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THE REJECTION OF ISRAEL?
THE EVIDENCE FROM ROMANS 11:151
Jim R. Sibley, PhD*

In any discussion of a biblical theology of the Land of Israel, the relationship of
the church to Israel is central. Many scholars and theologians hold supersessionist
understandings of the relationship and use a variety of texts to support their position.
Among those who claim not to espouse a supersessionist reading of Scripture, there is yet
the view that the church has temporarily filled the theological space once occupied by
Israel. Regarding the present status of the nation, many accept a temporary, de facto
replacement of Israel by the church, although they believe in a future restoration of the
nation.  For example, John A. Witmer says, “Today evangelism of the world must include
the Jews, but the priority of the Jews has been fulfilled.”2 Perhaps in order to avoid the
charge of supersessionism, Darrell Bock defines supersessionism (i.e., “replacement
theology”) in terms of eschatology. He says, “[replacement taxonomy] focuses on how the
fate of Israel, either as a nation or as a people, is ultimately seen. In other words, Israel can
be ‘replaced for now’ at the centre of God’s programme without being permanently
replaced.”3 Of course, it goes without saying that such a position could have significant
implications with respect to the land promise in Scripture. The view that Israel has been
temporarily replaced seems to find support from several passages, including Daniel 9:26–
27; Matthew 21:43; and Romans 11:15.4 This paper examines Romans 11:15 and its
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context in order to answer the question: Does Romans 11:15 support the view that Israel
has been temporarily rejected?
Paul begins Romans 11 with a strong denial that God has rejected Israel. How is
it possible, then, for some to still speak of Israel’s rejection? The problem comes with
verse 15, which begins, “For if their rejection5 be the reconciliation of the world.”
Literally, the original reads, “for if the rejection of them. . . .” Does Romans 11:15 teach
that God has rejected Israel or that Israel has rejected something? This is the difference
between taking Israel as the object of the genitive, i.e., that God rejected Israel, or as the
subject of the genitive, i.e., that Israel rejected something. The object in this case would
likely be “salvation” in verse 11.
Prior to the past few decades, the meaning of “the rejection of them” in Romans
11:15 had scarcely been debated among commentators on Romans, for a virtually
unanimous consensus maintained that Paul intended “of them” as an objective genitive,
and therefore, that he intended to say that God has rejected the Jewish people.6 For some,
the position is merely assumed to be true. For example, in his note on Romans 11:15 in the
Ryrie Study Bible, Charles Ryrie says, “When Israel rejected Jesus Christ, the nation lost
her favored position before God, and the gospel was then preached also to Gentiles. . . .
But the casting off is only temporary.”
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However, since Joseph Fitzmyer argued for the subjective genitive, some have
countered by giving their arguments for the traditional reading of an objective genitive.7
On the other hand, Robert Jewett finds Fitzmyer’s argument “compelling,” and he (and
others) add additional support for the reading of a subjective genitive.8 This seems to be a
question that merits more attention in any determination of the “rejection of Israel.”
Of Romans 11:15, Fitzmyer says:
Some commentators understand apobolē autōn, “their rejection,” as an objective
gen., God’s (temporary) “rejection of them,” even comparing the gloss in Sir 10:20:
“Fear of the Lord is the beginning of acceptance, but the beginning of rejection is
obstinacy and arrogance.” But it is better taken as a subjective gen., i.e., the Jews’
rejection (of the gospel), in view of what Paul has exclaimed in 11:1, where he rejects
the idea that God has rejected his own people. To introduce the idea of a temporary
rejection of Israel by God is to read something into the text that is not there; it is
nonetheless a very common interpretation of this phrase.9
Apparently, Fitzmyer considers the use of Sirach 10:20 as irrelevant because it
merely demonstrates the capability of this phrase being construed as an objective genitive,
but does not shed any light on the question of the probability of such a construction. His
argument is that Romans 11:1 is much more relevant to the question at hand because it is a
part of the context in which Paul has unequivocally denied the possibility of God’s having
rejected Israel. The most common way that interpreters square Romans 11:1 with verse 15
is to claim that verse 1 is speaking of an ultimate or final rejection, but verse 15 is speaking
of a temporary rejection by God. Fitzmyer rejects this possibility as reading “something
into the text that is not there.”10
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The exegetical issue is whether “the rejection of them” is to be understood as an
objective genitive or a subjective genitive. Has God rejected Israel, or has Israel rejected
salvation?
The Case for an Objective Genitive
In their defense of the more traditional interpretation of the phrase as an
objective genitive, Douglas Moo and Thomas Schreiner marshal their supporting evidence.
In this, they are to be commended, for many commentators fail to provide justification for
their decision on this question. These commentaries are invaluable contributions to the
literature on Romans, and the praise they have received is more than justified.
Nevertheless, their justifications for this reading invite evaluation, in order to arrive at a
more satisfactory understanding of Romans 11:15.
Reason Number One
Moo gives the best expression of the first reason when he says:
Paul uses the word “acceptance” in the second half of the verse as a direct contrast to
“rejection.” And, while the word Paul uses here does not occur anywhere else in the
NT, Paul uses a verb related to it in Rom. 14:3 and 15:7 to refer to God’s and Christ’s
“accepting” of believers. This strongly suggests that “acceptance” refers to God’s
acceptance of the Jews”; “rejection,” by contrast, would refer to “God’s rejection of
the Jews.”11
Moo’s Argument Based on Romans 14 and 15
Rom 11:15

