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Romans 11:13-36 

Oleiculture for Christians: God’s Saving Plan 
 
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. 

 

Those are the last four verses of the eleventh chapter of Paul’s epistle to the Romans.  And 

in some ways, they’re his reaction and response to the entirety of those first eleven 

chapters.  Paul wrote this epistle, this letter, to the church in Rome about 30 years after 

Jesus was crucified, resurrected and ascended into heaven.  And it was a church that was 

made up of two parts – those people who were Jews, and those people who weren’t – the 

Gentiles.  And we need to understand a bit of 1
st

 century culture to see why this might have 

caused some conflict.  Jews and Gentiles didn’t get along.  Not just didn’t get along, but Jews 

simply didn’t associate with Gentiles – even going and eating at a Gentile’s house made you 

‘unclean’, unfit to enter the Temple of God.  The Jews were the special people of God – the 

people whom God had chosen through Abraham to be his treasured possession, his 

favourite nation in the whole earth.  We saw something of this disdain Jews had for Gentiles 

in our gospel reading from this morning – even Jesus uses the prevailing sentiment of the 

day, referring to non-Jews as ‘dogs’.  Now I don’t think Jesus was a racist – I think he was 

making a point and testing this Gentile woman, but that’s not our main topic for this 

morning.  Our topic this morning is that now, apparently, God was showing His grace and 

favour those same filthy Gentiles, the same dogs who were only worthy of scrounging 

crumbs from under the table!  

Now I assume that most of you, like me, don’t have any Jewish heritage.  So we fit squarely 

in the ‘Gentile’ column.  We are those dogs under the table.  Which means that in this 

passage, Romans 11:13-36, Paul the apostle is speaking at least in part to us, addressing this 

Jew and Gentile ‘problem’.  We might not be in Rome, we might be living in the 21
st

 century 

rather than the 1
st

, but what Paul has to say in this part of his letter is every bit as relevant 

for us today as it was for his original Roman audience nearly 2000 years ago. 

 

So now as we seek to understand God’s saving plan, please look with me, if you will, at 

verses 13 and 14 – “Now I am speaking to you Gentiles. Inasmuch then as I am an apostle to 

the Gentiles, I glorify my ministry in order to make my own people jealous, and thus save 
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some of them”.  Paul here addresses those non-Jews in the church specifically, as an 

apostle, someone who was sent, to the Gentiles.  Paul was probably the world’s first great 

missionary – he went on numerous trips around the Mediterranean world preaching to 

anyone who would listen about Jesus Christ as the Lord.  And he was an observant Jew, so 

whenever he went into a new city for the first time, he would go to the local synagogue and 

announce to the Jews who were gathered there that the Messiah, the Saviour who they’d 

waited for at least since the time of Abraham, was none other than this Jesus of Nazareth.  

Now what usually happened is that a few of the local Jews were overjoyed to hear this and 

came to faith – trusting that every promise of God was fulfilled in Jesus.  But there were also 

Jews who couldn’t stand the idea that the Messiah would have been crucified rather than 

being a conqueror, so Paul was often driven out of the synagogue.  That didn’t particularly 

matter to him – he’d keep on preaching the gospel anyway, to the non-Jews, the Gentiles, in 

that particular town.  So in this way, he was an apostle to the Gentiles – he was one of the 

first people to take this great message of salvation en masse to people who weren’t Jewish.   

And Paul glorifies his ministry at the end of verse 13 – he’s passionate, he takes it seriously, 

he is rightly proud of it.  But why?  Because he’s such a stand-up guy, because he’s the 

greatest missionary the world has ever known?  Not at all – Paul glorifies his ministry and 

brings attention to it for the sake of other people.  He wants to make his own people, the 

Jews, jealous.  It’s an extraordinary thing to do!  He is hopeful that when the Jews see what 

is happening amongst the Gentiles, they will be filled with envy, to have what they don’t 

have – salvation in Jesus Christ, the Jewish Messiah.  And this is often the way that you hear 

of people becoming Christians, isn’t it?  I’ve heard so many people say, “I went along to 

church, and I thought, ‘I want what these guys have!’”  And that’s Paul’s hope – that he 

might provoke his fellows Jews to this kind of jealousy to have the salvation and life offered 

in Jesus. 

And this life offered in Jesus is precisely what that salvation looks like, as we can see there in 

verse 16.  Paul says that the rejection of the Jews has led to reconciliation for the world – 

because the Jews have refused to hear the good news of Jesus, that same good news has 

gone out into the broader world, and we Gentiles have been reconciled to God through 

Christ.  And if the Jews are accepted by God?  Well that will lead to their eternal life as well, 

just as it has for the Gentiles. Because what is it that determines this reconciliation, this life 

from the dead?  It is the first fruits in verse 16, the root of the plant.  After all, you can tell 

whether a harvest will be any good by what the first fruits of it are like – if they’re weak and 

rubbish, then so will the rest of the harvest be.  And if the root of a plant is unhealthy, then 

the nutrients won’t flow to the rest of the plant and the whole thing will wither.  SO if the 

first fruits of this harvest are holy to God, and if the root is holy to God, then so will the 

whole harvest, the whole plant be.  And the first fruits of this harvest, the root of these 

branches, is Jesus Christ himself.   Paul calls Jesus the firstfruits in 1 Corinthians 15:20, and 

Isaiah 11:10 looks forward to Jesus as the root of Jesse.  Jesus also refers to his followers as 

branches, sprouting of himself as the true vine.  It is Jesus who is thus the source of this life 
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from the dead, this reconciliation with God – there is no other way for people to be saved, 

Jew or Gentile. 

