
Twelfth Sunday of Pentecost  
Light of Christ Anglican Church  

The Rev. Mike Moffitt, August 27, 2017

“For the gifts and callings of God are irrevocable”

Text:  Romans 11:25–36

Throughout our lives most of us have probably met thousands of people. 
Now some we established relationships with and some we only met for a 
brief moment and then there are those who kind of fall in-between the two. 

For me Teresa’s grandmother Nichols is one of those people. I never got to 
know her very well but enough that at Christmas she felt comfortable re-
gifting to me old pairs of Argyle socks that most likely were given to her 
late husband years before. 

Even though I remember that fondly, that isn’t what made the strongest 
impression on me. She was a very stern woman and not given too much 
foolishness and I think that she was that way because she lived through 
some very difficult times in her life. I suspect that she was born around 
1900 and she and her husband and two kids had lived through the Great 
Depression of 1929–1939. She never did trust our government after that and 
absolutely would have nothing to do with leaving her money in any bank. 

When she died Teresa’s father and sister found over $900,000 in cash 
stashed in various places throughout her home. She had Alzheimer’s 
disease and couldn’t remember where she had put any of it and so it took 
them a year before they felt comfortable selling her home and even then 
sold it to a family member.
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She was beloved by her family but they thought her odd because of her 
“paranoia” about trusting the government or banks. I think that she 
appeared odd because she was the only one who chose to remember the 
lessons that she had learned long ago. She was proud to be an American 
but did not believe in the infallibility of any government or financial 
system. 

I remembered Ms. Nichols as I was considering our passage from Romans 
11:25–36. This passage is very detailed and is packed with many different 
directions that we could explore. A sermon is not really the venue for this 
so I want to focus on a few particular points that I feel that God would 
have us see this morning. I suspect that once again we will be reminded 
that there are things that we should never forget if we want to honor God 
and experience his presence and blessings. 

Let’s look again at the Romans 11:25–27, 

Lest you be wise in your own sight, I do not want you to be unaware of 
this mystery, brothers: a partial hardening has come upon Israel, until the 
fullness of the Gentiles has come in. 26 And in this way all Israel will be 
saved, as it is written, “The Deliverer will come from Zion, he will banish 
ungodliness from Jacob; 27 and this will be my covenant with them when I 
take away their sins.”  

We ended the sermon last week with Paul reminding the Roman Christians 
in our epistle reading from Romans 11:19–22 how Israel had turned away 
from faithfulness and God broke them off from the vine,

They were broken off because of their unbelief, but you stand fast through 
faith. So do not become proud, but fear. 21 For if God did not spare the 
natural branches, neither will he spare you. 22 Note then the kindness and 
the severity of God: severity toward those who have fallen, but God's 
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kindness to you, provided you continue in his kindness. Otherwise you too 
will be cut off. 

In today’s passage Paul is warning the Gentile Christians against 
arrogantly assuming that they are now the new royalty and the Jews are as 
nothing in God’s eyes. He wants them to understand that they have 
nothing in themselves to be arrogant about but instead they should 
understand the mystery of what God in Christ is actually doing. By 
mystery Paul is not speaking about a secret that is only known to a few of 
the initiated but a secret that has now been openly revealed and therefore 
should be seen and taught as the truth. This hardness upon Israel towards 
God is only temporary and is intended to open up a way for all those who 
have been outsiders so that all of the house of God might be full. 

Paul had declared in verse 7–8, 

What then? Israel failed to obtain what it was seeking. The elect obtained 
it, but the rest were hardened, 8 as it is written, “God gave them a spirit of 
stupor, eyes that would not see and ears that would not hear, down to this 
very day.” 

We can see that it is God who hardens their hearts, although this is actually 
a judicial process by which he only hands them over to their own 
stubbornness and resistance to his Holy will. They reject him in favor of 
idols and the gods and practices of other nations and so he gives them 
what they asked for.

John Stott, in his commentary on Romans says this,

The hardening takes the form of spiritual insensitivity. In the case of 
Israel it is the same as the “veil” which Paul elsewhere says lies over 
their hearts and minds. But now the apostle stresses that it is only 
partial since not all Israelites have experienced it and it’s only 



temporary since it will last only until the second stage of God’s 
unfolding plan.

In our passage from Romans Paul reveals that the hardening upon Israel’s 
heart is not going to be lifted until “the fullness of the Gentiles has come 
in.” Remember a few weeks ago we saw Paul’s heart for his fellow 
countryman in Romans 9:1–3, 

I am speaking the truth in Christ—I am not lying; my conscience bears me 
witness in the Holy Spirit— 2 that I have great sorrow and unceasing 
anguish in my heart. 3 For I could wish that I myself were accursed and cut 
off from Christ for the sake of my brothers, my kinsmen according to the 
flesh. 

Paul is willing to die or even give up his own salvation if it would save his 
kinsman according to the flesh. Instead he does what he can do and that is 
to give his life to working diligently among the Gentiles to bring them to 
saving faith in Jesus Christ. Basically Paul understood that Jesus was not 
going to return until the things that the Holy Spirit revealed to him were 
accomplished such as: “the fullness of the Gentiles coming in” and the 
partial hardening being lifted from Israel’s heart.

