversal of lʾ-ʾhyh, the final word of judgment from 1:9, as God’s people once again turn to him and say, “ ‘You are my God’ ” (2:25b). Thus, in culmination of 2:1–3, Hosea 2:25 depicts an eschatological restoration that undoes God’s judgment, and even results in far more blessing than Israel had prior to chastisement. And in accordance with 2:1, these blessings are extended to those of God’s choosing, regardless of Israel’s previous boundaries.


Early Jewish references to Hosea 2:1 and 25 are rare and late, being found only in the rabbis.78 The meager data do not support any firm external understanding as to whether Paul—or any other Second Temple interpreter—must have held the above or another reading of the Hosea traditions that he cites. Generally, though, whereas other early Jewish interpreters merely speculate upon the character of Israel’s eschatological restoration, Paul sees its fulfillment in the nations’ present identification with God’s people.






ISAIAH 1:9 AND 10:22–23 IN THEIR ORIGINAL CONTEXTS


Paul takes his next set of citations (Rom 9:27–29) from Isaiah 10:22–23 and 1:9. Again, as with the Hosea texts, it is best to analyze these texts chronologically, due to their location within the thematic development of Isaiah 1–12.






Isaiah 1:9 in Its Original Context


As mentioned above in connection with Isaiah 29:16, the book of Isaiah begins with God’s indictment of Israel for their rebellion. Isaiah 1 is the introduction for the book as a whole and 2:1–4(5) is the introduction to chapters 2–12. However, the skillful integration of 2:1–4(5) creates a consistent thematic development to Isaiah 1–12, upon which Paul plausibly drew. Similarly, Paul likely would have focused on Isaiah’s theological evaluation rather than historical referents, since the dehistoricized presentation of the oracles in Isaiah 1 grants them “a new function within [the] literary context.”79


The introduction(s) to Isaiah 1–12 and the book as a whole set forth Isaiah’s message as God’s judgment upon Israel (Isa 1:2–31), conjoined with a future restoration that includes the nations (Isa 2:2–4).80 The bright eschatological moments in Isaiah 1–4 (2:2–4; 4:2–6; cf. 8:23–9:6 [9:1–7 ET]; ch. 11) form a chiaroscuro with the darkness of Israel’s present failure and doom.81 Specifically, Israel’s present condition and situation is summarized at the outset, in 1:2–9.


God begins his indictment in Isaiah 1:2–3 by enjoining all creation to bear witness against his children, Israel: they have rebelled and neither know nor understand him. The inwardly telescopic language of 1:4 (gwy, ʿm, zrʿ, bnym) identifies relationally distant Israel as God’s household, those who are meant to be most intimate with him. Isaiah 1:4 also begins a woe oracle (hwy) describing Israel’s self-inflicted, pitiable state (1:5–6). The context equates Israel’s sin (htʾ, ʿwn, mrʿym, mšḥytym, 1:4) with rebellion (hm pšʿw by, 1:2; cf. srh, 1:5). Since rebellious Israel is thereby characterized by the weight (kbd, 1:4) of their sin, “the holiness of God is thus repudiated by a people whose entire life now reflects the exact opposite character [from his own].”82 Isaiah 1:7–8 explicates the metaphorical sickness of 1:5–6 by describing Jerusalem’s isolation and decline (a description apt to the SyroEphriamite crisis of Isa 2–12 and the Assyrian crisis of Isa 36–39). Fittingly, the title “daughter Zion” in 1:8, which recalls all that is good and hopeful regarding Jerusalem and Israel, is starkly juxtaposed by its description as a “besieged city.”83


The judgment of Isaiah 1:4–9 climaxes when, in 1:9, Israel is warned that their rebellion will lead to their being all but annihilated. While the brief appearance of the remnant motif (which is often positive in Isaiah—as well as in later Hellenistic Judaism) entails God’s mercy in Israel’s token preservation,84 the emphasis is on their tragic reduction as the result of God’s judgment when they should have grown innumerable and uncountable (Gen 15:5; 22:17; cf. Hos 2:1 above). Thus, despite beginning with a concessive clause (lwly), Isaiah 1:9 is plainly a judgment text.


Therefore, at least in Isaiah 1:9, the remnant motif (ironically?) underscores the severity of both God’s judgment and Israel’s rebellion, and is not a portrayal of God’s mercy. Indeed, up through verse 9, it appears that “the question of Israel’s continued existence is an open one for [Isaiah].”85 Isaiah 1:2–9 signals that chapters 1–12 and the book as a whole will portray an Israel under God’s judgment, as a result of which they will lose nearly all visibility as his people among the nations.


Moreover, the remnant-as-judgment motif in Isaiah 1:9 of the introductory woe oracle of Isaiah launches a trajectory that follows the arc of God’s judgment upon Israel in chapters 1–12. This motif recurs and its trajectory culminates in Isaiah 10:22–23 (much in the same way the trajectory of eschatological restoration in Hosea 1–3 was launched in Hosea 2:1 and culminated in Hosea 2:25).






Isaiah 10:22–23 in Its Original Context


Isaiah 10:1 begins a woe oracle (Isa 10:1–4) that comes after the six woe oracles of 5:8–23 and the narrative interpolation of 6:1–8:18 (forming another 3 + 3 + 1 pattern that overlaps with that noted above in 5:8–30). Despite the eschatological hope offered by 8:23–9:6 [9:1–7 ET], Ahaz’s faithlessness during the narrative of Isaiah 7–8 instigates the seventh climactic woe,86 whereupon Israel merits the judgment prescribed in the first chapter. Isaiah 10:5 shifts attention away from Jerusalem and its leadership by introducing a new woe oracle (10:5–19), this time directed against Assyria for their arrogance regarding their role in God’s judgment.87 But subsequently, in 10:20–27, the focus reverts back to Israel. So talk of Israel’s “remnant” (šʾr) in 10:20 is triggered by Assyria’s insubstantial remnant in 10:19:88 Assyria is under God’s authority and therefore subject to his purposes, ensuring they will not of their own accord bring complete destruction to Israel.


