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HARDENED HEARTS, SOVEREIGN MERCY: THE PLAN OF GOD IN ROM. 11:25-

32 

The apostle Paul had little patience for people who would boast in themselves. 

Such boasting ignores the ultimate aim of all things—the glory of God. In Romans Paul 

repeatedly dealt with the self-boasting of man. One way that Paul dealt with it was by 

magnifying human depravity. Paul listed boasting as a part of man’s depravity (1:30). 

Paul also criticized Jews for boasting in their relationship with God because they upheld 

the law, when they were disobeying that very law themselves (2:17-24).  

Another way that Paul dealt with self-boasting in man was by magnifying the 

righteousness of God that is imputed by faith in Christ. God, who is “just and the justifier 

of the one who has faith in Jesus” (3:26), revealed his righteousness in Jesus so that 

everyone who believes in him would be declared righteous (3:27-28). Because this does 

not involve any meritorious works of the law, all boasting is in the God who justifies. 

Such righteousness prevented even Abraham from boasting in himself (4:1-3). 

One other way that Paul dealt with self-boasting in man was by magnifying the 

plan of God in salvation. This is shown in a crucial passage in the letter, 11:25-32. This 

paper seeks to unfold Paul’s message in this passage. It is the argument of this paper that 

understanding the plan of God revealed in Rom. 11:25-32 puts an end to boasting in 

oneself and puts all boasting in God. 

The Purpose, Form and Textual Message of Romans 11:25-32 

In order to move forward in studying the text, one must first gain an essential 



  2 

 

understanding of the whole by which one can diagnose the text’s particular parts
1
. This 

involves at least the purpose, form and the textual message. These statements will serve 

as guardrails for the interpretive journey, as they define what is communicated in the text. 

I. The Purpose of Romans 11:25-32 

Paul explicitly states his purpose in v.25: “For I do not want you to be 

ignorant, brothers, concerning this mystery—in order that you may not be wise in 

yourselves”. It is clear from this that Paul seeks to reveal a mystery. He gives two reasons 

for this revelation: 1) to prevent Gentile ignorance, and 2) to prevent Gentile boasting.  

II. The Form of Romans 11:25-32 

This passage continues in a larger development, 9:1-11:36. Paul laments over 

the state of Israel’s unbelief. He sees her unbelief as an indictment on Israel, not on God 

who extends mercy to whomever he wills. Israel did not pursue God’s righteousness in 

Christ, but their own righteousness through works of the law. Israel was given 

opportunities to receive salvation, but turned out to be stubborn and obstinate instead. All 

of this could lead one to think that God has rejected Israel. Such a thought could motivate 

pride among the Gentiles for replacing Israel. For this reason, Paul brings this prophetic 

revelation to the Gentiles (“you all”).  

III. The Textual Message of Romans 11:25-32 

In developing an understanding of the textual message, one must first identify 

                                                 

1
 This is what Hirsch calls “intrinsic genre” in E.D. Hirsch, Validity in 

Interpretation (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1967), 78-88; and what Johnson calls 

"type of meaning" in Elliott E. Johnson, Expository Hermeneutics: an Introduction 

(Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1990), 91-93. 
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the subject, or the concept which unites the particulars within the text. Paul’s initial 

words, “I do not want you to be ignorant, brothers, concerning this mystery,” (11:25) 

introduce the textual message as Paul’s revelation of the mystery to the Gentile brothers 

prevents any boasting on their part. This statement will be the initial guide for 

understanding the text.  

Analysis of Romans 11:25-32 

I. The Reason for the Mystery (25) 

As stated above, Paul was concerned that the Gentile believers would become 

arrogant because they had seemingly replaced Israel as the objects of God’s affection. 

Paul addressed this earlier in the chapter through the imagery of horticulture. Some of the 

Jewish branches were broken off like olive branches, or cut off from God’s blessing, 

because of their unbelief (17, 20). Gentiles, because of their belief, were grafted into the 

olive tree (17). The Gentile believers must not be proud and arrogant, then, but must 

continue by faith in his kindness (18-22).  

To reinforce his point, Paul gives the Gentile believers a mystery. Such a 

mystery should not be understood in the modern literary sense of “a riddle or a puzzle 

that surpasses human comprehension,”
2
 but rather “a secret element of God’s plan that 

has been hidden from human beings but has now been revealed”
3
. Paul understands that 

the Gentiles could boast about God’s replacement of Israel with them. Giving them this 

revelation would show any such boasting to be naïve.  