Rom 14:3

Rom 15:7b

“accepted” (action of God)

“accepted” (action of Christ)

“rejection”
“acceptance”

Therefore, the action in Rom 11:15 should be understood to be that of God.
Figure 1.
However:

Rom 14:1
Rom 15:7a
“accept” (action of man) “accept” (action of man)
Figure 1.

However, nothing is proven by the use of the word “acceptance”. Both
“acceptance” and “rejection” can be used with either subjective or objective genitives and
both can refer to the action of either God or man. In fact, the evidence cited by Moo is very
11
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selective. The same word, προσλαµβ νεσθε, is also found in Romans 14:1 and 15:7a of
the acceptance of one Christian by another, and thus does not involve “God’s and Christ’s
‘accepting’ of believers.” There is nothing inherent in this word which would prevent its
being used of the acceptance of salvation by the Jewish people. In fact, when John says,
“He [i.e., Jesus] came to His own, and those who were His own did not receive Him” (John
1:11), he uses a different form of the same basic word (παρ λαβον). This reason is thus
completely unpersuasive.
Reason Number Two
Schreiner articulates the second reason when he says that verse 12 “stresses the
Jews’ responsibility as sinners for their fate, while here [v.15] the accent is on God’s
initiative in turning them away.”12 The argument, especially as stated by Moo, is that the
objective genitive should be accepted because of “the emphasis Paul places throughout this
section on God’s responsibility for Israel’s present spiritual obduracy.” To strengthen this
argument, he cites verses 8 and 17: “God has given them a spirit of stupor” (v. 8); and they
have been “cut off [i.e., by God]” (v. 17).13 So, the claim is that Paul’s emphasis is on
God’s responsibility for Israel’s present blindness. Therefore, it is better to understand Paul
to be speaking of God’s rejection (although temporary) of the Jewish people. In other
words, the emphasis is on God’s sovereign activity, rather than on Israel’s responsibility.
In response, two major points should be made.
First Response. Although the sovereignty of God is a recurrent theme in this
chapter, in this particular section (Rom 11:11–15), the emphasis is on Israel’s
responsibility. Paul did not seem bothered by the tension between God’s sovereignty and
human responsibility. Ηe turns from an emphasis on God’s sovereignty to the
responsibility of the Jewish people in verse 11. Whereas in verse 8 “God” is the subject, in
verse 11, “they” (i.e., Israel) is the subject. The transition is introduced by a question
concerning Israel’s stumbling, and reference is then made to “their transgression” and
“their failure” in verse 12.
Second Response. It is granted that though the Jewish people are culpable (as
are all people) for stumbling over or rejecting Jesus, Scripture does, in fact, attribute
primary responsibility to God for the blindness of the Jewish people.14 Paul introduces this
issue earlier, in verses 7–10, to explain how it was possible for the Jewish people to
stumble over Jesus (v. 11). Although the emphasis here is on their culpability—they have
failed, for they have stumbled over Jesus, God has supernaturally blinded them.15 But even
12
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granting God’s role in the judgment of the majority of Israel, it was not that God had
rejected them, but that He had blinded them. Judgment cannot be equated with rejection.
A good illustration of this point is found in Deuteronomy 29, where Moses tells
the people of God’s judgment of them during the previous forty years, during which time
“the LORD has not given you a heart to know, nor eyes to see, nor ears to hear” (v. 4).
This is a similar judgment to that of which Paul speaks in Romans 11. Yet Moses points
