Daily Bible thoughts 273: Wednesday 16th January 2013: Romans 9: 14-18

No one can pretend that this passage is an easy one to take in. It leaves us with questions which probably will not be answered in this life, and may not be fully explained in the next (but there it won’t really matter to us. To see God will be all the answer we could need). We have to accept that God is God and there will inevitably be things about Him and His ways that we cannot comprehend. The great eternal mind of God is immeasurably vast. My mind is much less than the tiniest speck of dust in comparison with His. I once saw an illustration that may be helpful. It was a depiction of a large square. In one corner there was a tiny circle. The explanation given was that the circle represents the sum total of our knowledge; the rest of the square depicts all that there is to know. It is stating the obvious to say that so much lies beyond the realm of our current learning.

The teaching about election in (6-10) raises the question as to whether God is unjust. Paul deals with the point here. The main truth to grasp is that mercy, by its very nature, cannot be deserved. The wonder for us should not be that God shows mercy to some and not others, but that He shows mercy to any at all. (15 is a quote from Ex.33:19). Have a good think about this quote. The longer you consider it, the more it will make sense, I believe.

After reading this we are tempted to think that God really is unjust – that He was unjust to Pharaoh. God never gave Pharaoh a chance!... But we must remember that no man is deserving of God’s kindness; no man is deserving of God’s mercy. No man can say to God: ‘’I deserve a chance!’’…The only thing man deserves from God is punishment. God hardens men because of their sin. When God hardens a man, He is demonstrating His justice – not injustice… Mercy, by its very nature, is undeserved. It is given only to the undeserving. No one can complain about not receiving mercy, since no one deserves it! God is under no obligation to show mercy to anyone. But if God decides to show some people mercy, what is wrong with that? Is He unjust to do so? By no means. So we see that God gives justice (punishment) to all. But to some, according to His eternal purpose, He shows mercy. And since the coming of Christ into the world, God has shown mercy to all those who believe in Him. God has not withdrawn the just punishment we deserve; instead, He has given it to Christ in our place. Thus we see together both the justice and the mercy of God. Tom Hale: The Applied New Testament Commentary, p.564.
Think also about this: God is not obligated to save anybody, for all deserve to be condemned. Even Israel was chosen only because of His grace and love (Deut.7:6-8). Therefore, nobody can criticize God or say He is unfair. That He is merciful to sinners should make us rejoice! Warren Wiersbe: With the Word, p.734.
The hardening of the heart, by the way, may well be about God ‘taking off the breaks’. Someone is determined to go their own way. They are insistent on pursuing a life of sin, and God allows them to do so. He gives them up or over to their chosen lifestyle (Romans 1: 24, 26, 28). Effectively, He lets them harden their own hearts. They get to the place eventually where they are so calcified on the inside that they can no longer hear God’s voice, and they are unable to repent. (Consider: Exodus 7:13, 14, 22; 8:15, 32; Prov.29:1; Hebs.3:8. It will really help if you take time to look at these passages.) There are so many references to Pharaoh hardening his own heart. It could be argued that God’s hardening was a confirmation of the choice the Egyptian ruler had already made. 

 Prayer: Thank you Sovereign Lord for the beautiful mystery of my salvation. This I do understand: that you love me and gave your life for me to show me mercy and draw me to yourself. I am eternally grateful.