                                                 

2
 Thomas R. Schreiner, Baker Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament, 

ed. Moises Silva, Romans (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 1998), 613. 

3
 Ibid. 
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II. The Content of the Mystery (25-27) 

This mystery involves “a hardening in part on Israel until the fullness of the 

Gentiles comes in, and thus all Israel will be saved” (25-26). The actual contents of the 

mystery have received considerable attention. What is meant by hardening and the 

referent of “in part”? What is “the fullness of the Gentiles”, and where are they going? 

What is “all Israel”? These questions will be answered with particular attention to the 

initially understood message. 

A. What is meant by hardening and the referent of “in part”? 

Witherington notices a difference in Paul’s terminology with the word 

translated “hardening”
4
. In 9:18 Paul used the common verb for “to harden”, skleryno, 

whereas here he uses the noun cognate poroo, which can be translated “petrifying” or 

“deadening”. Dunn points out the metaphorical nature of the term: “the metaphorical 

action of the process by which the extremities of fractured bones are reunited by a callus 

is biblical, denoting dullness, insensibility, obstinacy (the only three biblical references 

are Mark 3:5, Eph. 4:18 and here).”
5
 

The phrase “in part” can be understood three ways
6
 in this text: it can be used 

as a referent to the type of hardening (“a hardening in part”); as the type of coming (“has 

                                                 

4
 Ben Witherington III, Paul's Letter to the Romans: a Socio-Rhetorical 

Commentary (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2004), 272-273. 

5
 James D.G Dunn, Word Biblical Commentary, ed. Ralph P. Martin, Romans 

9-16 (Nashville: Thomas Nelson Publishers, 1988), 679. 

6
 Cf. Douglas Moo, The New International Commentary on the New 

Testament, ed. Gordon D. Fee, The Epistle to the Romans (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 

1996), 717 n.28. 
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come in part”); or it can be used as the type of effect (“on part of Israel”). The first two 

options are essentially the same; thus, one must ask if “in part” refers to the hardening 

itself or Israel. In other words, is Paul talking about a partial hardening
7
 or a hardening on 

part of Israel
8
? 

There are several reasons to understand “in part” as a reference to the type of 

hardening. First, the phrase does come immediately after the term “hardening” in the 

Greek text. This lends itself syntactically to an adjectival rendering. Second, a partial 

hardening would explain the following ideas of all Israel being saved, the present dual 

status of Israel, and God’s ultimate outpouring of mercy on Israel. Though it is true that 

part of Israel had been hardened and part of Israel was saved (cf. 11:1,7), the particular 

passage is dealing more on the temporal nature of the hardening. 

B. What is “the fullness of the Gentiles”, and where are they going? 

Does “fullness” here refer to the blessings for the Gentiles, or to the Gentile 

mission, or to the full number of Gentiles
9
? Moo gives sufficient reasons for an 

interpretation of the number of Gentiles: 

…Paul is probably borrowing here another concept from Jewish apocalyptic: the 

idea of a fixed number of people whom God has destined for salvation. These 

considerations suggest that the Gentiles’ “fullness” involves a numerical 

completion: God has determined to save a certain number of Gentiles, and only 

when that number has been reached will Israel’s hardening be removed. The 

“fullness of Israel” (v.12) is therefore marked by a “fullness of the Gentiles”. 

Interpreted along these lines, Paul’s brief sketch of salvation history in v. 25b 

resembles very closely Jesus’ prediction of the sequence of events that would follow 

                                                 

7
 Dunn, 679. 

8
 Witherington, 273. 

9
 Cf. Moo, 718. 
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his death and resurrection [cf. Luke 21:23b-24].
10

 

This “fullness” is reminiscent of Psalm 87’s understanding of the messianic 

kingdom. In the psalm, various Gentile groups are numbered among the citizens of Zion 

because of their knowledge of the Messiah (4-6). Such an ingathering brings much 

rejoicing in Zion, for it magnifies the city as the nucleus of God’s eschatological 

blessings (1-3, 7). 

In Romans 11, Gentiles are coming into the “olive tree”, or the blessings of 

God’s salvific favor (vv.11-12). During this “time of the Gentiles” God has let Israel 

continue in unbelief—though he has poured out mercy on a remnant (vv.1-7)—and has 

extended his grace on Gentiles. When that fullness has come in, God will turn again in 

grace towards Israel. 

C. What is meant by “all Israel”
11

? 