out that during this time of judgment, God has led them, neither their clothes nor their
sandals have worn out (v. 5), He has provided both food and drink (v. 6), and He gave
them victory over their enemies (v. 7). God was actively involved with His people, even
while they were under His judgment. Therefore, neither is this second justification for the
objective genitive in Romans 11:15 persuasive.
Reason Number Three
The third reason given for the objective genitive in Romans 11:15 is best stated
by Schreiner, when he argues that “Paul does not deny in these chapters that some Jews are
rejected by God.”16 “Therefore,” so his implied argument goes, “if God has rejected at
least some, why not the vast majority?” However, that is exactly what Paul does deny at
the beginning of the chapter, and nowhere does the text indicate that God has rejected any
of them, although this is often inferred from verses 17 and following. Most importantly,
even granting (for the sake of argument) that God rejected the majority, it still does not
follow that He has rejected the nation. In fact, Paul’s argument regarding the remnant
points in the opposite direction. Paul argues that the existence of the remnant is proof
positive that God has not rejected the nation (Rom 11:2–5).
The point of the quotation Paul has previously cited, in Romans 10:21, is to
demonstrate the longsuffering grace of God toward the people of Israel in the face of their
obstinacy. Then, in Romans 11:2b–5, Paul’s argument is that the presence of a remnant (of
which he is a representative) proves that God has not rejected Israel.17 In Paul’s analogy of
the olive tree (Rom 11:17–21), in which God broke off some of the natural branches,
individuals were in view, and it was their rejection of the gospel (“ their unbelief,” v. 20)
that provided the basis for their having been broken off, not God’s rejection of them.
Judgment does not imply rejection.
Thus the olive tree illustration does not provide the support for an objective
genitive in verse 15 that some think. Neither does the grafting in of the wild olive branches
support a replacement view, even if only temporary. As Terence Donaldson says, “The
thrust of the verse [i.e., Rom 11:17] is that Gentiles join the Jews who believe, not that
they replace the Jews who do not.”18 In any case, rather than view God’s activity of
breaking off the natural branches as suggestive of God’s rejection of Israel, it would seem
16
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more appropriate to view Israel’s unbelief as suggestive of Israel’s rejection of the gospel.
This is consistent with the view that α τ ν is a subjective genitive.
Conclusion
To wrap up the case for the objective genitive, Schreiner claims: “What [Paul]
argues is that the people have not been rejected forever, that they have been set aside only
temporarily.”19 But in order to find some justification for this, he must go to the next
section in the chapter, because there is nowhere else to go. So cover is sought under the
olive tree. Fitzmyer’s judgment seems valid, however, that injecting temporality into this
passage is “to read something into the text that is not there.”20 This is apparently a
conclusion without supporting evidence. At this point, it would seem prudent to examine
the case for a subjective genitive in Romans 11:15.
The Case for a Subjective Genitive
The case for reading “the rejection of them” as a subjective genitive chiefly rests
upon (1) arguments based upon the strength of Paul’s denial that God has rejected Israel in
11:1–2a, (2) the existence and significance of the “present” remnant in Romans 11:5, and
(3) the parallelism of verses 12 and 15.
Paul’s Denial in Romans 11:1–2a
The view that God has rejected the Jewish people is answered directly by Paul in