Accordingly, Isaiah 10:22–23 is framed by the basically positive verses 20–21 and verses 24–27. First, verses 20–21 describe the return of a remnant of Jacob (10:21), who will lean on God “in trust.”89 Then, verses 24–27 likewise describe the immanence of God’s deliverance, as a result of which the “burden [of God’s chastisement] will be removed from [their] shoulders” (10:27; cf. ʿm kbd ʿwn, 1:4).90 However, inside this frame sits the central warning of verses 22–23. The explanatory ky beginning 10:22 jarringly introduces a concessive clause that juxtaposes Israel’s reduced status with their deliverance spoken of in verses 20–21 (and 10:24–27). Despite their expected deliverance from the Assyrians, it is of central importance that Israel remembers they were “like the sand of the sea” (again, as with 1:9 above, cf. Gen 15:5; 22:17; Hos 2:1), but now merely “a remnant will return [šʾr yšwb]” (Isa 10:22).


Because of Ahaz’s rebellion, Isaiah’s sign child šʾr yšwb (Isa 7:3)—originally meant to demonstrate the Syro-Ephriamite coalition’s defeat had he trusted God rather than allying with Assyria—is now turned against Israel, with Assyria as God’s instrument of judgment. Isaiah’s promise of a frightfully small remnant does not negate God’s plan, and “there is nothing glorious about it from this point of view” (despite what some Romans scholars may suppose).91 That the promise of a remnant is double-edged is seen in the hyperbolic continuation (woodenly translated), “decisive annihilation, overflowing with righteousness, for annihilation and decisively the Lord Yhwh Sabaoth will do throughout all the earth” (Isa 10:22b–23). Turned against his people as yhwh ṣbʾwt (cf. Isa 1:9, 6:3, 5), God reduces them to a remnant, so that the divine promise in Genesis 22:17 is “now restricted by … divine judgment.”92


Therefore, in its original context, Isaiah 10:22–23 is a judgment tradition that interpolates and thereby overshadows the frame of 10:20–27, through its invocation of the remnant-as-judgment motif from Isaiah 1:2–9. In this manner, the trajectory initiated within chapters 1–12 by 1:9 culminates here in 10:22–23: despite God’s saving preservation, Isaiah 10:22–23 depicts an Israel who remains under the judgment warned of in 1:2–9 as a result of their and Ahaz’s faithlessness (e.g., Isa 5) and rebellion (e.g., Isa 6–8).


Direct references to Isaiah 1:9 and 10:22–23 generally concern little more than evaluation of the remnant motif in those traditions. Philo likens the remnant in Isaiah 1:9 to the olive branch brought to Noah in Genesis 8:11, calling the remnant a small mercy (as a memorial) in the midst of cataclysmic judgment (QG 2:43). Similarly, the Isaiah pesher at Qumran interprets Isaiah 10:22–23 as a reference to the remnant-as-judgment motif (“how few shall return” because “an annihilation is being decided.… For a complete destruction is determined … in the midst of all the land,” 4Q163 f4 VII 2.17–19). The Targum, on the other hand, offers a positive interpretation of the remnant motif in its gloss of both Isaiah 1:9 and 10:22–23, in the latter case harmonizing verses 22–23 with its frame in verses 20–21, 24–27: “A remnant that have not sinned and that have repented from sin, for them there are done prodigies which are mightily wrought and carried out with virtue. For YHWH God of hosts is accomplishing the expiration and destruction of all the wicked of the earth.”93


So while there does not appear to be a consensus on the connotation or purpose of the remnant in Isaiah 1:9 or 10:22–23 (the latter cited hardly at all), the available pre-rabbinic witnesses (dating to at least the first century BC) attest to readings substantially the same as those argued above, making it plausible and even likely that Paul would have operated within the same interpretive framework just a few years later. The contrast between Paul and his contemporaries is, once again, that other Jewish interpreters reference these Isaianic sources for the purpose of theological reflection (besides 4Q163 f4 VII 2.17–19, which anticipates an eschatological fulfillment of Israel’s winnowing), while Paul takes an attested understanding and applies it to the present circumstances, the judgment of a remnant once again coming upon national Israel as they repeat the rebellion of their past.






PAUL’S USE OF HOSEA AND ISAIAH IN ROMANS 9:22–29


Coming to the catena in Romans 9:25–29 means coming to the end of the first stage of Paul’s argument in chapters 9–11. Immediately after rhetorically narrowing his discussion of the “objects of mercy” to Gentile believers (9:23–24), Paul expands on their inclusion by citing together Hosea 2:25 [2:23 ET] and 2:1 [1:10 ET] (Rom 9:25–26; see fig. 8).


In the original Hosean context, in both wording and eschatological tone, there is open-endedness to the future restoration of God’s people, “Israel.” That is, the emphasis lies less on the identity of those who repopulate Israel than on the quality of Israel’s restoration. Paul’s use of these joint traditions to explain non-Jewish believers’ identification with Israel as objects of mercy is a logical extension of Romans 9:6–13, wherein God’s people were constituted by his calling.94


Moreover, given that Hosea 2:25 completes a trajectory begun in 2:1, Paul’s inverted arrangement of the Hosean traditions adds to their rhetorical power without distorting their meaning. Israel’s eschatological restoration and expansion takes the shape of those formerly not participating in the covenant relationship now identifying as Israel (Rom 9:25 = Hos 2:25), in accordance with the antecedent promise that those formerly identified as ou laos mou would receive sonship (Rom 9:26 = Hos 2:1, echoing the blessing of huiothesia in Rom 9:4) under the auspices of a Davidic ruler (Hos 2:2; cf. Rom 1:3).95 This is further accentuated by Paul’s stylistic adaptations of Greek Hosea 2:25 in Romans 9:25.96






