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¢) God's Freedom Defended Against Human Complaint (9:19-21)

19. You will say to me then, “Why does he still find fault?

For who resists his will?” 20. But (I say) who are you, mere human being,
to answer back to God? Does something that has been made say to its
maker, “Why have you made me thus?”

21. Has the potter no right over the clay, to make out of the same lump
one vessel for beauty and another for menial use?

INTERPRETATION

The elective pattern shown in Moses ( 9:14-16). The strong emphasis Paul
has placed upon the purely elective mode of God’s working—that God
“loves” and “hates” completely independently of any human condition-
ing—understandably raises the objection (v 14) that this projects upon
God a way of proceeding that is unfair. Rather than representing a diffi-
culty posed by a real dialogue partner, the objection, in diatribe mode,
serves to spur the argument on to its next stage, where Paul continues his
scriptural justification of God’s total freedom of action. Moving on to the
generation of the Exodus (vv 15-18), he sets the two key figures in the
drama, Moses and Pharaoh, in contrastive parallel illustrating two oppo-
site poles of God’s free operation. Both were addressed by God, and in
each case—positively in the one, negatively in the other—that address
constituted an unequivocal divine assertion of freedom to act without
any regard to human deserts.

In the case of Moses (v 15), it is a matter of mercy: Paul cites the final
part of Exod 33:19 as a statement of the divine intent to exercise mercy in
an entirely free way—the force of which comes out in the repeated
“whomsoever . . . whomsoever.” From this a first conclusion emerges
(v 16)—similar to that derived from the divine choice of Jacob over Esau
(vv 10-13): the exercise of God’s mercy is not dependent upon any
amount of “willing” (thelontos) or “achieving” (trechontos) on the human
side; it depends totally upon God, as one who exercises mercy (fou
eleontos theou). It is ironical (and perhaps not unintentionally so on Paul’s
part) to portray Moses—the one who might reasonably be considered
Tepresentative par excellence of righteousness through works of law—as
the symbol of God’s design to exercise mercy independently of all human
achievement.

The elective pattern shown in Pharaok (9:17-18). Pharaoh represents a
similar exercise of divine freedom but one that goes in a completely dif-
ferent direction. Paul cites (v 17) the divine message to Pharaoh (Exod
9:16) in a form that suggests that the entire purpose of the Egyptian king’s
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e of history was simply to serve to display God’s
appe:rrzlrllfietglg:ﬁesliiwn his nazne througIl)lout the earth. Implicit is the ,
moovtvif of God’s “hardening” (sklérynein) of P.haraoh’s heart (E)fod 4:21:.7:3;
9:12; 14:4, 8, 17), which corresponds, negatively, .to the exercise of mercy
vx'rith respect to Moses (cf. v 18). Pharaoh’s heart is pot hardened because
of antecedent evil dispositions on his part—to posit such wogld destroy
the point Paul is making. The “hardened” Pharaoh becalfr1e anﬂmstrum((eil}t
of a wider purpose—the achievement of. worI(.:lw1de glory” for God’s
name through the miracle of the Exodus hberatllon;/ - o

Later (11:7, 25) Paul will speak of a “hardening (poroszs-, epor othésan)
in connection with that part of Israel that has not come to”fa1th in Jesus as
the Christ. It would be premature to see in the ”. hardened Pharaoh oi the
present context an explicit symbol of this urllbehevmg Israel. No'nethe 1ess,
Paul is preparing the ground for the solution he.V\.IIH finally give, w 1?1
the principle of divine freedom has been- sufficiently estﬂabhsgwd,., n
Pharaoh, scripture has shown God’s sovereign freedom to ”har en,* as
well as to exercise mercy (v 18). But it has also sl.u.)wn that a harldelnmg
brought about by God can serve a wider, salv1f1c. purpose. This .elaves
open the possibility for interpreting the present fallgre of Isrgel Vl\{lt 1t Te-
spect to the gospel as a similar instance of divine actlon—'the imp 1cia .1f(.)n
being that it too might also contain the seeds of an ultlmatelyhsahvt ic,
positive purpose, the proclamation of God’s name in all the earth, that is,
throughout the Gentile world (cf. 11:11-15, 30-32). —