O the depth of the riches and wisdom and knowledge of God!  

 

And now that Paul’s on a good thing, he keeps the branches metaphor going.  He becomes a 

bit of a spiritual oleiculturalist, if you like.  Oleiculture, the word in the title of today’s 

sermon, that’s the cultivation of and care for olive trees – and clearly, God is in to 

oleiculture; Paul likens the people of God to an olive tree, carefully tended and watered, so 

that it might bear plenty of succulent fruit.  The Gentile believers here are the wild olive 

shoots – they’ve been grafted in, unnaturally added, to the people of God, to His olive tree.  

Now this is the reverse to what you’re supposed to do, apparently, with olive branches.  

Generally wild olive trees are stronger and hardier than cultivated trees, but they don’t 

produce very good fruit.  So what people would do, would be to cut a branch from a 

cultivated tree, and graft it in to a wild tree.  That way, you’d get the best of both worlds – 

the wild tree would provide better protection for the branch, but you’d still get more 

delicious olives from the cultivated branch. Paul says God has actually done the opposite – 

grafted in a wild branch, the Gentiles, into a cultivated tree!  He’s done the exact opposite 

of the prevailing wisdom of oleiculture, of cultivating olives.  The point of the metaphor is to 

emphasise what a miracle God has done in including non-Jews in his people – the dogs are 

now counted among his children! 

O the depths of the riches and wisdom and knowledge of God! 

Now since all of this is a miracle of God, how stupid and arrogant would it be to boast, in 

verse 18!  As though there were something in the branches themselves that made them 

special – not at all; remember that it is the root that supports the branches, not the other 

way around.  It is Jesus Christ who supports everyone who is one of God’s children – it is 

only through Him that we can have a relationship with God, and be his chosen people.  I 

think sometimes I fall into this trap; thinking that really, I must be pretty special for God to 

have chosen me.  I mean, look at me, right?  Who wouldn’t want me?  Well Paul here is 

reminding me of the arrogance and foolishness of my attitude there.  What exactly do I 

imagine God is impressed by in me?  My rugged good looks?  The fact that I’m a Moore 

College Student?  Nope.  I don’t support the root; He supports me, and it’s only because of 

Jesus, and not through anything that I have done or could do, that he’s grafted me in to his 

olive tree.  How dare I boast in anything except that. 

And in fact, it’s only through belief in Jesus, through trusting that He is the only way we can 

have a relationship with God, that anyone can be a branch in this olive tree.  We might 

arrogantly say, ‘well those Jews, they had their chance and they blew it, they were broken 

off from this olive tree because they failed to trust God or recognise Jesus as Lord.  So we’ve 

been grafted in in their place’.  And this is true, says Paul in verse 20.  They were indeed 

broken off because of their unbelief, but we stand only by what?  Faith.  We don’t stand by 

our own impressiveness, or worthiness, our moral uprightness or our gifts or abilities.  No.  

Only by faith do we stand in God’s olive tree.  SO what right do you or I have to be proud?  
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No, all we can do is to stand in awe of God, as Paul says in verse 20; of the depth of the 

riches and wisdom and knowledge of God, that He should see fit to include all different 

kinds of people into His people.  But be on your guard – if God didn’t spare the natural 

branches, the Jewish people, when they fell into disbelief, then why should he spare the 

unnatural branches?  Certainly, God is faithful to His promises.  But Paul here warns the 

Romans that they ought not to arrogantly presume upon His mercy – he calls them, just as 

he calls us here this morning, to continue in faith and belief in His son Jesus Christ. 

 

This is what Paul means when he tells us of the kindness and severity of God in verse 22 – 

he is severe to those who have fallen into disbelief, but kindness to those who remain 

steadfast.  He is faithful.  And He is willing and able and powerful to graft the natural 

branches back in again.  God is merciful – he dearly wants those who do not believe and 

have faith to come to Him in faith, and to not persist in their unbelief in verse 23.  After all, 

says Paul in verse 24, God had the power to do the hard thing, to graft in these unnatural 

branches – these people who are not Israelites, who aren’t Jewish, who had no claim to the 

promises God had made in history – God had the power to graft them, to graft us, into his 

people Israel.  So how much easier must it be for him to re-graft those natural branches 

back into their natural tree.  That’s why the good news of Jesus is now not only for the 

Gentiles, but is equally for the Jews – anyone who trusts in Jesus will be grafted in to God’s 

people, regardless of their ethnicity, their past, they family background or anything else.  O, 

what are the depths of the riches and wisdom and knowledge of God, that he should have 

such a great plan to save people from all races, tongues and nations!  Does that stun you?  It 

certainly stuns me!  And it makes Paul marvel at the sheer magnificence of God’s saving 

plan. 