What does Paul mean by “all Israel”? If he referring to the “true Israel”, what 

some identify as all of those who believe in the Gospel
12

? Is he referring to the remnant 

                                                 

10
 Ibid., 718-9. 

11
 The interpretation of houtos is intriguing. Should it be understood as a term 

of consequence ("Thus"), or should it be understood as a term of means ("in this 

manner")? To understand the meaning of houtos, one need only consider the textual 

message. If the message involves preventing Gentile pride over Israel, and houtos is a 

component of that message, then houtos probably best refers to the manner in which God 

saves all Israel. In other words, Paul is revealing that the Gentiles have no reason for 

pride because God is using their salvation as the occasion to bring about the salvation of 

Israel. 

12
 Calvin, John, The Epistles of Paul to the Romans and to the Thessalonians, 

ed. David W. Torrence and Thomas F. Torrence (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1991), 255. 
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of Jews throughout history
13

? Or is he referring to all of national Israel
14

?  

The first view does not fit the context of this passage. Paul is clearly dealing 

with different ethnic categories, as he has been contrasting Israel with Gentiles. It is 

highly unlikely that Paul would at this point change the sense of his term. Likewise, to be 

referring to the elect remnant of Israel throughout history would be, as Moo puts it, “a 

purposeless truism: after all, by definition those who are elect will be saved.”
15

 

“All Israel” is referring, then, to all of national Israel. This is evident from 

Paul’s contrasting with the fullness of the Gentiles and from his quote of Is. 59:20-21 in 

vv. 26-27. In the OT passage, Isaiah presents Israel’s sin. It covers their various actions, 

as illustrated in bodily terms (3,7). They are deceitful (3-4) and violent (3,6-7). They do 

not know about peace and justice; they only know how to trap and destroy others (5-6, 8). 

Thus they are in a state of injustice and hopelessness (8-15). 

It was this picture of Israel that the LORD saw and to which he responded (15-

16). Arming himself for battle (16-17), he repays vengeance on his enemies to an extent 

that his name is feared from east to west (18-19). Thus he is the Redeemer/Deliverer who 

comes to Zion in fulfillment of his (new?) covenant to Israel (20-21).  

Paul, then, sees a similarity in Israel’s state during Isaiah’s day and in his day. 

He saw the same evil in Israel (cf. Rom. 3:9-20). Just as Isaiah anticipated the Lord’s 

coming in triumph to deliver, so also Paul envisioned a day when the Lord would come 

                                                 

13
 As critiqued by Schreiner, 616-617. Moo is also sympathetic to this view, 

though he takes a different one, cf. 723. 

14
 Cf. Moo, 721-723. 

15
 Ibid., 722. 
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to rescue Israel. Thus, the mystery is the revelation that Israel’s unbelief was to fulfill 

God’s purpose in saving the Gentiles, and when that purpose is completed, he will come 

to deliver all Israel from evil for his glory. 

Such a revelation would surely humble the Gentiles believers. They were not 

greater than Israel, nor had they ultimately replaced Israel as the people of God. Nor were 

they lesser than Israel. Indeed, they like Israel were delivered by the mercy of the 

sovereign Lord. 

III. The Certainty of the Mystery (28-32) 

This mystery reveals Israel’s dual status as both enemies and beloved before 

God. Paul then gives two reasons for such a unique position. First, Israel, though enemies 

of the Gospel, are also beloved because of the irrevocable purpose of God to keep his 

covenant. Second, God is sovereign over both the disobedience and the dispensing of 

mercy to Israel and the Gentiles. 

A. Israel is loved because of God’s covenant faithfulness (28-29) 

Paul begins this next section without a connecting conjunction, but with a 

men…de construction, denoting a dual status (“one the one hand…on the other hand”)
16

. 

Israel stands at the same time as enemies of the Gospel and ultimate recipients of God’s 

mercy
17

. Though during Paul’s time Israel was violently opposed to the cause of the 

                                                 

16
 Matt Waymeyer, "The Dual Status of Israel in Romans 11:28," The Master's 

Seminary Journal 16, no. 1 (Spring 2005): 67-69. 

17
 Moo takes "enemies" in an active sense, with them actively rejecting God, in 

Moo, 730; Morris takes "enemies" in a passive sense, with them being rejected by God, 

in Leon Morris, Pillar New Testament Commentary, ed. D.A Carson, The Epistle to the 

Romans (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1988), 422. 
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Gospel, she still held the status of elect before God (cf. 11:5).  