Many of you had the privilege of being here in June when Dr. Richard Pratt 
from Third Millennium Ministries spent a weekend here teaching and 
preaching. In 1993 he wrote a very powerful article entitled, Historical 
Contingencies and Biblical Predictions, which sounds very deep and 
complicated but really is very clear. One of the main points of the article 
was that many biblical prophecies were contingent on the responses of 
those to whom the prophecy was made.

A good example is in Jonah chapter 3 when Jonah prophesied to Nineveh 
that God was going to destroy them in 40 days because of their wickedness. 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Romans+11:19%E2%80%9322&version=ESV
http://thirdmill.org/
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Jonah+3&version=ESV


Jonah did not suggest for one minute that if Nineveh were to repent that 
God might decide to let them live, that was not part of his prophecy. 
However, when all of Nineveh fell down in sackcloth and ashes crying out 
to God in repentance God did not go through with his threat because in 
God’s heart there was reason to spare them.

Not long ago Richard and I were talking about the fascination of the 
American people for end time prophecy and their tendency to look for all 
the verses that speak of the last days so they could try to determine where 
we are in the process of Jesus’ coming again.

I’ll never forget his comment about this, “If people really want Jesus to 
return then they will not spend so much time on trying to determine when 
Jesus is coming back from studying biblical prophecy but will return to 
obedience to the biblical command to evangelize. Jesus made it clear that 
he would return when the gospel has been preached to all nations (Mark 
13:10). That still has not been done.”   

The fullness of the Gentiles won’t come in until that is done and the apostle 
Paul knows that the day will come when God will remove the hardness 
covering much of the nation of Israel’s heart but it will be contingent on 
God’s plan for the Gentiles coming to pass. What was true in the days of 
the apostle Paul is also an important point for us this morning. This is one 
of those things that we must not forget and also be diligent in teaching this 
to others who come to faith in Christ. The next part of our passage bears 
some explanation as well, 

And in this way all Israel will be saved, as it is written, “The Deliverer 
will come from Zion, he will banish ungodliness from Jacob; 27 “and this 
will be my covenant with them when I take away their sins.” 
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 At this point I think we need to establish what Paul means in Romans 
when he is speaking of Israel being restored. Sometimes this is confusing 
because in verses such as Galatians 3:7 Paul speaks of the new Israel being 
comprised of those who have come to faith in Jesus Christ. Listen to 
Galatians 3:6–9, 

just as Abraham “believed God, and it was counted to him as 
righteousness” 7 Know then that it is those of faith who are the sons of 
Abraham. 8 And the Scripture, foreseeing that God would justify the 
Gentiles by faith, preached the gospel beforehand to Abraham, saying, “In 
you shall all the nations be blessed.” 9 So then, those who are of faith are 
blessed along with Abraham, the man of faith. 

Certainly there is that sense where children of Abraham are those who 
have by faith in Christ been adopted into the family of God but, in the Book 
of Romans Paul’s usage of Israel seems to be referring to the nation itself 
not to a spiritualized people who now believe in Jesus. These passages 
seem to refute the mentality that God is now done with Israel as a people 
and that the church is simply the new Israel who inherits every promise 
ever made to national and ethnic Israel of the Old Testament. 

On the other hand it also doesn’t mean that every person within the nation 
of Israel will be saved but that the blindness will be lifted and a great many 
of the Jewish people consists of those previously hardened and the 
believing minority will follow the Messiah, Jesus Christ. The main point 
here is that their promised deliverer will be the fulfillment of Isaiah’s 
prophecy in Isaiah 59:20–21, 

“And a Redeemer will come to Zion, to those in Jacob who turn from 
transgression,” declares the Lord. 21 “And as for me, this is my covenant 
with them,” says the Lord: “My Spirit that is upon you, and my words 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Galatians+3:7&version=ESV
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Galatians+3:6%E2%80%939&version=ESV
http://www.apple.com


that I have put in your mouth, shall not depart out of your mouth, or out 
of the mouth of your offspring, or out of the mouth of your children's 
offspring,” says the Lord, “from this time forth and forevermore.”

This is referring to the first coming of Jesus and the results of his sacrifice 
would be the way of salvation for Israel as well as the Gentiles. Remember 
that Romans 11 has also taught us that there is only one olive tree and those 
who by faith turn back to God through his Son will be grafted back onto 
the original vine. Paul is encouraging his readers to not see Israel as 
enemies but the reason that they were able to be grafted onto the vine was 
because Israel in their unbelief had opened the door to them. Look at 
verses 28–32, 

As regards the gospel, they are enemies for your sake. But as regards 
election, they are beloved for the sake of their forefathers. 29 For the gifts 
and the calling of God are irrevocable.30 For just as you were at one time 
disobedient to God but now have received mercy because of their 
disobedience, 31 so they too have now been disobedient in order that by the 
mercy shown to you they also may now[receive mercy. 32 For God has 
consigned all to disobedience, that he may have mercy on all.

