Module | HPPD7006: Christianity – Texts and Traditions 
Assignment: Textual analysis [Romans 11:25-36]
Semester 2 | March 2020
Professional Doctorate in Interfaith Studies
University of Wales Trinity Saint David
Moderator: Dr. Catrin Williams
Credits: 30 | Level: 7


The Fate of Israel: A textual analysis of Paul’s proclamations in Romans 11: 25-36

Urmi Chanda


Introduction: 

The apostolic figure of Paul is arguably the most important and interesting one in the context of the New Testament (NT). He is credited with composing 13 (Marrow 16) of the 27 books/epistles of the NT – at least seven of which are of confirmed authorship. Paul’s intellectual share in the Christian worldview is, therefore, massive. The Pauline epistles are significant not only because of their volume but also because they form the bridge of theological transition from Judaism to Christianity. His ‘Epistle to the Romans’, popularly known as ‘Romans’, is the basis of much of modern Christian thought and ties in with his explicit mission to preach to the Gentiles. His mission, his extraordinary ‘meeting’ with the resurrected Christ, and his history all make Paul stand out among the apostles. An erstwhile Jewish zealot (Phil 3:36 and Gal 1:13-14), who persecuted Christians, Paul’s conversion into a believer and missionary put him in a unique position of authority for both communities. In Romans 11:25-36, he makes an important proclamation about God’s plan and the fate of Israel. 

The following verses have been the subject of much interpretation and contention. These are from the NSRV (New Standard Revised Version) translation of The Bible.

25 So that you may not claim to be wiser than you are, brothers and sisters, I want you to understand this mystery: a hardening has come upon part of Israel, until the full number of the Gentiles has come in.
26 And so all Israel will be saved; as it is written, "Out of Zion will come the Deliverer; he will banish ungodliness from Jacob."
27 "And this is my covenant with them, when I take away their sins."
28 As regards the gospel they are enemies of God for your sake; but as regards election they are beloved, for the sake of their ancestors; 
29 for the gifts and the calling of God are irrevocable. 
30 Just as you were once disobedient to God but have now received mercy because of their disobedience, 
31 so they have now been disobedient in order that, by the mercy shown to you, they too may now receive mercy. 
32 For God has imprisoned all in disobedience so that he may be merciful to all.
33 O the depth of the riches and wisdom and knowledge of God! How unsearchable are his judgments and how inscrutable his ways!
34 "For who has known the mind of the Lord? Or who has been his counselor?"
35 "Or who has given a gift to him, to receive a gift in return?"
36 For from him and through him and to him are all things. To him be the glory forever. Amen.

Structurally, the verses can be divided into three sections of establishment of premise, course of action and resolution. In his Youtube sermon, pastor, Dr. Jordan N Rogers offers a helpful division. According to him, verses 25-27 offer a ‘proper understanding’ of the order of events – a timeline of the salvific history; verses 28-32 offer a ‘proper perspective’ for Christians and the way in which they must perceive Jews; and verses 32-36 offer a ‘proper response’ that is of worship and surrender and one which may be applicable to both communities. This makes it a fairly self-sufficient extract in understanding Paul’s views and contributions towards Jewish-Christian harmony. 

This paper attempts to analyze this text from historical and hermeneutical perspectives, and its possible use in interfaith dialogue among the Jewish and Christian communities. 

The Old Testament, Israel’s punishment and the New Covenant
 
In the Romans Paul sets out to lay, for the first time, a clear, new doctrine for gentiles in accordance with the “New Covenant”. The New Covenant refers to God’s promise of forgiving all humanity its sins – whether Jew or Gentile, and restore the fellowship, for as long as they believe in Him and his son, Jesus Christ. His role as the mediator of this covenant and its confirmation through his blood/death, is attested by Christ himself in Luke 20:22: “And likewise the cup after they had eaten, saying  ‘This cup that is poured out for you is the new covenant in my blood’.” In the Romans, Paul describes a saviour that is clearly Christ when he says, “And so all Israel will be saved; as it is written, "Out of Zion will come the Deliverer; he will banish ungodliness from Jacob." (Rom. 11: 26)

The reference to such a new covenant occurs in many places in the New Testament, including Jeremiah 31:31, 33, John 1:29, Ezekiel 36:28–30, Acts 10; Ephesians 2:13–14. In the Old Testament too, there is a singular mention of the phrase ‘new covenant’ in Jeremiah 31:31-34. However, many Jews reject this idea and understand it to mean a renewal of the Old Covenant rather than the formation of a new one. The Two Covenant Theology, proposed by Franz Rosenzweig (1921) and endorsed by others, maintains that both Covenants are valid and exist simultaneously. 