God’s freedom defended against human complaint (vo 19-21). ehsc d{)
tural argument centered upon Moses and Pharaoh (vv 15—1'8) has da.r y
met the earlier charge that God is unfair (v 14); Paul has simply rtlvten
more deeply into the assertion of God’. s.freedom. He now.(v 191) resla es
the objection in a somewhat more specific form Fmore prrs:c1”sely,1 he g aces
it himself upon the lips of his reader: “You Wlll say . . . ). T e - 1v$2
mode of acting illustrated in the two cases just c1ted—espec;a y °
“hardening” of Pharaoh—so appears to ehmmate. human fre.eholin an
responsibility that it is unreasonable for God to find fault with human

i heir obstinacy. .
belr"}gaiifr?; ip the objecti(}),n in this form, Paul does not, as in the three eart-
lier sections, turn to a specific biblical episode or clilvme announcerrl;e'en_.
Instead, in diatribe style, he first of all sharply remmds’ (v 20a) the C(l)t 1]eC1
tor of creaturely status (“mere human being”) over against God ar}11 her
introduces (vv 20b-21) a stock biblical image designed to exclude the V;lry
thought of human protest against the Creator’s sovereign freedom. ;Etz
image derived from the potter’s freedom to shape vessels to any use !
will creates difficulty for the modern reader. but w01.11.d hardly Com)e %sil 3

surprise to an audience steeped in the biblical tradition (s'ee Nlo:;c)e .tems
force of the image as Paul employs it (cf. also Jer 18:1-11; Sir 33:13) s
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from the fact that the potter has to make vessels for a wide variety of uses,
some noble (the banquet cup), some homely (the chamber pot); he will
turn the same lump of clay in either direction as he sees fit. Like the
Ppotter, the Creator has a perfect right to turn the creature in whatsoever
direction he chooses; like the clay, the human creature has no right to
complain about being made for one use (an ignoble one) and not another
(“Why have you made me thus?,” v 20b).
Again, it has to be said that this hardly answers the difficulty posed,
which concerned God’s “blaming” in a context where human responsi-
bility had been suppressed. Moreover, human beings are not simply life-
less, passive clay. To this Paul would probably respond that he has not in
fact been speaking of God'’s blaming at all. The objection in a sense side-
tracks the main issue and Paul more or less brushes it aside. The image is
brought forward simply to illustrate and evoke a basic biblical dogma—
one emerging above all from the Book of Job—that, in the end, the
Creator as Creator has the right to proceed in a way totally unaccountable
to human beings. This is the sole point being made. It is quite misguided
to press out of the homely image more wide-ranging theological conclu-
sions (as in the long-standing debate over “Predestination”; see Note on

9:18). We have here neither Paul’s first nor his last word on the nature and
Operation of God.

NoOTES

14. What shall we say then?: On Paul’s use of the phrase #i oun eroumen, see Note
on 4:1 above.

Is there injustice on God'’s part?: While it can have a more general usage, the
word adikia in Romans is especially used as the negative correlative of
dikaiosyné (“righteousness”); see esp. 3:5; 6:13; cf. also 1:18. As in 3:5 (adikos),

the objection seems to suggest that God is acting contrary to what is right or
just in an absolute sense.

15. For he says to Moses, “I will have mercy on whomsoever 1 have mercy, and I will

show pity to whomsoever I show pity.”: The quotation agrees exactly with Lxx
Exod 33:19.

16. So then it is not a matter of human willing or achieving but of God exercising mercy:
The highly contracted formulation in the Greek requires that an introductory
phrase, “it is not a matter of,” be supplied. It is surprising that the word
anthropou (“human beings”) does not occur after the first two participles
(thelontos . . . trechontos) since Paul clearly intends a contrast between human
willing and achievement, on the one hand, and God’s willing and having
mercy (eleontos), on the other (cf. the use of thelein with respect to God in v 18
and v 22). The Greek word translated “achieving” (trechontos) literally means
“running”—a more intense expression of the biblical idea of “walking” used
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ior i ’s sight; see Note on 6:4. Later, Paul
ith r t to human behavior in God’s sight; . ! ‘
Wﬁlh};sisgteio the divine mercy as the principle upon which God’s salvation
W Q- .
will universally operate (11:30-32; 15:9; cf. also 9:23).

iptur ‘aoh: Strictly speaking according to the account of
 the scripture says to Pharaoh: Strictly : f
g ctilllls 9 tlile textj(Exodus 9:16) introduced by this phrase represents the d-l
E'XO messlage given to Moses to pass on to Pharaoh. Paul knows that God CFld
Vlrles eak directly to Pharaoh, so he presents Pharaoh as aciid.ress.ed by scrip-
Itll?re S\rhich for Paul always represents a statement of the divine intent.
”Forl this very purpose . . .”: This opening phrase of Exod 9:1§ as quote;)i by
Paul (eis auto touto exégeira se) stands much closer to the. original Hebrew
ather than to the Lxx (hencken toutou dietéréthes); the effect is to place greater
ra :
stress upon the precise intention of God.