	MT Hos 2:25


	Greek Hos 2:25


	Rom 9:25







	wzrʿtyh ly


	kai sperō autēn emautō


	 







	bʾrṣ


	epi tēs gēs


	 







	wrḥmty ʾtlʾ rḥmh


	kai eleēsō tēn ouk -ēleēmenēn


	kalesō ton ou laon mou







	wʾmrty llʾʿmy


	kai erō tō ou -laō -mou


	laon mou







	ʿmyʾth


	laos mou ei sy


	kai tēn ouk ēgapēmenēn ēgapēmenēn







	whwʾ yʾmr


	kai autos erei Kyrios ho theos


	 







	ʾlhy


	mou ei sy


	 








For instance, the substitution of kalesō for erō echoes kaleō in Romans 9:24, which brings Paul’s citation into closer alignment with its new context.97 Likewise, Paul’s inversion of the Hosean clauses emphasizes the critical element by its new forward placement. Finally, by changing ouk -ēleēmenēn to ouk ēgapēmenēn, Paul adds power to his picture of Gentile inclusion by bringing the (now) second clause under the new main verb (which accounts for the omission of erō) without distorting the original sense of the citation.98


Accordingly, scholars are nearly unanimous that, in W. Edward Glenny’s words, the Hosean citations in Romans 9:25–26


argue that God’s receiving Gentiles as His covenant people is consistent with what the Old Testament prophesied concerning His dealings with the northern kingdom of Israel.… [Just as] He could call Israel who had broken her covenant relations with Him to be His people once again, He could call into covenant relationship Gentiles who never had been His people before.99


Moreover, since “what God promised through Hosea … has for Paul become a historical fact,” Romans 9:25–26 also support Paul’s thesis for Romans 9:6–29 in verse 6a as “evidence that God’s word has not been terminated.”100 Therefore, Paul’s citations of Hosea 2:1 and 25 in Romans 9:25–26 explain why God tarried in punishing national Israel without obfuscating that they are under his judgment for their idolatry. Gentile believers in Paul’s gospel, which includes the breadth of God’s authoritative creator-kingship claim over all creation, have accepted that reconciliation with their Creator takes place through trust in Christ his son, while rejection of the gospel (even for adherence to the narrative of God’s pre-Christ-event relationship with his people) invites the judgment due to idolaters (so 9:22–24).


Accordingly, in Romans 9:27–29 Paul likewise contrastively underscores Gentile believers’ new status with a characterization of national Israel’s situation as the “objects of wrath” (9:22) by citing Isaiah 10:22–23 and 1:9 (see fig. 8).101 In so doing, Paul completes his discussion of God’s judgment upon national Israel’s idolatry in Romans 9:6–21 by answering his question of verses 22–23:


Objects of wrath (9:22)


Objects of mercy (9:23)


We, both Jewish and Gentile believers (9:24)


The nations’ identifying with Israel (9:25–26)


Judgment upon national Israel (9:27–29)


Fig. 8: Thematic Structure of Romans 9:22–29


The atypical citation formula of the Isaianic citations in Romans 9:27 introduces them with a sense of intensity and urgency (cf. krazō, 9:27).102 Also, Paul’s several adaptations of Isaiah 10:22–23 rhetorically enhance its function in Romans 9:27–28.103






	MT Isa 10:22–23


	Greek Isa 10:22–23


	Rom 9:27–28







	ky ʾmyhyh ʿmk yśrʾl


	kai ean genētai ho laos Israēl


	ean ē ho arithmos tōn huiōn Israēl







	kḥwl hym


	hōs hē ammos tēs thalassēs


	hōs hē ammos tēs thalassēs







	šʾr yšwb bw


	to kataleimma autōn sōthēsetai


	to hypoleimma sōthēsetai







	klywn ḥrwṣ


	logon gar syntelōn


	logon gar syntelōn







	šwṭp


	kai syntemnōn


	kai syntemnōn







	ṣdqh


	en dikaiosynē


	 







	ky klh wnḥrṣh


	hoti logon syntetmēmenon


	 







	ʾdny yhwh ṣbʾwt ʿśh


	poiēsei ho theos


	poiēsei kyrios







	bqrb klhʾrṣ


	en tē oikoumenē holē


	epi tēs gēs








First, although Paul retains the concessive sense of the Isaianic text (ean, v. 27; Greek Isa 10:22), he replaces ho laos Israēl with ho arithmos tōn huiōn Israēl from Hosea 2:1 (hōs hē ammos tēs thalassēs occurs in both texts, providing a segue back into the Isaianic text), likely to avoid equating unbelieving Jews with the Gentile believers who were just designated laos mou in 9:25.104 A secondary effect is the irony that whereas Paul favorably applied Hosea 2:1 to the Gentiles (subsequently referred to as the living God’s huioi in 9:26), the echo of Hosea 2:1 in Romans 9:27 unfavorably introduces God’s judgment. Similarly, Paul may have omitted en dikaiosynē hoti logon syntetmēmenon because the sense of righteous in the Isaianic context does not fit Paul’s usage in Romans, and hence here would have been distracting.105 This omission compresses Isaiah 10:22, an effect of which is to forcefully align its rhetoric with its content, thereby underscoring the decisive character of God’s judgment. Finally, perhaps Paul changes en tē oikoumenē holē to epi tēs gēs in 9:28 to “tone down the language by removing the universalizing holē and replacing the broader oikoumenē with the more neutral gē,” meaning to emphasize God’s reduction of Israel to “a mere shadow of its former self as a result of the coming judgment.”106


Therefore, in Romans 9:27–28 Paul applies the past in order to prophetically interpret the meaning of the present, in that national Israel is under the same judgment as that faced by historical Israel in Isaiah 10:22–23: “that only a remnant is saved points up the severity and extent of the judgment executed.”107 And Paul’s citation formula in 9:29 (kai kathōs proeirēken Ēsaias) also highlights that God’s judgment is in accordance with his argument regarding Israel’s rebellion in Romans 9:6–21 (especially 9:14–21). As with Israel in Isaiah, “because of [national] Israel’s unbelief God has judged his people, sparing but a remnant.”108


As with the Hosean citations in Romans 9:25–26, then, Paul’s Isaianic citations in verses 27–29 invert the trajectory described by Isaiah 1:9 and 10:22–23, again increasing their rhetorical power without distorting their meaning. Present national Israel’s rejection of the gospel has resulted in their terrible reduction to a mere “remnant” (Rom 9:27–28 = Isa 10:22–23), in accordance with God’s forewarned judgment whereby he turns against his people as “Lord Sabaoth [kyrios sabaōth]” because of their rebellion (Rom 9:29 = Isa 1:9). That is, their rebellion consigns them to God’s decisive judgment of becoming an insignificant (in numbers) and dispossessed people, rather than his chosen people among the nations, just like Israel in Isaiah 1–12.