Romans 11:1. Here, Paul uses the strongest possible negative response to answer his own
rhetorical question, “I say then, God has not rejected His people, has He? May it never be”
(µ γ νοιτο)! In the next verse (v. 2), he emphatically, and without qualification,
declares, “God has not rejected His people whom He foreknew.” C. E. B. Cranfield calls
this denial “a solemn and explicit denial, all the more emphatic for being expressed in the
very words which were used in the question.”21 Frank Matera says that this question,
which is “the thesis of Rom. 11,”22 “has been the subtext of his discussion since the
beginning of chapter 9.”23 Paul makes this point as emphatically and as clearly as any other
teaching in Romans.
Paul must be insistent on this point, because to hold that God could reject His
own people would fly in the face of the Hebrew Scriptures and would be contrary to the
character of God revealed in them. To cite but a few of many such passages, in 1 Samuel
12:22, Samuel says, “For the LORD will not abandon His people on account of His great
19
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name, because the LORD has been pleased to make you a people for Himself.” Psalm
94:14 says, “For the LORD will not abandon His people, nor will He forsake His
inheritance.” Here is the testimony of Psalm 105:8–9: “He has remembered His covenant
forever, the word which He commanded to a thousand generations, the covenant which He
made with Abraham, and His oath to Isaac.” One of the strongest passages is found in
Jeremiah 31:35–37:
Thus says the LORD, who gives the sun for light by day and the fixed order of the
moon and the stars for light by night, who stirs up the sea so that its waves roar; the
LORD of hosts is His name: “If this fixed order departs from before Me,” declares the
LORD, “then the offspring of Israel also will cease from being a nation before Me
forever.” Thus says the LORD, “If the heavens above can be measured and the
foundations of the earth searched out below, then I will also cast off all the offspring
of Israel for all that they have done,” declares the LORD.
In view of these and other passages, as Cranfield says, “The question is thus tantamount to
asking, ‘Has God broken His explicit promise not to cast off His people?’”24
Paul’s response to the notion that God could reject His people (“May it never
be,” or µ γ νοιτο) is used in other passages of Scripture to express his reaction to other
theologically repulsive notions. Based on the language used here, the possibility that
someone could conclude that God had rejected Israel was just as repugnant to Paul as the
notion that God could be found to be unrighteous (Rom 3:5–6). He says, “But if our
unrighteousness demonstrates the righteousness of God, what shall we say? The God who
inflicts wrath is not unrighteous, is He? (I am speaking in human terms.) May it never be!
For otherwise, how will God judge the world?” The possibility that someone could
conclude that God had rejected Israel was also just as repugnant to Paul as the notion that
we should sin in order that grace might increase. In Romans 6:1–2, he says, “What shall
we say then? Are we to continue in sin so that grace may increase? May it never be! How
shall we who died to sin still live in it?” The possibility that someone could conclude that
God had rejected Israel was also just as repugnant to Paul as, for example, the notion that
anyone should conclude that Christ is a minister of sin (Gal 2:17)!25 In each of these
passages, Paul used the same expression, “May it never be,” or µ γ νοιτο! The strength
of Paul’s language in Romans 11:1–2 will not allow qualification or equivocation. In every
case, Paul is declaring that he has “zero tolerance” for the view considered. This favors
reading α τ ν in Romans 11:15 as a subjective genitive.
