
Has God’s Word Failed?
 Romans 9:6-13

My mother grew up in a Jewish home in the 1930s and 40s. She was born in St. Louis 
but mostly grew up in Chattanooga. She went to a Christian prep school where she 
memorized extended passages from the New Testament. She went off to Wellesley 
College and majored in Old Testament history. While there she developed some warts 
on the fingers on one hand. She went to doctors to have them treated. But the 
treatments didn’t work. Somewhere in the back of her mind she remembered from the 
New Testament that “there is power in the name of Jesus.” As something of a last resort 
she prayed in Jesus’ name that God would heal her warts. In a relatively short period of 
time her warts were gone. That got her attention!

After graduating from Wellesley she moved back to Chattanooga where a friend invited 
her to church. At that church she heard the good news that Jesus had died for her sins. 
She put her faith in Jesus and began walking with him. She’s 85 years old and is still 
walking with Jesus. I often think about my mom’s story. It just seems so “right” that 
someone who grew up going to the synagogue and who majored in Old Testament 
history would come to believe that Jesus is the Messiah, the fulfillment of everything 
that was promised in the Hebrew Scriptures. I take great joy in her story of faith.

But what I find troubling and sometimes discouraging is the realization that she is the 
only person in her family who has believed in Jesus. I would love to be able to report 
that because of her witness that her parents and then her sisters and their kids came to 
Christ. But that’s not the case. She is the rare exception in her family. 

My mom’s story illustrates the issue Paul is addressing in Romans 9-11. Even though 
Jesus was Jewish and the apostles were Jewish, relatively few Jews across the Roman 
empire became followers of Christ. Paul’s opponents made this observation and then 
argued something like, “If your gospel is true, then God’s word has failed. . . because 
God chose the Jewish nation as His own people. And so, Paul, if Jesus is the Messiah 
as you say, then apparently God has abandoned His people, the Jews.” 

In today’s passage, Romans 9:6-13, Paul addresses this issue head-on: Has the word 
of God failed? Does the Jews’ unbelief mean that God hasn’t kept His promises to 
Israel? Paul answers this question by retelling the story of Israel, pointing out that what 
was happening in their day was fully consistent with what had happened throughout the 
history of Israel.

These chapters in Romans are hotly debated by scholars and theologians. As always I 
readily admit that there are other legitimate, reasonable interpretations of these 
chapters than mine. But my understanding is that Paul is giving big-picture principles 
that help us understand how God works in matters of salvation and in general. He’s not 
giving an explanation of why one person comes to faith in Christ and another doesn’t. 
He isn’t going to take away all the mystery about why some come to faith in Jesus and 
others don’t. Rather, he is going to give us some big-picture principles that are true even 
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if we are discouraged and confused about why the people we love haven’t yet come to 
Christ. 

At different times in our lives genuine followers of Christ do become discouraged and 
confused about why certain people and certain groups of people don’t come to faith in 
Christ. Why do some kids that are raised in strong Christian homes and seemingly have 
every spiritual advantage reject the faith of their parents? Why, when the gospel is taken 
to new places, do some whole tribes and peoples turn to Jesus in faith while others are 
hardened in unbelief? These types of questions can cause discouragement and 
confusion. They can even make us wonder whether God has failed to keep His 
promises and whether God is fair. 

Last week we observed in 9:1-5 how Paul had heartfelt compassion for his fellow Jews. 
There was nothing he wouldn’t sacrifice in order to see them come to Christ. In today’s 
passage (9:6-13) he answers the question, “Has God failed to keep His promises to 
Israel?” Next week Brian will teach from the following paragraph in which Paul answers 
the question, “Is God unjust?”

Has God failed to keep His promises to “Israel”? (Romans 9:6) In this verse Paul 
asks the question that he will answer in the rest of the paragraph. 

6 But it is not as though the word of God has failed. For they are not all Israel who 
are descended from Israel; 

The Hebrew Scriptures consistently claim that God’s word never fails: if God says 
something, it comes to pass. In Genesis 1, for example, we read, “Then God said, ‘Let 
there be light’: and there was light.” When God spoke there was never any doubt 
whether or not His words would come to pass. A classic expression of this certainty is 
found in Isaiah 55:10-11.

10 “For as the rain and the snow come down from heaven, And do not return there 
without watering the earth And making it bear and sprout, And furnishing seed to 
the sower and bread to the eater; 11 So will My word be which goes forth from My 
mouth; It will not return to Me empty, Without accomplishing what I desire, And 
without succeeding in the matter for which I sent it.”

In this context, God’s word was the promise that if they “returned to the Lord” He would 
“abundantly pardon them” and restore the blessings of the covenant. As surely as the 
rain and snow water the earth and cause it to “bear and sprout,” God’s word 
accomplishes what He desires. If He speaks something, you can count on it. This 
means, of course, that we need an accurate understanding of what God has said.  

