“Welcome One Another

Just as Christ Has Welcomed You”

A Study of Romans for the

Diocese of West Texas, Fall 2009

Study and Reflection Session 7:

“The Olive Tree:

An Image for God’s Plan of Salvation”

(Romans 11:11-36)

The Passage: New Revised Standard Version Translation

Romans 11:11 So I ask, have they stumbled so as to fall? By no means! But through their stumbling salvation has come to the Gentiles, so as to make Israel jealous. 12 Now if their stumbling means riches for the world, and if their defeat means riches for Gentiles, how much more will their full inclusion mean!


13 Now I am speaking to you Gentiles. Inasmuch then as I am an apostle to the Gentiles, I glorify my ministry 14 in order to make my own people jealous, and thus save some of them. 15 For if their rejection is the reconciliation of the world, what will their acceptance be but life from the dead! 16 If the part of the dough offered as first fruits is holy, then the whole batch is holy; and if the root is holy, then the branches also are holy.


17 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, 18 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. 19 You will say, "Branches were broken off so that I might be grafted in." 20 That is true. They were broken off because of their unbelief, but you stand only through faith. So do not become proud, but stand in awe. 21 For if God did not spare the natural branches, perhaps he will not spare you. 22 Note then the kindness and the severity of God: severity toward those who have fallen, but God's kindness toward you, provided you continue in his kindness; otherwise you also will be cut off. 23 And even those of Israel, if they do not persist in unbelief, will be grafted in, for God has the power to graft them in again. 24 For if you have been cut from what is by nature a wild olive tree and grafted, contrary to nature, into a cultivated olive tree, how much more will these natural branches be grafted back into their own olive tree.


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.

A Translation for Study, With Commentary

In the following section of Romans, Paul seeks to make sense of how God is bringing something positive out of the fact that most of the Jewish community has not been persuaded to accept Jesus as the Messiah. Paul sees the “stumbling” of the Jews as an opening that God is making for the in-grafting of the “Nations” (a.k.a., the Gentiles, everyone who is not Jewish). The Jews’ failure to discern the messiahship of Jesus makes room for the inclusion of the Nations in the promises of God. But Paul looks forward to the day when ALL will be included, for that will be the full triumph of God. When the Jewish and Gentile believers in the Roman house churches find a way to live together peaceably, they will be a powerful sign to the world of this ultimate plan to make one faithful people in Christ. Paul is setting the Roman community on the largest possible stage, so that they can see the importance of their reconciliation with one another.

Romans 11:11 I say then, surely they [Israel] did not stumble so as to fall? By no means! But through their trespass salvation has come to the Gentiles, so as to make them jealous. 12 If their trespass means wealth for the world, and if their loss means wealth for the Gentiles, how much more will their full inclusion mean!

A couple of years ago, I was walking along a sidewalk in Dallas that had heaved up in several places. I was going quickly, and didn’t notice a particularly treacherous area. Suddenly, I was airborne for what seemed like a rather long time. As my body arced through the air, I had time to think about how bad the landing would be, but not enough time to prevent it. Paul imagines the Jewish community as stumbling like this, in their refusal to see God’s plan revealed in Christ. And yet, he says, they will have a chance to recover before falling. Theirs is but a slight stumble. And their stumble has actually created the space in which the Gentiles could become believers. Paul imagines that the spiritual “wealth” of the Gentiles will make the Jews “jealous” (the word can also mean “zealous”). Notice that in the economy of God, wealth is multiplied – not divided - when it is shared by all!

13 Now I am speaking to you Gentiles, inasmuch as I am an apostle to Gentiles, I glorify my service, 14 if somehow I may make my kinspeople jealous, and may save some of them. 15 For if their exclusion brings about the world’s reconciliation, what will their welcome mean, if not life from the dead?

Remember Paul’s sensitive position vis à vis this community – he is renowned for his work among Gentiles. Perhaps the Jewish portion of the community is a bit anxious about what he has to say, and about his upcoming visit to them. Paul is concerned to demonstrate his credentials as a Jew, but also to stand up for the Gentiles in the community who are being pressured to keep the full Torah. In these verses, he is showing his care for traditional Jews – that he does not rejoice in the fact that they are excluded from the churches. He is inviting this community to be a part of the large-scale reconciliation that God has in mind for everyone.


Note once again that “life from the dead” is not principally something that occurs after one’s physical death, but an experience of the power of God in this life (see Session 6, Romans 8:11). And see, too, that this experience of life from the dead is not just for the Jews who turn to belief in Christ, but for the whole community that “welcomes” them.

16 Now if the part of the dough offered to God as first-fruits is holy, then the whole lump of dough is holy; and if the root is holy, then the branches also are holy. 17 But if some of the branches were broken off, and you, a wild olive tree, were grafted in among them, and became a partner to share in the rich root of the olive tree, 18 do not boast over the branches. But if you do boast, remember that you do not support the root, it supports you.