So in Romans 9:25–29, Paul cites Hosea 2:25 and 2:1 together with Isaiah 10:22–23 and 1:9 in order to evaluate God’s stance toward non-Jewish believers and unbelieving Jews as objects of mercy and wrath, respectively. What function, then, does this evaluation serve within Paul’s argument in the pericope of 9:22–29? In the previous pericope (9:14–18), Paul assigned to idolatrous national Israel the place of Pharaoh, whom God raised up to glorify his own name in the deliverance and redemption of his people. Then, in 9:22, springboarding off of his defeat of the objection in 9:19, Paul rhetorically asks whether God might have endured national Israel’s rebellion in order to show forth his glory to the non-Jews. In answer, in 9:25–29, he points by way of Scripture to both non-Jewish believers’ identification with God’s people Israel and God’s judgment upon national Israel, as the present respectively realizes and repeats the past.


So, Paul’s argument in Romans 9:22–29 is that God has used unbelieving Jews’ unfaithfulness to his eschatological activity in an ironic fulfillment of his eschatological promises to Israel. Like Pharaoh, God was able to use even idolatrous national Israel’s rebellion to his purpose. Even though unbelieving Jews rejected the Messiah (who came from among them; cf. 9:5), God is allowing them to sever as an example to the nations, and they are nevertheless not an impediment to the gospel—Israel’s own story—also being brought to the nations with the result in their salvation (cf. Rom 1:16).109 If interpreters are tempted to tie in Genesis 12:1–3 with Romans 9:6–29, then at least in this it can be said that God has indeed used Israel to bless the nations. Furthermore, this flocking of non-Jews to Christ in astounding numbers is the realization of eschatologically oriented Hosea 2:1 and 25, thereby fulfilling God’s promises of eschatological restoration—God has indeed blessed his people Israel as well (again, cf. Gen 12:1–3), albeit through his judgment upon national Israel. And finally, as God promised in Isaiah, he has responded to idolatry with judgment. As a result of this, the number of Abraham’s descendants among his people have been numerically reduced (at least temporarily) to a mere remnant, in the estrangement of the bulk of culled national Israel—God has even remained faithful to his words of judgment. According to Romans 9:22–29, then, God has remained faithful to his according-to-election purpose (Rom 9:11). His judgment upon national Israel is not a failure of his word, but rather indisputable proof of his covenant faithfulness (Rom 9:6a).






SUMMARY OF ROMANS 9:19–29 IN LIGHT OF PAUL’S USE OF SCRIPTURE


In Romans 9:19–29, the final pericope of 9:6–29, Paul first responds to his interlocutor’s objection (based on a misinterpretation of Rom 9:14–18) that national Israel never really rebelled against God and so should not be judged for their rejection of Christ and the gospel (Rom 9:19). The answer is Paul’s explication that, properly understood, God did indeed harden national Israel as a judgment in response to their idolatry. This is his prerogative, specifically when dealing with idolaters (Rom 9:20–21). Paul then uses this as a launching point for his explanation of how national Israel further compares to Pharaoh in Exodus 4–14: just as God used his judgment upon Pharaoh in the deliverance of Israel, he is now using the same gospel that is the cause of his judgment upon national Israel in the restoration of the humanity of the whole earth. And God is doing so precisely by way of the salvation and identification of non-Jews as his people in fulfillment of his promises regarding Israel’s eschatological restoration (Rom 9:22–29). Therefore, as asserted in 9:6a, national Israel’s rejection does not prove God unfaithful. In fact, God’s response to their very rejection in proves his covenantal faithfulness.
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Conclusions


This study has been an attempt to trace Paul’s argument in Romans 9:6–29 in light of his use of Scripture. Paul’s thesis statement that God has not betrayed his people, along with the meanings of the Scriptures to which he resorts (and the limited extent of available Second Temple and—more frequently—rabbinic witnesses regarding those biblical traditions), together delimit the possibilities of what Paul could coherently be discussing.1 The soundest interpretation, therefore, is that Paul defends God’s covenantal faithfulness by identifying present unbelieving Jews’ rejection of the gospel as idolatry, and then explaining how God is using his judgment upon them in fulfillment of his covenantal promises to his people Israel.


For Paul, Israel’s very identity is predicated on God’s promise and his faithfulness to his own character. He therefore argues that both independently of Israel’s moral performance and, in fact, even despite it, God has always remained faithful to his covenantal promises and purpose. Accordingly, it is consistent that at present, as in history, physical descent does not equate with covenantal identity; that fact at present neither refutes nor does not refute God’s faithfulness (Rom 9:6–13).


Paul then responds to the resultant objection, that God’s apparent rejection now of national Israel entails that he is arbitrarily counting their rebellion against them. In his view, their rejection of God’s purposes in Christ is idolatrous. Accordingly, given the nature of idolatry in the biblical tradition, God is judging national Israel by hardening them in their idolatry—in order to use his judgment upon them in fulfillment of his covenantal purpose, just as he did Pharaoh in Exodus 4–14 (Rom 9:14–18).


This raises a further possible objection, namely that national Israel did not opt to reject the gospel but were compelled to do so by God. Paul’s response is first to correct a misperception regarding the consequences of idolatry: national Israel has surrendered their humanity and are therefore subject to God’s judgment, like clay in the potter’s hand. Further, Paul argues, just as God used his judgment upon Pharaoh in Israel’s deliverance, he is now using his judgment upon national Israel in the redemption of believing Gentiles (Rom 9:19–29). Therefore, through his use of the OT in his argument in Romans 9:6–29, Paul defends God’s faithfulness by demonstrating that God has not rejected national Israel. Rather, he has used their response to the gospel in fulfillment of his covenantal promises and faithfulness.