Whatever the case may be, the context against which these proclamations occur is universally agreed upon – that of Israel being punished by God. Several passages in the Old Testament (Psalm 78:10-11, 40-42, 56-57, II Kings 17:7-8, Jeremiah 32:30, II Kings 17:18-20, Psalm 78:59-62) chronicle how Israel and Judah repeatedly failed to hold up God’s covenant of obedience of the Mosaic Law and gave in to idolatry and sin. While God condemns, forsakes and even punishes Israel twice over for her sins, He promises reconciliation in due time. Whether this reconciliation is just for Jews (according to the Old Covenant) or for Gentiles too (according to the New Covenant) is a question that is part solved and part compounded in Paul’s writings in Romans 11:25-36. 

Historical background and Paul’s “double role”

Paul was neither among the 12 direct Disciples of Christ, nor had he received instructions from him directly. He arrived on the scene in his role as an Apostle in only in 37 CE, a few years after Christ’s death/resurrection. Before his coming into Christianity, he went by the name Saul and was an impassioned Jewish Pharisee, who even persecuted the new followers of Christ for the sake of his faith. His dramatic induction came about when he had a vision of the Resurrected Christ on his way to Damascus. Acts 9:3–9 describe how Christ appeared to him in blinding light, causing Saul to fall to the ground and the following exchange taking place. Christ said: “Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me?” He (Saul) asked, “Who are you, Lord?” The reply came, “I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting. But get up and enter the city, and you will be told what you are to do.” His companions led a blinded Saul into the city, where he spent three days and nights in silent contemplation. His sight was restored and he was baptized by Ananias of Damascus, who was sent to Saul by divine order (Acts 9:13–19). Paul then embarks on a lifetime of evangelism, having made his role as the Apostle to the Gentiles clear saying, “But when God, who had set me apart even from my mother's womb and called me through His grace, was pleased to reveal His Son in me so that I might preach Him among the Gentiles…” (Gal. 1:15-16)

Saul of Tarsus thus becoming Paul the Apostle is not just an important historical moment but also a symbolic one. The switch of names – from the Hebrew version to the Latin one – is the first decisive marker of Paul’s transition in faith. With a more ‘Gentile name’, Paul started preaching his message to the church. It must be borne in mind that Christianity hadn’t broken away from Judaism yet and that the Church comprised both Jews and Gentiles at the time. While there have been debates (Bruce) on the terms ‘Jewish Christianity’ and ‘Christian Judaism’, and what they imply, it is believed that for some time before the big split, there was a pool of adherents who believed in the Messianic role of Christ while continuing to follow the Jewish code (Brown), while some may have been on the fence about faith.  

Speaking to the Jew, speaking to the Gentile

It was primarily the gentiles that Paul was addressing in the Romans, but his allegiance to his native community remained unshaken. In the context of Israel’s punishment, he wrote earlier, “I have great sorrow and unceasing anguish in my heart. For I could wish that I myself were cursed and cut off from Christ for the sake of my brothers, those of my own race, the people of Israel…Brothers, my heart’s desire and prayer to God for the Israelites is that they may be saved” (Rom. 9:2–4; 10:1).

However, the ‘hardening of Israel(s)’ heart is precluded in the condemnation of the Jews 
and Paul acknowldges that eventually. No matter how empathetic he is towards his ‘brothers’, they are encased in a state that will not allow them to receive Christ’s message, and for now, Paul must settle for the gentile congregation. It is they, who are currently entitled to God’s grace. But Paul issues a word of warning at the beginning of Rom. 11:25-36, lest this ‘privilege’ gets to their head. “So that you may not claim to be wiser than you are, brothers and sisters, I want you to understand this mystery: a hardening has come upon part of Israel, until the full number of the Gentiles has come in.”  He cautions them against arrogance, for this grace is some kind of a limited period offer. Paul is well aware of the kind of pride Israelites take in being the chosen people of God, and instructs the Gentiles to not go down the same path. 