The Gentiles were to see that Israel was not God’s enemies but instead 
were God’s oldest friends and he had made promises to Abraham and their 
forefathers that he had not forgotten. This should give them comfort 
because the gifts and callings of God were irrevocable, they would not be 
called back. God will not give up on us but he leaves the way open for 
restoration.

Paul cautions the Gentiles to remember where they came from and where 
God has promised to take the Jewish people. I love the way that Eugene 
Peterson  paraphrases verse 30–32 of Romans 11 in The Messsage, 
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There was a time not so long ago when you were on the outs with God. But 
then the Jews slammed the door on him and things opened up for you. 
Now they are on the outs. But with the door held wide open for you, they 
have a way back in. In one way or another, God makes sure that we all 
experience what it means to be outside so that he can personally open the 
door and welcome us back in.

This was important enough to God that he was willing to take the initiative 
and come down in the flesh to dwell among us. C.S. Lewis, in his book, 
Letters to Malcomb, describes the incarnation, 

…the incarnation can be described as Heaven drawing Earth up 
into it. When God the Son took on the human body and soul of 
Jesus, he took on with it the whole environment of nature—locality, 
limitation, sleep, sweat, aching feet, frustration, pain, doubt, and 
death. The pure light walked in the darkness and the darkness, thus 
received into the heart of Deity, was swallowed up. In his uncreated 
light the darkness was drowned.

This is why it was such a travesty for the majority of Israel to turn away 
from Jesus and even have him publicly humiliated and put to death. You 
would think that God would turn totally away from them and only focus 
on those who would recognize his love and sacrifice but like with Nineveh 
his love makes provision for them to turn back in repentance and faith to 
find forgiveness. 

This should cause us to bow down in thanksgiving and worship to the God 
who opened up a way for us to come to him and eternally experience his 
love, mercy, and compassion. It should also remind us that he has given us 
a task to do. We are reminded in our gospel reading this morning that to 



come to the realization and acknowledge of who Jesus really is comes with 
it the blessing of relationship and the responsibility. 

Remember the response of Jesus when Peter declares who he is, 

He said to them, “But who do you say that I am?” 16 Simon Peter 
replied, “You are the Christ, the Son of the living God.” 17 And Jesus 
answered him, “Blessed are you, Simon Bar-Jonah! For flesh and blood has 
not revealed this to you, but my Father who is in heaven.18 And I tell 
you, you are Peter, and on this rock I will build my church, and the gates 
of hell shall not prevail against it. 19 I will give you the keys of the kingdom 
of heaven, and whatever you bind on earth shall be bound in heaven, and 
whatever you loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven.”

Peter a Jewish disciple of Jesus now realizes who Jesus really is. Jesus 
assures him that this is because the Father in Heaven had revealed this to 
him and because of that knowledge and that confession the church of Jesus 
would be built upon that solid foundation and nothing that Satan could do 
would stop it. 

As a matter of fact Jesus was giving them his authority so that whatever 
they would bind and loose on earth would be bound or loosed in Heaven. 
Knowledge brought with it responsibility and all the authority of the 
kingdom of God to accomplish that responsibility. There would be no 
reasons for them to not follow the commands of Jesus except for the reason 
of disobedience. If they wanted him to come back after his resurrection and 
bring with him the new Heavens and the new Earth they would need to get 
to work. In sending back the Holy Spirit at Pentecost Jesus was completing 
in them all they would need to fulfill his commands.

There are two things that I want us to take with us this morning.



1. The Great Commission to take the gospel to the whole world is still 
before us and if we want Jesus to return then all the nations must hear 
the gospel. The fullness of the Gentiles must come in and the partial 
hardening upon Israel must be lifted.  
 
What will that look like? I don’t know. Will a horn sound or a bell go off 
when the last Gentile to be saved turns to God in faith? I doubt it. The 
truth is that we must be about our Father’s business for as long as we 
remain on this earth and quite frankly our country and world needs us 
to return our focus, time and resources to the proclamation of the gospel.  
 
We have a young lady, Laura Rociborsky, with Young Life, coming next 
month to work with us in reaching the children of Northumberland 
County for Jesus Christ. We are taking on a large part of the financial 
responsibility for this and we will need your help and she will need your 
prayers, encouragement and support. We are weekly coming into contact 
with those who come to us for help with utilities, food or emotional 
support and we need you to partner with us financially and in your 
prayers. We need each of you to be telling the story of how God came to 
your rescue, to as many people as you can so they might find the hope 
that we have found in Jesus Christ.

2. We must be praying for the nation of Israel and its people daily. A large 
majority of our world has turned against them but I believe that the Bible 
teaches us that to turn against them is to invite the judgment of God 
upon you. Many of the leaders in our nation have treated Israel like a 
pariah when in truth they have been faithful friends for many years. We 
must demand of our leadership that they support the protection and 
friendship of this nation that is clearly still upon the heart of God. Any 
nation that willingly turns against Israel should not expect God to bless 



them. How things will ultimately play themselves out for Israel is still a 
mystery, but clearly God intends to one day graft them back onto the 
vine and that may be the catalyst that brings about the second coming… 
the sooner the better.

There is much work to be done. May God give us thy passion and the 
strength to stay the course.

In the name of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit. Amen.
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