This point bears repeating: Paul’s strategy in Romans 9:6–29 is not to argue that God is faithful even though he has rejected national Israel. Instead, Paul defends God’s faithfulness by arguing that he has not rejected them; it is they who have rejected him by rejecting God’s Messiah and gospel. God’s judgment upon national Israel may have been unexpected, but it was in response to their prior idolatry. The questions of why God has rejected Israel, why this would be acceptable, or what its implications might be are simply not at issue; this is not what he has done. God’s seemingly unexpected judgment of his people resulted directly from their tragic, unexpected response to the Christ event. Throughout 9:6–29 Paul never breaks this focus, which supports his claim of God’s covenant faithfulness in the thesis of 9:6a. Romans 9:6–29 is a single, coherent, linear argument in response to a particular, occasional concern—namely, unbelieving Jews’ rejection of Paul’s gospel.


Moreover, Paul’s argument presuppositionally draws upon rich but complex biblical themes such as election, humans as God’s image, idolatry, mercy and judgment, and eschatological restoration. He does not engage in abstract theological discussion, and he is not simply presenting or expositing his position on these issues (even indirectly in order to defend God’s faithfulness). And neither is Paul offering interpretation (midrashic or otherwise) of the biblical traditions that he cites. Rather, he selects them because of how they are relevant and apply to the occasion at hand within his own line of thought.


This means that a conclusion like Wright’s is accurate but imprecise, when he claims that Paul’s focus is “how God’s righteousness requires that he deal properly with sin” along with the related, consequent notion of “how that same righteousness, God’s faithfulness to the covenant, generates [a new Israel] characterized by faith in Jesus.”2 Instead, Paul argues from a biblical understanding of such issues—explaining God’s response to national Israel’s rejection of the gospel and what that means for God’s redemptive purposes—in order to defend God’s faithfulness. Similarly, it needs recalling that Paul’s point is that God has not broken his covenant with Israel his people (even if one were to add that that covenant does now lie broken, with national Israel currently not participating in the christocentric new covenant).


Admittedly, it could be compatible with this to hold that God has rejected unbelieving Jews as belonging to his newly christocentric Israel, but only if it could also be separately shown that his retroactive judgment upon their idolatrous covenant breaking were to be identified with his covenantal rejection of them. However, this is only a conditional concession, which is as far as the notion should be pushed, since it goes beyond the text to identify God’s judgment and his covenantal rejection.3 That God cannot, by his own character (and by the biblical definition of Israel, in a sense), reject Israel his people is the entire point of Exodus 33:12–23, upon which Paul draws. And more to the point, both the prologue to Romans 9–11 in 9:1–5 and its conclusion in 11:25–32 emphatically state Paul’s agreement with God in hoping for national Israel to once again identify as God’s people by identifying with God in Christ. Therefore, at least so far as 9:6–29 is concerned, the present and potential future covenantal disposition of national Israel is indeterminate (or at least unaddressed). Perhaps the most that should be ventured is that elsewhere in Romans generally it could be inferred (cf., e.g., Rom 3:9–18, 22b–23; 6:23a) that at some future point (the parousia?) even those who identify as national Israel will lose the opportunity to be reconciled with God and fully restored to his people.


Finally, and on a related note, my reading illustrates that for Paul non-Jews’ identification as God’s people Israel marks an ironic eschatological fulfillment of God’s covenantal promises to bless Israel and make them a blessing to the nations. Because national Israel rejected his gospel, Paul brought it to the Gentiles—the nations—where it yielded astounding returns. Although they were formerly dead in their idolatry and sin (cf. Rom 1:18–32), they now constitute God’s covenant people in an eschatological fulfillment of the promise that Israel would once again become “like the stars of the heavens and the sand on the seashore” (Gen 22:17; cf. Hos 2:1 [Isa 10:22]; Rom 9:26–27).


So Paul is successful in effectively supporting his thesis for both Romans 9:6–29 and (so far) for Romans 9–11 as a whole: “It is not as though the word of God has failed” (9:6a). And this in turn supports Paul’s thesis for the argument portion of the letter as a whole (1:16–11:36): that in spite of others’ initial impression that national Israel is excluded from his gospel, he is rightly “not ashamed of [that] gospel, for it is the power of God for salvation of all those who believe, to the Jew first and then to the Greek, for in it the righteousness of God is revealed” (1:16–17).


I consider the reading of Romans 9:6–29 presented in this study to be faithful to Paul’s own language, his Hellenistic Jewish context and its heritage, and to the biblical traditions (and presuppositional concepts) upon which he draws and the manner in which he appears to be employing them (presuming that his argument is coherent and communicatively effective). Nevertheless, interpreters of a certain strain may consider the reading provided by this study to be a radical rereading of Paul. That is, the conclusions of this study may be found objectionable on the basis of their being unpalatable or implausible just because they are untraditional, particularly given the history of interpretation of Romans 9:6–29 (and especially the history of post-Reformation and modern interpretation). But critically speaking, rejection of this reading would require either offering corrective interpretations of the Scriptures that Paul cites but still within their original contexts, or else arguing that the offered interpretations are sound but for some reason(s) do not reflect Paul’s own understandings of them. In the latter case, one would either need to produce superior reasons and evidence that Paul employs alternate but equally sound understandings of those Scriptures (that would have been acceptable in an early Jewish setting), or else to conclude that Paul’s argument in Romans 9:6–29 is incoherent and that his practice of referencing Scripture is at best haphazard.






PAUL’S ARGUMENT IN ROMANS 9–11 IN LIGHT OF 9:6–29


To further forestall any hesitancy regarding the understanding of Romans 9:6–29 argued in this study, I would like to suggest how it suits Paul’s argument in chapters 9–11. Since these chapters lie beyond the scope of the present study, these observations are provisional. Nevertheless, it should be hoped and expected that the coherence of 9:6–29 would lend itself to that of chapters 9–11 as a whole.