So then he has mercy upon whomsoever he wills, and he hardens thi I;eart of
18. whomsoever he wills: This statement, together with otlge.r elen;eonis3 othte nj.l ;str:
i “ b-Esau” contrast in vv 10-13,
ding context—notably the “Jaco ' '
'rlciu;‘trzliti%n in vv 20b-21 and the phrase “vessels of wrath, ripe fo.r fiestruc
i'c:ln” in v 22—have been the chief scriptural source for thefAEgﬁt}man (:tlgc—
: ination,” i the Reformation
i L tion,” taken up at the time o
trine of “Double Predestination, o S
i i Excursus on the topic in Kuss 2.
ally by John Calvin (see esp. the . . .
séiic(;ut};;oiyn]g into the matter at length, the following p(;ints maylkze rr;\a;ctls.
ine i i ly applies the verse to the eternal (esc =
1. The doctrine in question wrong ap © L
i i i f individuals, whereas Paul is positing
logical) salvation/damnation o o
i i i i Moses and Pharaoh as an i
i ical dealing with two figures, 1 Ph :
?}llztcs)rovereignly gfree operation of God’s plan in history, notl‘/’m’c}\hreslpe(ijrt1 ;S
iti Gentiles). 2. If Pharaoh’s “harden
individuals, but to communities (Jews, : :
iE slome sense anticipates the porosis that in Paul’s eyz(es hza; ggn?hl-lpolr;glgzzi
dition as temporary (11:25-26), this s
d Paul regards the latter con :
Etili‘at neithergis Pharaoh’s sklerynein permanent. 3..A tota? tllleololglcal fyszex
cannot be erected on the basis of Rom 9:10-23, since this is on .y'a saailgone
logical statements are provisional, =
’s total argument, one where theo . &
lsji?:llzldsand inccg)mplete. The objection in v 19 represents essentlallty a;lg?:crg;sg
¢ i ke of his present argument, n
ion on Paul’s part that he is, for the sa lis ' e
:;Znelement ofphuman freedom and responsibility, upon which he can else
where (cf. 6:1-8:13; 2 Cor 5:5) be so insistent.

il fi ; iatribe
19. You will say to me then, “Why does he stzllfzndfaul.t? : Paul’s use (if()tk'}ehilgb'ec_
| style is prominent here; cf. Jas 4:12; Epictetus Discourses 1.18.9-10. : tdif}er_
tic}),n is similar in form to that in 3:7, though the grounds are somewha
ent. . . L.
For who resists his will?”: The point is that no one in fact re51?ts Glj)gtion .
and hence the complaint in the first question is ]u.stl_fled.. The1 'olrriI; L
reminiscent of Job 9:19 (LXX: tis oun krimati autou antistésetai), which P
in Wis 12:12.

1 p 2 stion
20. But (I say) who are you, mere human being, to answer bn.ck to God .tTl;e;nqugf e
. is strongly reminiscent of God’s response to the anguished questioning
cf. 38:2-3; 40:1-2.
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21.

Does something that has been made say to its maker,
The introduction to the question agrees exactly
29:16; the question itself appears to be (more lo
text in Isa 45:9; cf. also Wis 12:12.

“Why have you made me thus?”,
with the central part of Lxx Isq
osely) based upon the Pparalle]

Has the potter no right over the clay, to make out of the same lum

P one vessel for
beauty and another for menial use?: For the “potter/clay” image in the biblica]

tradition, cf. Ps 2:9; Job 10:8-9; Isa 29:16; 41:25; 45:9; 64:8; Jer 18:1-12; Sir 33:138
The description of the potter’s work in Wis 15:7 offers a remarkably cloge
parallel to Paul’s use of the image here: along with similarity of language
(kerameus, plassein, skeuos), both feature the motif of the potter producing from
the same clay (Wisdom: ek rou autou peélou; Paul: tou pélou ek tou autoy Phyram-
atos) pots for both noble and less noble ends according to his will, The use
made of the image is very different, however, Wisdom relating j

manufacture of idols. The sense of 4 human being as somethin
God out of “clay” is pervasive in the psalm literature from Qumran to express
both the sense of creaturely “distance” from the Creator and the wonder of

the divine grace and condescension: 1QS 11:22; 1QH 1:21; 3:20-21, 23-24; 4:29;
11:3; 12:26, 32; 18:12.