Verse 16 points to an element of Jewish self-understanding that is often misunderstood by Christians, namely, the idea that the “chosen” people were chosen not just to be God’s favorite people, but were chosen for a particular mission. It was their role to be “a kingdom of priests,” a group of people who took holiness seriously, in order to bring about blessing on all the people of the world (see the call of Abraham, Genesis 12:1-3; and Exodus 16:5-6, “..the whole earth is mine, but you shall be for me a priestly kingdom and a holy nation”).


The first metaphor Paul uses here compares the Jewish community to an offering of “first fruits” in the Temple. When a farmer would offer the first of the year’s grain-crop, that offering served to make the whole crop of wheat – or the whole lump of dough – holy. Holiness is powerful. When even a part of something is holy, that holiness has the power to spread outward. From the metaphor of first-fruits, Paul shifts into a corresponding image of a tree. In becoming believers, the Gentiles have been grafted onto the holy roots of Judaism. In this passage, what do you think Paul is saying to the Jews in the community? to the Gentiles?

19 Then you will say, “Branches were broken off, so that I might be grafted in.” 20 You speak the truth. They were broken off on account of unbelief [apistia]. But you stand only by belief [pistis]. So do not become haughty, but stand in awe. 21 For if God did not spare the natural branches, perhaps he will not spare you either. 22 Behold then the kindness and the severity of God: severity toward those who have fallen, but God’s kindness toward you, provided you can continue in his kindness; otherwise you also will be cut off.

Throughout this letter, Paul is attempting to ground both the Jewish faction and the Gentile faction in God’s kindness and mercy, rather than in their own worthiness or righteousness. Either group is capable of being “haughty,” but Paul is attempting to break through that attitude to a spirit of gratitude that he hopes may become the grounds for welcoming others into Christ. In verse 20, the word we have translated as “unbelief” (in Greek, apistia) means a lack of faith and faithfulness, a lack of belief in what God was accomplishing in Christ, and the failure to act in accordance with the obedience of Christ. According to Paul, the majority of the traditional Jewish community has chosen a path of apistia, and reliance on Torah for being in right relationship with God. Then he tells the Gentile believers that they “stand” only by pistia, by confidence in what God has done through Christ, and by the choice to live according to his obedient example. According to Paul, the life of all of us is now grounded in pistis, a way of life and belief in accord with God in Christ. Those who have received God’s kindness should now extend kindness to others.

23 And even those of Israel, if they do not persist in unbelief, will be grafted in, for God has the power to graft them in again. 24 For if you have been cut from what is by nature a wild olive tree and grafted, contrary to nature, into a cultivated olive tree, how much more will these natural branches be grafted back into their own olive tree.

Remember that one of the purposes behind this entire passage in Romans is the pressing question concerning the purposes of God, given the fact that the majority of the Jewish community has not chosen the faith of Jesus. Paul’s wide-angle view of history is that, while God has been able to use this unbelief to make a space for the Gentiles to come in, ultimately of course God still has a deep desire to draw the Jewish community into the path of the  faithfulness of Jesus (“belief,” or pistis). God will never reject God’s people!


25 Lest you think yourselves wiser than you are, I want you to understand this mystery, brothers and sisters: a certain hardening has come upon part of Israel, until the fullness 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.

This section repeats the teaching of the previous section, in different words. Why do you suppose Paul would choose to do that? What does this repetition say about the importance, to Paul, of conveying to this community his understanding of God’s plan for both Jews and Gentiles? The quotation Paul uses appears to be a conflation of several verses from Isaiah and Jeremiah, but the one from Jeremiah gives us a sense for the generosity of God’s dream for humankind:

But this is the covenant that I will make with the house of Israel after those days, says the Lord: I will put my law [Torah] within them, and I will write it on their hearts; and I will be their God, and they shall be my people. No longer shall they teach one another, or say to each other, “Know the Lord,” for they shall all know me, from the least of them to the greatest, says the Lord; for I will forgive them their iniquity, and remember their sin no more (Jeremiah 31:33-34).

Paul’s understanding is that, in Christ, God’s vision for a people who have completely internalized the Torah, has been realized.


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.

Our passage ends with this beautiful prayer, woven from multiple strands of the Old Testament. What do you think would be Paul’s purpose in reaching deep into the Jewish tradition to speak of God’s plan for all people in Christ?

For Group Reflection

1. In verse 15, Paul likens welcoming to bringing life from the dead. What might it mean for your Christian community to see the act of welcome in this light? What would change in your church if you viewed welcoming as an act imbued with the power of resurrection in someone’s life?

2. According to Paul, holiness is not fragile (Romans 11:16), but is a powerful force, spreading outward into the world. What might this mean for your church and its role in your community? How might you make even more of the power of holiness to bring life to your wider community?

3. What does it mean to “continue in God’s kindness”? What did this mean for the Roman Christians in Paul’s day? What might it mean in our own time and place? Can you tell a story about someone you know who models God’s kindness?

4. What do you think is the content of Paul’s threat in verse 21? What actions or attitudes on the part of the Gentiles might bring God’s severity upon them?

5. In this passage, Paul is making sense of the religious diversity of his time and place. He sees God as having a plan that includes all the people of the earth, even though he does not necessarily expect to see the plan revealed in his own lifetime. How do you make sense of the religious diversity in our own time?