Given that in 9:6–29 Paul references national Israel in relation to the issue of God’s covenantal faithfulness, this prompts the question: Precisely what is national Israel’s failing? It is unsurprising, then, that in the next stage of his argument in Romans 9:30–10:21 Paul specifies the nature of national Israel’s idolatry.


The first pericope of this literary sub-unit is Romans 9:30–10:4. The hypothetical interlocutor has challenged Paul by demanding why wicked Gentiles should be righteousized and participate in being God’s people while national Israel does not (especially given the fact that they at least attempted Torah faithfulness, even if they transgressed Torah; cf. Hab 2:4 in Rom 1:17, above). Paul’s phrasing of this (9:30–31) slightly twists the interlocutor’s wording to expose its logical flaw: unbelieving Jews sought not just righteousization generally, but righteousization on their own terms—namely, by way of attaining Torah itself and an exactness of Torah observance, supposing these to be the place where God awaited them. Paul’s riposte (9:32) is that national Israel was devoted to Torah rather than God. Or, if they were devoted to God as well, it was only so long as he remained the expected God who related to his people through Torah, righteousizing them on the basis of Torah observance. Insofar as they are self-determined in this, unbelieving Jews’ idol is therefore themselves, as they take the prerogative of deciding what is divinely normative.


That is, Paul does not simply find fault in the fact that national Israel did not relate to God on the basis of faith. Instead, the problem is that they still insist on expressing and defining their covenantal trust/faith in terms of Torah observance, whereas for Paul the Christ event means that God’s people now live out their trust-based relationship with him by trusting in the teachings, deeds, death, resurrection, and identity of Jesus of Nazareth and God’s own involvement in the Christ event (cf. Rom 5). Even if in many quarters of early non-Christian Judaism(s) the distinction may have been incoherent, post-resurrection Paul diagnoses that national Israel was devoted to Torah rather than God and righteousness. And just as with preexilic Israel (Rom 9:33 = Isa 28:16 and 8:14), God both exonerates himself as the true hope and source of life for the faithful—rather than the cause of their woes—and judges the (rebellion and) idolatry of the unfaithful, who are committed to a false version of God. And so, because national Israel are ignorant of God’s methods in Christ and are committed to righteousizing themselves via Torah observance, they reject God’s covenantal faithfulness in the Christ event and thereby reject God (Rom 10:1–4).4 It is in punishment for this refusal to acknowledge God’s work that God is allowing national Israel to remain uncomprehending of the nature, character, and source of the righteousness that characterizes his people.


Romans 10:5–13 is subordinate to this, an elaboration on Paul’s final point of the previous pericope in 10:4. Paul’s opening citations from Torah present two horns of a dilemma: if one now (i.e., post-Christ event) chooses to pursue, by means of Torah observance, a life that is characterized by righteousness, then one is committed to that method even if it means no longer trusting God since he is no longer righteousizing by means of Torah observance (Rom 10:5 = Lev 18:5).5 But it is a repetition of Israel’s historical covenantal unfaithfulness (in direct contravention of the Deuteronomic admonition to not disregard God; Rom 10:6–8 = Deut 9:4 and 30:12–14) that national Israel does not repent from obtuseness or recalcitrance, misunderstanding or rationalizing that Christ, God’s superlative Word, is distant and inaccessible (as the conquest generation could have wrongly done with Torah). Paul reasons that hearers of the gospel—national Israel included—are obligated to live lives characterized by righteousness on the basis of trusting God in Jesus. This is because the Christ event realizes the eschatological expectation of Israel’s renewal wherein God establishes a universal standard of justice (Rom 10:11 = Isa 28:16[–17]).6 Surprisingly, the feared Day of Yhwh is primarily one of restoration rather than judgment (Rom 10:12–13 = Joel 3:5).


The final pericope in this literary sub-unit is Romans 10:14–21, in which Paul expands upon his teaching that in Christ God’s Word is immediate and accessible to all who hear his gospel. Paul here addresses the worry that unbelieving Jews had neither the opportunity nor the means to receive God’s message and his purposes in the Christ event (perhaps because they had not been evangelized, or perhaps because there was something deficient in the means of communication). Paul responds that Scripture records Israel’s history as being one of repeatedly receiving and yet refusing God’s message and redemptive activity. Romans 10:14–15 makes clear that God has brought the Messiah to his people. Paul has faithfully discharged his prophet-like duty of voicing Jesus’ teachings (and the teaching about Jesus) to national Israel, so that in the equation it is only unbelieving Jews’ obligation to accept the gospel that has not been met. Romans 10:16–17 expounds that present national Israel is rejecting God’s message just as they have frequently (always?) done, historically.7 Then, having exonerated himself of failing to discharge his duties, in 10:18 Paul turns the focus to one of culpability for unbelieving Jews’ rejection of the gospel, providing a catena of Scriptures (Rom 10:18–19 = Greek Psa 19:5; Rom 10:19 = Deut 32:21; Rom 10:20–21 = Isa 65:1–2) that are interpretively presented to state how national Israel’s present rejection of the gospel is the pinnacle of Israel’s history of rebellion (especially as eschatologically anticipated in Isaiah—which prophetically applies the Deuteronomic covenant to its own current events).8


On this last point, Paul invokes two features. First, then—as now—Israel’s rebellion against God and rejection of his prophetic word is accompanied by and/or identified with idolatry. And second, God’s judgment upon his people has always in the past—and continuing into the present—included an ironic extension of Israelite identity to non-Israelites at the nation’s expense. God has always been clear with Israel. They have always been equipped to recognize and accept God’s word and his activity, and have always had a history characterized by their not doing so. In this, God’s response has always been to convict and punish them for their rebellion. That this pattern is repeating itself in a somewhat definitive way in national Israel’s rejection of the gospel does not implicate either Paul or the gospel. Nor does it provide national Israel a defense of ignorance, since they were made aware of (and were established in their negative response toward) God’s policies and purposes long before.