FOR REFERENCE AND FURTHER STUDY

(See list following commentary on 9:22-29)

d) The Elective Pattern Shown in the Composition
of the Believing Community (9:22-29)

22. What if God, desiring to show his wrath and to make known his
power, endured with much patience vessels of wrath ripe for destruc-
tion, 23. and in order to make known the riches of his glory for the ves-
sels of mercy, which he has prepared beforehand for glory, . . . (Well, is

not that his right?). 24.—us, that is, whom he has called, not from the
Jews only but also from the Gentiles?

25. As indeed he says in Hosea,

“Those who were not my people I will call ‘my people,’

and her who was not beloved I will call ‘my beloved.””

26. “And in the very place where it was said to them, ‘You are not my
people,” they will be called ‘sons (and daughters) of the living God.””
27. And Isaiah cries out concerning Israel:

“Though the number of the sons of Israel be as the sand of the sea, only
a remnant of them will be saved; 28. for it is by completing and curtail-
ing that the Lord will carry out his word upon the earth.”

Composition of the Believing Community (9:22-29) 301

i i ” left us descend-
d as Isaiah predicted, “If the Lord of hosts had not . -
izt;“\:ve would heI;ve become as Sodom and been made like Gomorrah.

INTERPRETATION

Introduction. The argument up to this Roi_nt has shown how‘God gave

fficient indication in scripture that the divine way of proceeding would
L eignly free, completely unconditioned by human response or
e SotV erIt 1%. now time to see how the present situation with respect to the
deser'tS : tion of the eschatological people of God—Gentiles included; Jeyvs
constlfu a “remnant”) excluded—responds to that view of the divine
(Saveoforroceeding. If there is indeed a correspondence, then it cannot be
:;?c)l, thaI; “God’s word has fallen through” (v 6a). ' .

Paul, it must be said, could have gone about showu}g this correspon-
dence ra{ther more clearly. Vv 22-23 ma‘ke up .the protasis of a long c(;)nc‘h—
tional sentence for which the apodosis is lacking. 'In place ?f ,t,he ?‘po”(?ats,
Paul begins, in v 24, a relative clause which describes God’s C.ill ing dut1ho
being of the eschatological people of Gpd, made'up of Gentlz?sszagr; Th:
Jewish-Christian remnant, as foretold in the scriptures (vv C{ ’ "
opening conditional clause (vv 22—23). states what God has one,t' e
apodosis that the reader has to supply is a.rhetorllcal c:[ues;c},on, expec mgi
an affirmative answer (“Well, is not that' his [God’s] I‘l[ght. ), farls(1j1ng ouf
of the preceding establishment from scripture of God's total reT omﬁ)
action (vv 10-21). The logical transition betwefen v 23 and v 24 only reia H}i
makes sense when such a question i§ supplied. Vv 24-29 then e>}<1ptahe
that, in creating a “mixed” eschatological people, God has do.netuw )athat
had a total right to do and had in fact announced (through S‘CHI; .ret e
this is what he would do. So the creation of such a community, eu; 0 5
privileges of Israel (vv 4-5), does not mean that God has been untrue

o, " (v 6a). |
Y "a(s);zlls (()}/zir;th ” (v 22). Paul, in fact{ ”home.s ir}” on the present sﬁua-
ation very gradually, like an aircraft pilot l?,eglnnm% a desce.ntt;lpi)on
small landing strip still a long way off. The descent comes h1nh e teng_
conditional sentence in vv 22-23, which is all concerned with t e H:u 1
tion of God (cf. thelon . . ., v 22; kai‘hina . . ., v 23). In the Iong “SCH]p ;&11
proof (vv 14-21) Paul had defended God"s right to deal posm}x\/e 371 jme
negatively with human beings as he saw fit. So now he frz?mes the S
intention which has given rise to the present situation in terkms T
same duality and uses language which consciously recallj the (jy ssse}l)”
tural examples (Moses [v 15], Pharaoh [v 17]) a.nd the pf)tter V'ih 1
image (vv 20b-21). Paul speaks of God’s (negative) 1ntent1o(xils wi A
spect to “vessels (skeue) of wrath,” on the one hand (v 22), an3 (pos
intentions with respect to “vessels of mercy,” on the other (v 23).