 

So then we come to the last section of our passage for today, at verse 25.  Because I think at 

this point we ought to have a question nagging away at us – what then will become of 

Israel?  God had made all of these promises to the Jewish people: to Abraham 4000 years 

ago that they would be a great nation, to Moses that He would dwell with his people in 

peace, to David that his family would rule over their kingdom forever.  But if those promises 

are true, then how can there be Israelites who are cut off from the people of God?  Doesn’t 

that mean that God’s promises have failed? 

Well, funnily enough, Paul doesn’t think so!  Paul doesn’t want his readers, ancient or 

modern, to claim to be wiser than we are – he’s exhorting us to humility, here.  It’s not our 

place to know the judgment of God, or to tell him how he needs to do it, or even who he 

ought to save.  His plan is just that – His plan.  And it is spectacular.  He tells us in verse 25 

that a hardening has come upon part of Israel, until the full number of the Gentiles has 

come in.  And this actually matches perfectly well with the judgments God had made 

throughout the Old Testament on his people – those who disbelieve God’s promises are 

described as hard-hearted and stiff-necked, refusing to trust the God who loves them and 

had done so much for them.  So it was then, so it is now – not all the Jews in the world 
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actually trust that Jesus is the answer to all of those promises – that He is gathering a great 

nation, that through Jesus God will in fact dwell with His people in peace, and Jesus the 

descendant of David will rule over the Kingdom of God forever.  A hardening has come upon 

part of Israel, so not all Jews will be saved – some will continue in unbelief, just as there 

were some in Old Testament times who fell into disbelief.  But again, this is not outside of 

God’s plan, it’s not as though it’s taken Him by surprise – He is including ‘the full number of 

the Gentiles’ in His people. 

And this is why Paul can say in verse 26 that all Israel will be saved.  He’s not contradicting 

himself; he’s playing a word game to make a point, kind of like I have on the outline. Not all 

the Jews will automatically be saved – that’s not God’s plan, so not all Israel will be saved.  

BUT, Israel no longer means just the Jews – Israel are the people of God, regardless of their 

ethnicity or their earthly nationality.  We see that Paul is playing this word game back in 

chapter 9 verse 6 – “it is not as thought the word of God had failed.  For not all Israelites 

truly belong to Israel”.  The true people of God, the true Israel, are those who trust him in 

repentance and faith; those who depend utterly on Jesus to wipe out their sins and grant us 

eternal life with God, that He might dwell with us forever.  Just as he promised to Abraham, 

to Moses, to David and through the prophets.  That is why Paul can quote Isaiah and 

Jeremiah in verses 26-7 – out of Zion will come the deliverer; he will banish ungodliness 

from Jacob.  And this is my covenant with them, when I take away their sins”.  This is what 

Jesus has done for both Jew and Gentile, for all who come to God in belief and in faith. 

O the depths of the riches and wisdom and knowledge of God!  That he should send his 

Deliverer, the Lord Jesus Christ, to banish our ungodliness, and that He should make a 

covenant with us and take away our sins.   

 

This is God’s saving plan – his election and his mercy.  Those who reject the gospel of Jesus 

Christ are the enemies of God, but that enmity of some Jews has led to the same gospel 

being offered to the Gentiles.  Those who are chosen by God are loved as the faithful Jews 

who have stayed true in faith to the promises made to their ancestors.  Indeed, the gifts and 

calling of God are irrevocable – He will certainly keep His promises to those who believe, 

those whom He has called to be part of His people, the true Israel.  God has chosen those, 

both Jew and Gentile, who he wants to make up His true people. In verses 30 and 31 Paul 

makes the point that those who once were disobedient have received mercy from God, 

whether Jewish or Gentile.  Indeed, verse 32 could be a summary of everything that Paul has 

said, not only in this passage we’ve looked at today, but of the whole first 11 chapters of the 

letter to the Romans – ‘God has imprisoned all in disobedience, so that he may be merciful 

to all’.  It’s human nature to be disobedient to God, to ignore Him and chase after other 

things.  And He has imprisoned people, both Jew and Gentile, in their disobedience.  Why?  

So that he might have mercy upon both Jew and Gentile.  This is the gospel of the Lord Jesus 

Christ – whether you are Jew or Gentile, male or female, old or young; God’s mercy is 

available to all people, not just to Jews. 
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And so you might have noticed that I’ve kept repeating the first half of verse 33; verses 33-

36 are Paul’s response to the theology he’s been talking about in this passage.  Because 

that’s what theology should lead us to, isn’t it?  This saving plan of God isn’t just something 

to say ‘oh isn’t that nice’.  That’s not where Paul goes – he is completely amazed and full of 

praise for God at how stunningly beautiful His plan is.  It’s a plan so out of this world that 

you or I wouldn’t ever have come up with it, ever!  Not in a million years.  But even though 

he owes no-one anything, as verse 35 says, he has had mercy on many.  So I pray that today, 

you can say with me and with the Paul an apostle to us Gentiles: 
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. 

 