The accusation that the Jews’ unbelief was evidence that God had failed to keep His 
promises to Israel was blasphemous. As humans, you and I have failed to keep all sorts 
of promises. But If God ever failed to deliver on something He had promised would be 
catastrophic; He really could no longer be trusted. And so Paul declares in verse 6 that 
when it comes to the Jews’ unbelief, “. . . it is not as though the word of God has failed.” 
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Why does he make that declaration? “For they are not all Israel who are descended 
from Israel.” Being a physical descendant of Israel has never guaranteed faith and 
salvation. The fact that most of the physical descendants of Israel in the first century 
didn’t believe in Jesus was consistent with this observation. The first example he gives 
is that of Isaac and Ishmael. 

The Example of Isaac and Ishmael (Romans 9:7-9) Even though both were 
Abraham’s offspring, the promise flowed only through Isaac, not Ishmael.

7 nor are they all children because they are Abraham’s descendants, but: “through 
Isaac your descendants will be named.” 

Abraham’s first-born son was Ishmael, born to his wife’s servant Hagar. Even though 
Ishmael was “Abraham’s descendant” the promises would not be fulfilled through him. 
Paul quotes Genesis 21:12 which says that “through Isaac your descendants will be 
named.” In other words, the covenant promises that God made to Abraham would be 
fulfilled through Isaac, not Ishmael. Paul further explains in verses 8 and 9:

8 That is, it is not the children of the flesh who are children of God, but the children 
of the promise are regarded as descendants. 9 For this is the word of promise: “At 
this time I will come, and Sarah shall have a son.” 

Ishmael was Abraham’s own flesh and blood, but the promise didn’t flow through him. In 
Genesis 18 we read that the word of promise came from God that “at the appointed time 
next year, Sarah shall have a son.” That son was Isaac. God’s promise of blessing 
flowed through him. Paul is making the rather obvious point that being physically 
descended from Abraham has never guaranteed God’s blessing. Isaac was the “child of 
promise” and Ishmael wasn’t. 

Isaac illustrates Paul’s point that God’s word never fails. God promised that Sarah 
would have a son in her old age, and she did. When God promises something it comes 
to pass.  

The Example of Jacob and Esau (Romans 9:10-13) The next example is that of Jacob 
and Esau, the twins born to Isaac and his wife Rebekah. 

10 And not only this, but there was Rebekah also, when she had conceived twins 
by one man, our father Isaac; 

These twin boys were obviously conceived by one man, Isaac. And yet God gave them 
very different roles to play. The emphasis in verse 11 is that God assigned them 
different roles before they were born, independent of any good or evil they would do in 
their lifetimes. 

11 for though the twins were not yet born and had not done anything good or bad, 
so that God’s purpose according to His choice would stand, not because of works 
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but because of Him who calls, 12 it was said to her, “The older will serve the 
younger.” 

In verse 12 Paul is making allusion to Genesis 25:21-23 where we read this:

21 Isaac prayed to the Lord on behalf of his wife, because she was barren; and the 
Lord answered him and Rebekah his wife conceived. 22 But the children struggled 
together within her; and she said, “If it is so, why then am I this way?” So she went 
to inquire of the Lord. 23 The Lord said to her, “Two nations are in your womb; And 
two peoples will be separated from your body; And one people shall be stronger 
than the other; And the older shall serve the younger.”

In the ancient Near East, it would have been natural for the younger to serve the older. 
But God reversed this order, making clear that His choice, not cultural custom, was what 
determined how His plans would unfold. 

If we look back at Romans 9:11, we see that Paul emphasized that God’s choice of 
Jacob, the younger brother, was simply that: God’s choice. Jacob wasn’t chosen 
because he was the firstborn or because God saw that he would be more virtuous. 
Rather, it was “so that God’s purpose according to His choice would stand.” Again, 
Paul is illustrating that God’s word never fails. The only reason God’s purposes were 
fulfilled through Jacob was because that’s what God had spoken. 

In verse 13 Paul quotes from Malachi 1 to confirm that the younger (Jacob) had indeed 
been blessed above the older (Esau).

13 Just as it is written, “Jacob I loved, but Esau I hated.”

The context of this quote from Malachi 1 is significant. Malachi was written 100 years 
after the Jews (descendants of Jacob/Israel) had returned from Exile in Babylon. I’m 
going to read a couple of verses from Malachi 1. Notice how the Jews who returned 
from Exile were accusing God of not loving them. Because their lives were hard, they 
accused God of not loving them and being fully committed to them. Here is the Lord’s 
answer in Malachi 1:2–3.

2 “I have loved you,” says the Lord. But you say, “How have You loved us?” “Was 
not Esau Jacob’s brother?” declares the Lord. “Yet I have loved Jacob; 3 but I have 
hated Esau, and I have made his mountains a desolation and appointed his 
inheritance for the jackals of the wilderness.”

If you backed up and looked at the big picture, it would be obvious that God had loved 
Israel/Jacob - even in a very preferential way. God loved them because He had chosen 
to fulfill His purposes through them. God’s love for Jacob (the Israelites) was evident in 
that He had been brought back from Exile and restored to the Land and to temple 
worship. It wasn’t because Israel had been such an obedient “son”; she had been 
rebellious and had chased after other gods. God restored Israel because He is a God 
whose word never fails. 
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By contrast God “hated” Esau, not in some absolute sense but in the sense that he 
wasn’t chosen as Jacob was. “Loving” one and “hating” another is “a Semitic way of 
expressing the exercise of choice” (Kruse, p. 368). Ultimately, I think this means that 
Esau’s descendants got what they deserved. Their land was desolate and 
uninhabitable.