The final portion of Paul’s argument in Romans 9–11 is the literary sub-unit of chapter 11. Paul’s opening query in Romans 11:1a as to whether God rejected “his people” (to whomever that refers) initially seems redundant to the claims in 9:6a or 9:30–31. However, in 9:6–29 Paul addressed the issue of God’s faithfulness (making recourse to God’s response toward Israel’s idolatry and demonstrating the constancy of his covenantal purposes). In 9:30–10:21, Paul addressed the issue of national Israel’s sin against God that would result in their alienation from him (identifying as their idol their simulacrum of God and, ultimately, their own self-determination, specifying how their failure to receive the gospel has been their own). The question now is: What of national Israel’s future? In response, in 11:1–32 Paul argues that national Israel’s estrangement from God is neither the final snapshot nor the full picture.


Romans 11:1–10 is replete with scriptural references, making its proper analysis much longer than its in fact relatively straightforward meaning would seem to require. Paul’s thesis statement here is that Israel’s foregoing idolatry does not entail that God has abandoned his people (11:1a, bearing in mind that the identity of “God’s people” is debated in both postexilic biblical and postbiblical traditions). This is elaborated upon in the example of Paul himself (11:1b–2). This claim is then justified by the applicability to the present of the scriptural precedent (1 Kgs 19:10, 14, 18 = Rom 11:2b–4) of God’s people comprising only a remnant of believing, covenantally faithful Jews within the entire nation of Israel (11:5). The implication is that “the rest” of national Israel is repeating the sins of their historical non-remnant forerunners (11:7)—present Israel has not attained the righteousness and trusting relationship with God that they had intended. In support of this evaluation, Paul offers another catena of Scriptures illustrating that, as in Isaiah’s time, national Israel is again reaping the covenantal curse of hardening as a consequence for their idolatrous rebellion (Deut 29:3 and Isa 29:10 = Rom 11:8, in an explicit application of the principle outlined in Rom 9:14–18). This also illustrates that David joins Moses and Isaiah in inveighing against national Israel, and that their hardening is the warranted result of their rebelling against God (in oppressing the repentant psalmist who identifies with God; Greek Psa 68:23–24 = Rom 11:9–10).9


In qualification of that final statement in Romans 11:7, the bulky pericope of 11:11–24 begins an elaboration on the degree to which national Israel is alienated from God and the covenantal blessings that are their heritage. However, Paul’s explanation is not fully fleshed out until 11:25–32. The several thoughts of 11:11–24 cooperate to express the single main idea of the necessary conditions for Israel’s reconciliation with God. Paul emphasizes that, even as apostle to the Gentiles, his heart (cf. Rom 9:1–5) is for national Israel. In this and the rich potential to their submission to the Christ event, he and his Roman audience are in accord (11:11–15). Added to this is that national Israel’s natural place is with God’s people, such that it would be easier for their Israelite identity to be restored than it was for it to be sundered (11:16, 23–24). Along the way, Paul digresses, relating the object lesson of national Israel to the Gentile believers among his audience, but which also further details national Israel’s circumstances (having digressed, in 11:23 Paul returns to point): Particularly, Paul decries (11:17–22) any potential arrogance on the part of non-Jewish believers (cf. the “strong” and the “weak” in 14:1–15:7), since there but for the grace of God went they, and could do again more easily than national Israel has done. In this fashion, Paul supports his assertion that national Israel has been scandalized but has not completely fallen, whereby the nations’ participation in national Israel’s blessings may drive them to trust God (who is able to restore them) to their restoration (11:11).10


Finally, also in support of Romans 11:7, Paul supplies in 11:25–32 an apocalyptic revelation that fills out the argument of 11:11–24, with the overriding concern that the audience fully understand the landscape (11:25, as in 11:7). An entity referred to as “all Israel” (11:26a) will be saved when the full complement of the nations has become Israelified over the course of the ongoing eschatological present, stretching forward from Paul’s time until the final consummation of history.11 Structurally, the first half of the pericope speaks of why national Israel and believing Jews like Paul (cf. 11:1b–2a) do not presently occupy the same space, as it were. The second half mitigates against concluding the worst for national Israel in the future, lest God’s priority of his christocentric people of Israel be misread.


A reserved interpretation is that Romans 11:25–27 disclose how “a part” of Israel has been hardened until that time when the “fullness” of the nations is Israelified. This is tied to the salvation of “all Israel,” supported by Paul’s Isaianic citations.12 Then, 11:28–32 take pains to qualify that in terms of the particularity of national Israel, God holds them in his heart far above all other people groups. God will not—nor can anything else—undo (11:29) his calling of them (initial and continued) nor his gifts of promised fidelity, the prophets, the Scriptures, and even the Messiah (cf. 9:3–5). Therefore, as per the principle in 11:32 (by way of forensic metaphor—that God’s gift of the gospel is his means of showing mercy equally to all people amid their universal imprisonment; cf. 3:22–25), Paul concludes in 11:30–31 that national Israel may and are hoped to replicate the example of the Gentile audience’s experience of salvation in Christ: God desires that they move from disobedience to the acceptance of mercy.13


Apart from the final doxology of Romans 11:33–36, this is how Paul concludes his answer to the Israelfrage and ends his defense of God’s covenantal faithfulness in Romans 9–11. Before the audience’s very eyes, God is both restoring his people and inviting national Israel to partake of that restoration. Although provisional, this reading of the remainder of Romans 9–11 is to a large degree contingent upon the analysis given in the above study of 9:6–29. Therefore, if there is merit to my reading of Romans 9:6–29, it may have a significant impact on the directions in which Paul’s argument may be seen to progress (as well as the method with which the remainder of his argument must be interpreted, given its frequent recourse to and application of Scripture). That is, it may be necessary to recognize that in Romans 9:6–29 Paul identifies national Israel’s rejection of the gospel as idolatry in order to account for the coherence of the literary unit of Romans 9–11 within the letter as a whole. In this, the discussion in 9:30 and beyond proceeds directly from that in 9:6–29, in a continuance of his defense of God’s faithfulness begun in 9:6a. Although scholars readily recognize the connection between Paul’s thesis in 9:6a and the latter stages of his argument in chapters 9–11, the interpretation of Paul’s argument in 9:6–29 presented in this study binds the whole together in a new way.