In fact, he chastises the Jews for this attitude of superiority earlier: “Now you, if you call yourself a Jew; if you rely on the law and boast in God; if you know his will and approve of what is superior because you are instructed by the law; if you are convinced that you are a guide for the blind, a light for those who are in the dark, an instructor of the foolish, a teacher of little children, because you have in the law the embodiment of knowledge and truth— you, then, who teach others, do you not teach yourself? (Rom. 2-3)”

Paul similarly rebukes the Jews in Luke’s version of the story, when he and Barnabas say, “We had to speak the word of God to you first. Since you reject it and do not consider yourselves worthy of eternal life, we now turn to the Gentiles. (Acts 13-46)” There is a sense of despair and futility by one who seems to have really tried his best to communicate with them first. In doing so, Paul honors the Old Testament’s promise of placing Jews in the order of preference; something he himself affirms, “For I am not ashamed of the gospel; it is the power of God for salvation to everyone who has faith, to the Jew first and also to the Greek. (Rom. 1:16). But under the circumstances of hardening and in light of the New Covenant, he speaks of a reversed order. Now he places the Gentiles first, while never losing sight of the Jews. 

Paul, thus, speaks unequivocally to both parties, putting things into perspective, while stating the importance and mystery of God’s plan. According to Staples “In this sense, Paul’s gospel could most accurately be called ‘messianic new covenant Israelitism’ – not exactly Judaism but in no way something wholly other.” (Staples) The two religions may have diverged since, but Paul’s theosophical and emotional positioning that is a midpoint between both is a useful one to bear in mind when attempting interfaith dialogue between the Jewish and Christian communities.
 
Until when and for whom?

Paul addresses the conditions of Israel’s fate and the promise of reconciliation in the verses under consideration, but several elements in it are called to question. In the phrase ‘until the full number of Gentiles has come in’ in Rom. 11:25, the terms ‘until’ and ‘(full number of) Gentiles’ pose the first problem points. When Paul says Gentiles, does he mean the Gentiles within the church/synagogue at the time he was preaching? Or does he mean the gentiles of Israel, or is the reference to the gentiles of the world? With each subsequent interpretation, the time frame of ‘until’ keeps getting pushed forward and may well go on forever. How long, then, must the Jews wait to be absolved of their sins? 

As with Gentiles, so with Jews; the problem of phraseology continues with Paul’s use of ‘all Israel’ in Rom. 11:26. Four major kinds of interpretations have been offered by scholars regarding this term (Staples). The first is an ecclesiastical interpretation, where Israel has been taken to mean the Church; the second is a national elect view, which comprises all Jews on an ethnic and empirical basis; the third is a two-covenant perspective where both, (Christ) believing and non-believing Jews are included; and the fourth is a eschatological miracle view where all Jews will be simultaneously saved just before the eschaton. One is left with the question of who exactly are this Jewish demographic to whom Paul promises eventual reconciliation. 

The problem is compounded when cross referenced with Romans 11:7, where Paul says, “What then? Israel failed to obtain what it was seeking. The elect obtained it, but the rest were hardened.”  While it explains the ‘partial hardening’ of Israel, one would still have to ask who are the “elect” and who are “the rest”? If Paul were to adhere to the Judaic definition, then ‘elect’ would comprise all Jews of Israel at the point in time, irrespective of their faith in Christ of lack thereof. But the fact that Paul refers to ‘the rest’ implies that he divides the Jews into those that believe in Christ’s gospel and those that don’t, which overrides God’s original premise, in a manner of speaking. 

This has often been the basis on which the question of ‘God’s fickleness’ has been raised. Does the making of a New Covenant with some preference for gentiles mean that God has conveniently forgotten his older promise? Are the Israelites no longer his preferred people? Does God mete out preferential treatment too? As petty as these questions sound, they are valid and when there are no plausible answers, are explained away as God’s willfulness and mystery. 

For all his assurances, Paul has to concede in the end, “O the depth of the riches and wisdom and knowledge of God! How unsearchable are his judgments and how inscrutable his ways! For who has known the mind of the Lord? Or who has been his counselor? Or who has given a gift to him, to receive a gift in return?" (Rom. 11:33-35). Similarly, in Romans 9:18, Paul says, “Therefore God has mercy on whom He wants to have mercy, and He hardens whom He wants to harden.” Like the randomness of the Universe, God’s plan is really no plan.

The Fairness Matrix

[bookmark: _GoBack]That said, Paul tries his best to take a fair stand in human terms. Like a parent wanting to be equal to both offspring, Paul tries to makes a case for both. The way he executes his Gentile mission, having argued the circumcision argument (Gal. 5:2, Rom. 2-25:29), is paradigm-breaking and can be seen as a model of inclusivism that may be employed in interfaith dialogue. 