One must ask, “Why would Israel still keep their status? Why would they still 

be promised blessing from God after years of rejecting God in unbelief?” Paul gives the 

answer clearly in v. 29: “For the gifts and call of God are irrevocable.” By placing 

“irrevocable” in the front of the verse, Paul is emphasizing the faithfulness of God
18

. He 

is also, by referencing God’s gifts and call, emphasizing God’s covenant with Israel. He 

has made promises and has given gifts to Israel that must be fulfilled. The emphasis is not 

as much on Israel’s faithfulness here. Obviously, Israel has the status of “enemies” 

because of her lack of faithfulness. The issue, however, is on God’s faithfulness. If God’s 

promises relied on Israel’s faithfulness, none of the promises would be fulfilled; but God 

is sovereign. He keeps his promises out of love for Israel (“beloved”) and out of his 

relentless determination to uphold his faithfulness. 

B. Israel is loved because of God’s sovereign purpose (30-32) 

Paul gives another reason for Israel’s dual status. The Gentiles once disobeyed 

God and then received mercy because of Israel’s disobedience. Now, Israel, whose 

disobedience led to mercy for the Gentiles, would receive mercy also. Such mercy could 

even be seen “now”, probably referring to Paul’s own ignorance of the full number of the 

Gentiles and thus the potential imminence of Israel’s salvation
19

. In the end, then, God is 

the one who has sovereignly permitted the disobedience of both Israel and the Gentiles 

and has used their disobedience for his ultimate purpose, the giving of mercy to both 

                                                 

18
 Cf. Dunn, 686. 

19
 Cf. Schreiner, 628. 
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Israel and the Gentiles
20

. 

Conclusion 

After analyzing the text, one can revise the textual message this way: The 

mystery of the salvation of all Israel to the Gentile brothers prevents any boasting on the 

Gentiles’ part for it reveals God’s eternal covenant love for Israel, and it reveals God’s 

purpose to give mercy to all despite their disobedience. In other words, knowing that God 

will not revoke his promises for Israel and knowing that God works to give mercy to 

people groups despite their disobedience will put an end to Gentile pride and ought to 

move Gentiles instead to marvel at the sovereignty and wisdom of God (cf.11:33-36). 

How could this message be applied to the contemporary church? 

Besides the applications that Paul gives in the rest of the letter (12:1-15:13), 

there are two particular ways that this text can be used for the contemporary church. First, 

this text ought to move the church towards humility. In the church, believers can easily 

become prideful because of their status before God, a status that excludes those who do 

not believe. This text teaches that God purposes both that believers are saved by the 

mercy of God, and nonbelievers can also receive God’s mercy despite their present 

unbelief. The church must be characterized by humility before God and others. 

Second, this text ought to move the church towards compassion for Israel. 

God’s covenant love for Israel is irrevocable. He will fulfill his promises to her. Though 

she continues in unbelief, she is still loved by God. The church should be aggressive in 

                                                 

20
 It must be stressed that this is not suggesting universalism. Paul has 

emphasized throughout the letter that the Gospel is "the power of God unto salvation for 

everyone who believes". Thus, the "all" in v.32 is referring to all who believe in the 

Gospel of Christ. 
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witnessing to Jews and in sending missionaries to Israel, that God would be merciful to 

maintain a remnant among Israel. 

Appendix: Exegetical and Preaching Outlines 

Exegetical Outline 

I. The Mystery of Israel’s Salvation (25-27) 

A. The Reason for the Mystery’s Revelation (25) 

B. The Contents of the Mystery (25-27) 

1. A Partial Hardening on Israel (25) 

2. The Salvation of Gentiles (25) 

3. The Salvation of Israel (26-27) 

II. The Certainty of Israel’s Salvation (28-32) 

A. Israel’s Dual Status (28) 

B. God’s Saving Purposes (29-32) 

1. God will not revoke his covenant (29) 

2. God sovereignly grants mercy (30-32) 

Preaching Outline 

I. Don’t boast over Israel—they will be saved (25-27) 

A. Boasting shows ignorance of God’s plan (25) 

B. God’s plan ultimately brings salvation to all Israel (25-27) 

II. Don’t boast over Israel—God has not stopped loving her (28-32) 

A. God loves Israel though she is an enemy of the Gospel (28-29) 

B. God will give mercy to Israel though she is disobedient, just as he 

did for you (30-32)
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