These examples from the patriarchs confirm that “God’s word has not failed.” What God 
said would happen did happen. If people in Paul’s day were troubled over the unbelief 
of the Jewish people, the explanation was NOT that God hadn’t kept His word/promise 
to them. The patriarchs confirm that God always did what He said He would do. 

James Dunn points out, “The word of God has not failed; it has merely been 
misunderstood” (p. 549). Many first-century Jews profoundly misunderstood the word of 
God. In Romans 2 Paul addressed the mindset that presupposed that being Jewish 
meant that you had an inside track with God. . . and that the Gentiles barely had a 
chance. At the very end of the chapter Paul made the statement that “he is a Jew who is 
one inwardly; and circumcision is that which is of the heart, by the Spirit, not by the 
letter” (2:29). In effect Paul shows that “Jewishness” is a matter of faith, not ethnicity.

In Romans 9, 10, and 11 Paul will unfold what God had promised concerning Israel and 
the Gentiles. He will explain that it was God’s plan all along for Gentiles to become 
“sons of the Living God” (9:26). He will explain that in Isaiah’s day only a small number 
of Jews were saved; they were merely a remnant, a scrap of cloth (9:27). In chapters 10 
and 11 Paul will discuss the interplay between the Jews’ unbelief and the Gentiles’ faith. 
He’ll make clear that none of this has taken God by surprise and that God still had a 
plan for the Jewish people. In 11:26 Paul will say that “all Israel will be saved.” We’ll 
interpret that when we get there, but it will be one more declaration that God’s word 
never fails to accomplish what He desires. He keeps His promises and does what He 
says He will do. 

The big take-away from today’s passage is this: 

“The word of God never fails” is a truth that informs our discouragement and 
confusion, especially in matters of salvation.

There will be times when you and I will be discouraged and confused about 
circumstances in our lives. There will be times when we don’t understand why people 
we love - or groups of people that we love - don’t share our faith in Christ. We need to 
resist the temptation to stare at our circumstances so long and hard that we become 
obsessed with what God hasn’t done instead of what God has done. 

At such times, it’s incredibly important that we go back and notice what God has 
promised and what He hasn’t promised. He hasn’t promised that leading people to 
Christ will be easy or painless or stress-free. If you read the book of Acts you see that in 
some cities Jews and Gentiles alike rejected the message. Paul and his companions 
were mistreated and reviled. I know you know this, but it’s important to remember that 
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leading people to Christ is a very strenuous, faith-intensive endeavor. That’s true here in 
our own culture; it’s true of those that we send to other cultures. 

Instead of becoming obsessed with our circumstances, we fix our eyes on Jesus and 
remember that He is the greatest evidence that “the word of God never fails.” He is the 
descendant that God promised to Abraham through whom all the families of the earth 
would be blessed. He came through the line of Isaac, not Ishmael. He came through the 
line of Jacob, not Esau. God brought the people back from Exile, preserving a remnant, 
so that the Messiah might be born in Bethlehem, might live in the Land, might die on the 
cross as our substitute, and might be raised up never to die again. 

This is the ultimate word of God that “never fails”. . . it’s found in romans 10:9.

9 . . . if you confess with your mouth Jesus as Lord, and believe in your heart that 
God raised Him from the dead, you will be saved;

This is the ultimate word of God that never fails. This offer of salvation is given to 
everyone who will receive it - to the Jew first and to the Gentile. It’s still a mystery why 
some people accept this truth about Jesus and others don’t. Paul’s response to the 
unbelief of his fellow Jews was to pray (Romans 10:1) and to continue sharing Christ 
with them (Romans 10:8-13). And he did so with the rock-solid conviction that the word 
of God never fails. 

Today as we celebrate the Lord’s supper we do with this same conviction. The bread 
reminds us that the body of Christ was broken for us. The cup reminds us that the blood 
of Christ was shed for us. God promised that the Suffering Servant, the Messiah, would 
be “pierced through for our transgressions” and that He would be “crushed for our 
iniquities,” and that “the iniquity of us all” would “fall on Him.” Today if you are full of 
discouragement and confusion, fix your eyes on Jesus and be nourished by the truth 
that God is a God who keeps His promises. 

NOTE: I’m not suggesting that we ignore the circumstances that discourage and 
confuse us. I’m not suggesting that we bury our doubts and frustrations with God. The 
largest category of Psalms is “lament” - people crying out to God because they aren’t 
satisfied with their circumstances. Sometimes it was because it seemed like the wicked 
got all the pleasure and the righteous got all the pain (Psalm 73). Sometimes they cried 
out because God was “silent” (Psalm 26). Laments express to God, “We’re dying down 
here. . .” But the laments are always in the context of faith, not unbelief. While they pour 
out their complaints to God, they affirm His goodness and His faithfulness to do what He 
has said.