The Present Remnant in Romans 11:5
God cannot reject Israel. This is not allowed by Paul, for the clear promise of a
remnant will not permit such a conclusion. That is to say, Paul’s reference to himself in
verse 1 and to the “present” remnant in verse 5 are meaningless if Israel is presently
rejected by God (even if only temporarily)! As E. F. Harrison says of the remnant or
24
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“firstfruits” of Israel, they “contain in themselves the promise of the ultimate harvest of a
nation of believers (cf. v. 16).”26 Yet even in this, Harrison has not gone far enough. Paul’s
concern here is not exclusively with Israel in the eschaton, but throughout Romans 9–11,
he is burdened for Israel in the present. He is presenting a theology of Israel for the
present, not just for the future, for his theology of Israel informs his theology of missions.
Paul is careful and consistent in making a distinction between the faithful
remnant of Israel and those who have rejected salvation. Those of Israel who have rejected
salvation, while the majority, are nevertheless only a “part” (v. 25) of the nation. They
have been on Paul’s heart throughout chapters 9–11. They are the ones for whom Paul was
willing to forfeit his own salvation (9:3), the ones for whose salvation he prayed (10:1), the
ones who needed a gospel preacher (10:14); they are the “rest” of Israel who have been
“hardened” (11:7). They are the ones who are represented by “some of the branches”
(11:17). He writes, “From the standpoint of the gospel they are enemies for your sake, but
from the standpoint of God’s choice they are beloved for the sake of the fathers; for the
gifts and the calling of God are irrevocable” (Rom 11:28–29).
Israel may have stumbled (9:32–33), but it has not fallen (11:11).27 Furthermore,
since the majority of Israel is currently “hardened” (11:7–10) as an active judgment from
God, and a remnant is being preserved, then Israel is neither rejected, nor is it neglected.
God is judging the majority, preserving a remnant, and bringing the people back to the
Land in unbelief. None of these activities are compatible with the concept of a “temporary”
national rejection.28
When Paul asks, “God has not rejected His people, has He,” it cannot be that he
is referring only to those Jewish individuals who had come to faith, as opposed to the
corporate people of Israel.29 It is true that he goes on to speak of the remnant in the
following verses. However, Paul mentions the remnant in order to prove that God is
faithful to His promises to the nation of Israel; He is a covenant-keeping God.30 In fact, the
doctrine of the remnant makes no sense if the nation has been rejected. Leander Keck says,
26
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“Israel as a people cannot be rejected if there are Israelites who are not rejected. Paul is not
the exception that proves the rule (that Israel is rejected), because as a believer he is an
Israelite (is is emphasized in the Greek), a specific instance that demonstrates that God has
not rejected the people.”31 The existence of the remnant at the present time favors reading
α τ ν in Romans 11:15 as a subjective genitive.
The Parallelism of Verses 12 and 15
The argument here moves in three stages. The first point is that Romans 11:15 is
parallel to verse 12. This parallelism has been noted by many, including Moo and
Shreiner.32 Cranfield says, “[Verse 15] repeats the thought of v. 12 in rather more explicit
terms.”33 Dunn says, of verse 15a, “The structure is precisely the same as v 12a.”34
Fitzmyer adds, “After vv 13–14, which were a sort of parenthetical remark, Paul turns now
to repeat in different language what he said in v 12.”35 The parallels can be seen
graphically below:
ROMANS 11:12 AND 15
12