Throughout Romans, Paul slowly builds up his case of inclusion, offering example and counter example from the Jewish and Gentile histories, maintaining a delicate balance. In the verses under consideration, Paul is seemingly at the end of his tether, but his reproach of Jews is yet soft. In Rom. 11:28, when he says, “As regards the gospel they are enemies of God for your sake; but as regards election they are beloved, for the sake of their ancestors…”, he seems to be criticizing the Jews, but his implication resonates with the popular adage: “Hate the sin, not the sinner”. He reminds the Gentiles that the disobedience of Jews is some kind of a sacrifice (for your sake), and that it should never be forgotten that they are the descendants of the Chosen Ones. 

By Paul’s own attestation in other places, faith and faith alone is the criterion of redemption (e.g. Rom. 4:24). However, he invokes the law of primacy here to offer legitimacy to the Jews. He asks the gentiles to tolerate and even respect the Jews for their forefathers were God’s chosen people and “the gifts and the calling of God are irrevocable” (Rom. 11:29). Irrespective of their current faithlessness and rejection of Christ – as a consequence of the hardening of Israel – they deserve to be treated well, he asserts. He reminds them that this Jewish mode of dissonance as it were, is part of a larger pattern, a cyclical divine plan that is unfolding; that the Jews are now behaving exactly as the gentiles had before, and that the consequences that follow are similar. 

The hardening of Gentiles’ hearts and the Jews’ receptivity is referred to in Matthew 13:15-16, when Christ says, “For this people's heart has grown dull, and their ears are hard of hearing, and they have shut their eyes; so that they might not look with their eyes, and listen with their ears, and understand with their heart and turn — and I would heal them.' But blessed are your eyes, for they see, and your ears, for they hear.”

Now that the tables are turned, Paul says, the most important thing is to have no malice, for it is all part of God’s plan for universal redemption. He says, “Just as you were once disobedient to God but have now received mercy because of their disobedience, so they have now been disobedient in order that, by the mercy shown to you, they too may now receive mercy.” (Rom. 11: 30-31) 
 
Extending the olive branch

It has been argued often that the fertile ground upon which Roman Christianity bloomed had plenty of Jewish occupation at the time of Paul’s apostolic activities, and that his intended audiences were synagogues with both communities participating (Nanos). Although some scholars contend that Jewish Christianity or Christian Judaism are but academic inventions (Bruce), one can be sure that there indeed existed a period of transition when the two communities shared much common ground, even if definitive middling cults did not exist. As the Christians grew in strength, their hostility towards the Jews grew too. The First Council of Nicaea (325 CE), where the two religions would finally and officially split had yet to happen, but anti-Jewish sentiment must have been in evidence even during Paul’s time. His appeal to the Romans to be kind to their Jewish counterparts, especially those who believed in Christ, can be seen as early attempts to nip anti-Semitism in the bud. One could even as far as to say that Paul proposed not only tolerance and respect, but also interdependence. 

Just before he writes about the Hardening of Israel, Paul uses the metaphor of the olive branch for evangelism, when he likens the gentiles to healthy grafts who must take root abroad and plant the message of Christ far and wide. However, there is a warning again for the gentiles against the sin of pride. He says, “But if some of the branches were broken off, and you, a wild olive shoot, were grafted in their place to share the rich root of the olive tree, do not boast over the branches. If you do boast, remember that it is not you that support the root, but the root that supports you.” (Rom. 11: 17-18) Paul invokes the principle of primacy again here, but in a slightly different form. He legitimizes the Jews and commands respect on their behalf for they form the substratum upon which Christianity stands; indeed, if Judaism were to crumble, the tower of Christianity would come tumbling down too. 

Long before the theological construct of inclusivism is invented, Paul creates a possibility for it. Speaking to and for the Gentiles in Romans 11: 25-36, he extends the allegorical olive branch – a model that the sparring Christian and Jewish communities may use to exist peacefully then and in the future. He asserts that not only is the fate of Israel temporary, but also that it is a disguise in blessing for the Gentiles; that the partial hardening of the heart of Jews was the pathway that would push the Gentiles to take the message of Christ onward and forward. And when all gentiles of the world came into faith, the veil would lift from Israel’s eyes and everyone would finally be absolved. 

Centuries later, the Vatican would turn to Paul’s letter to the Romans to use as its framework to define the Church’s relationships with other religions, especially Judaism (The Vatican), and create the Nostra Aetate in 1965. Even as interfaith dialogue becomes increasingly important in a post Shoah, post 9/11 world, the words of Paul ring truthfully, poignantly and purposefully. 
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