IMPLICATIONS OF THE STUDY


In closing, I would draw attention to the way in which this study speaks to several of the questions that scholars ask of Romans 9:6–29. As mentioned in chapter 1, scholars typically debate: 1) whether 9:6–29 is abstract; 2) what it states about Paul’s views on divine sovereignty and human free will; 3) whether it presents a doctrine of the salvation of individuals versus corporate groups; and 4) who are the elect of Israel.


First, as previewed in the introductory chapters, this study strongly suggests that Romans 9:6–29 is occasional and not part of a doctrinal treatise of any kind. Any theological implications of Paul’s argument are just that: derivations rather than explicit statements of or arguments concerning doctrine.


Second, putting aside entirely for the moment the question of whether so-called Reformed or Arminian categories are viable within biblical theologie(s)or Second Temple thought (of which Paul is a representative), it does not appear that in at least Romans 9:6–29 Paul is discussing salvation as such at all, whether of individuals or corporate groups. This study neither argues against nor affirms any conclusion on this spectrum (and is presumably compatible with any conclusion one could wish to draw on that issue). Rather, it simply discovers that whatever scholars may otherwise decide on the question of the doctrine of predestination in Paul, generally, 9:6–29 is irrelevant to the debate.


Third, on questions of agency in election and/or salvation, Paul is completely silent. This would mean that Romans 9:6–29 would be hypothetically congruous with any coherent, biblical theory, all things being equal (e.g., without violating what he is clear on). If Paul does reference the issues of human free will or God’s sovereignty at all, then he does so only indirectly as presuppositional supporting points, and under the highly restrictive rubric of the biblical view of idolatry and its dehumanizing consequences. Thus, the question of whether Paul thinks that God compels the behavior of individuals for his purposes is unanswerable from 9:6–29, except to say that here judgment (if it does involve compulsion) is only a factor when God responds after his creatures have previously sinned in committing idolatry.


Fourth, in Romans 9:6–29 Paul does not make any explicit statements regarding who is Israel or what are the boundary markers of covenantal membership. He may make relevant statements on this issue in the remainder of Romans 9–11, but it is left to interpreters to infer possible implications of 9:6–29.


In sum, Paul’s focus in Romans 9:6–29 is God’s present (i.e., first-century) manner of relating to national Israel—that is, the character of God vis-à-vis his people’s composition in light of the Christ event. If an “-ology” must be attached to this portion of the letter, then it should not be soteriology—it may be that the only fitting choices are theology proper or perhaps ecclesiology. And so, if a given interpreter’s reading of salvation or election in Romans 9 seems distasteful, the best and correct strategy is not to try and out-interpret them with regard to soteriology. Rather, it is to point out their error insofar as this passage does not advocate any view on such topics.


However, touching one last time on the topic of Israel’s identity, this study also demonstrates that in Romans 9:6–29 Paul does begin to present his answer to the Israelfrage: God has not rejected Israel, nor has he been unfaithful to his covenantal promises, despite national Israel’s rejection of the Messiah. Instead, he has shown patience and wisdom in turning their rebellion to his own redemptive purposes. But this is only the first part of Paul’s answer to the question of Israel: as frequently in Romans 9–11, Paul details that God still has a heart that national Israel should once again be identified as his covenant people. For this reason, Paul concludes in Romans 11:25–32 with the revelation of the mystery: God will indeed save his entire people, equally offering his mercy to all nations—with Abraham’s descendants among them.
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Notes


Introduction


1.See, for example, E. Elizabeth Johnson, “Romans 9–11: The Faithfulness and Impartiality of God,” in Pauline Theology, vol. 3, ed. David M. Hay and E. Elizabeth Johnson (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1995), 214. The question of Israel as it relates to chapters 9–11 is not just that of Israel’s identity, but more specifically: what is to be made of ethnic Israel’s unexpected response to the Christ event? In Calvin’s words, “If [the gospel] be the doctrine of the law and the Prophets [cf. Rom 9:4–5], how comes it that the Jews so pertinaciously reject it?” Commentaries on the Epistle of Paul the Apostle to the Romans, trans. John Owen (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1955), 333.



2.This type of perspective was first advocated by (among others) C. H. Dodd, in According to the Scriptures: The Sub-Structure of New Testament Theology (London: Nisbet, 1953). It was later famously championed and developed especially with regard to Pauline studies by Richard B. Hays, Echoes of Scripture in the Letters of Paul (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1987). Consequently, Stanley E. Porter is able to identify interest in the use of Scripture by New Testament documents “an active area of contemporary New Testament research.” See “The Use of the Old Testament in the New Testament: A Brief Comment on Method and Terminology,” in Early Christian Interpretation of the Scriptures of Israel: Investigations and Proposals, JSNTSup 148, ed. Craig A. Evans and James A. Sanders (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic, 1997), 79; see further the other essays in this volume, as well as Richard B. Hays, Echoes of Scripture in the Letters of Paul (New Haven, CT: Yale University, 1987); D. A. Carson and H. G. M. Williamson, eds., It is Written: Scripture Citing Scripture: Essays in Honour of Barnabas Lindars (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988); G. K. Beale, ed., The Right Doctrine from the Wrong Texts? Essays on the Use of the Old Testament in the New (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1994); Steve Moyise, ed., The Old Testament in the New Testament: Essays in Honour of J. L. North (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic, 2000); Craig A. Evans, ed., The Interpretation of Scripture in Early Judaism and Christianity: Studies in Language and Tradition (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic, 2000); Klyne Snodgrass “The Use of the Old Testament in the New,” in Interpreting the New Testament, ed. David Alan Black and David S. Dockery (Nashville: Broadman and Holman, 2001), 407–34; and the helpful survey in J. Ross Wagner, Heralds of the Good News: Isaiah and Paul “in Concert” in the Letter to the Romans (Boston: Brill, 2002), 5–13 (esp. 5n18).
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