But if the transgression of them is the riches of the world
And the failure of them
is the riches of the nations,
By how much more the fullness of them!
15

For if the casting away of them is the reconciliation of the world,
What the reception [of them] if not life from the dead!
Figure 2.

Secondly, the genitives in verse 12 are subjective:
“The transgression of them” I.e., “They have transgressed.”
“The failure of them”
I.e., “They have failed.”
Finally, since these are subjective genitives, and since, they are used in parallel
with ποβολ α τ ν, “their rejection,” in verse 15, it would be more natural to take
α τ ν as a subjective genitive, as well. Certainly, “transgression” and “failure” (vv. 11–
12) are used in tandem with “rejection” (v. 15). Again, Dunn comments, “It is not
necessary to specify more closely what ‘trespass’ Paul had in mind. Israel’s rejection of the
gospel is the usual answer.”36 Their transgression and failure was the failure to place their
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11
trust in the atoning work of the Messiah, Jesus, for salvation.37 Cranfield says, “The
rejection of the Messiah by the majority of Israel may properly be referred to both as their
trespass and also as their defeat.”38 In conclusion, in verses 11 and 12, when Paul speaks of
“their transgression,” he is speaking about their “rejection” of the Messiah—of “salvation”
(v. 11). He is not speaking of their rejection by God. Likewise, “fulfillment” (v. 12) is
parallel to “acceptance” (v. 15). With the passives of verse 17, Paul returns to an emphasis
on the sovereignty of God.
In answer to the questions in Romans 11:1 and 11 (“Has God rejected His
people?” and “Did they stumble so as to fall?”), many commentators answer both question
with, “Yes, but only temporarily,” whereas Paul answers both with a thundering, “God
forbid!” For those who persist in their belief that Israel has been rejected, one question
remains. It is the question Paul asks in Romans 3:3, “What then? If some did not believe,
their unbelief will not nullify the faithfulness of God, will it?” Again, he answers with µ
γ νοιτο, “may it never be.” One can only conclude that any view that holds that Israel is
currently rejected is incompatible with Pauline theology, and specifically with his view of
the faithfulness of God.39
Conclusion
Romans 11:15, far from teaching that God has rejected the Jewish people,
actually provides the church with a rationale for Jewish evangelism and missions in the
present and also anticipates the time when Israel will be spiritually reborn as a nation. The
rejection of the salvation which was offered through Jesus the Messiah by the majority of
Israel has meant that salvation could be offered to the nations, even as the Abrahamic
Covenant had promised. In verse 15, Paul argues that if their rejection of salvation has
brought such blessing to so many, how much greater the blessing when they accept that
salvation, for it will not only mean the salvation of individual Israelites, but the spiritual
restoration of the nation.40 This is the irrevocable calling of Israel, and (I might add) the
Land is one of the irrevocable gifts (Rom 11:29).
This understanding is not only consistent with the vocabulary, grammar, and
context of the passage, but is also in harmony with Pauline theology. Even the Talmud
says: “Rabbi Yehoshuah Ben Levi said: ‘Why is Israel compared to an olive tree? Because
just as the leaves of an olive tree do not fall off either in summer or winter, so, too, the

37

For other references to Israel’s rejection of the Messiah, see Ps 22:6–8; 118:22 (also in 1 Pet
2:7); Isa 53:3; John 1:11; Acts 2:23; 3:13–15; etc.
38
Cranfield, 557. Cranfield seems to take the genitive as an objective genitive, yet recognizes
that it also refers to Israel’s rejection of salvation (Cranfield, 562). This would appear to be a difficult case to
make.
39
See Corley, 190.
40
The phrase, “life from the dead” in Rom 11:15 has not been dealt with in this paper, but it
refers, in all likelihood, to the rebirth of the nation. See, e.g., Rom 11:26; Zech 12:10; and Ezek 36–37.
Contra Schreiner and Moo, who take it as a reference to the general resurrection of the dead.

12
Jewish people shall not be cast off, neither in this world nor in the World to Come.’”41 Paul
agrees.
Romans 11:15 has been used to support the thesis that the church has
temporarily replaced Israel. This paper has demonstrated that there is a better way to
understand the verse. But while this is only one of several verses used to support the
temporary replacement view, it is the major passage that addresses the rejection of Israel.
Romans 11:1–15 provides conclusive and emphatic evidence that God has not rejected
Israel. If Israel has not been rejected, how could it have been replaced or redefined? If
Israel has not been rejected, it is reasonable to conclude that God’s promises to Israel are
still in effect. For, as Paul says, “the gifts and the calling of God are irrevocable” (Rom
11:29).
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