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… the gifts and the calling of God are irrevocable

Genesis 45:1–15
Psalm 133
Romans 11:1–2a, 25–32
Matthew 15:10–28

Text: Romans 11:28-29
As regards the gospel they are enemies of God for your sake; but as regards election they are 
beloved, for the sake of their ancestors; for the gifts and the calling of God are irrevocable.

Introduction
When the Apostle Paul first came to the city of Corinth, Luke tells us that Paul “found a Jew 
named Aquila, a native of Pontus, who had recently come from Italy with his wife Priscilla, 
because Claudius had ordered all Jews to leave Rome.” (Acts 18:2) The earliest house churches 
in Rome would have been primarily Jewish and would have culturally felt Jewish, but in A.D. 49 
the Roman Emperor Claudius expelled Jewish people from Rome.  Jewish Christians, like 
Aquila and Priscilla, would have been expelled along with the rest of the Jewish people.  During 
the five years between Claudius’s edict (A.D. 49) and his death (A.D. 54) when the edict lapsed 
and Jews started to return, the composition and self-understanding of the house churches in 
Rome would have shifted considerably. Paul’s letter to the Romans would have arrived in Rome 
somewhere around A.D. 57, during the period when Jews were still trickling back into Rome. 
This bit of history sheds light upon why Paul spends a significant portion of this letter to the 
Roman church on this subject of what the gospel indicates about his fellow Jews.

Paul has had these conversations before.  It was at Antioch where the number of Gentile 
followers of Jesus first exploded.  It was there that pastor Barnabas went and got Saul from 
Tarsus (Paul) and together they became the principle teachers of the gospel to this growing 
church of Jews and Gentiles.  It was there that the followers of Jesus were first called 
“Christians” (little Christs).  Paul’s understanding of God’s agenda had been completely 
revolutionized.  Convinced that God is utterly faithful to his promises—the gifts and calling of 
God are irrevocable—he had thought through what that meant in light of the life, death, and 
resurrection of Jesus Christ, Israel’s Messiah and the world’s true Lord.  In his Romans letter he 
puts in writing what he had long taught.

There has been in the history of the church a theology of a hard supersessionism that reads these 
texts as saying the church has replaced Israel and no longer admits a place for Israel as Israel in 
God’s economy.  It goes something like this; Jesus came to his own, his own didn’t believe in 
him, they blew it, so God moved on the church.  Such readings of scripture always leads to 
excoriation of the Jewish people.  It comes from surprising places; Martin Luther said Jews 
should be hounded out of the country and their synagogues torched.  As much as I like Luther on 
other matters, he is simply wrong on this one.  It was this sort of thinking that contributed to 
rendering church resistance to Nazi antisemitism anemic.

Paul is thinking about how the house churches in Rome are treating the Jewish Christians and 
Jews who are returning to Rome; he is thinking about securing their support for his own possible 
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mission to Spain.  But one does not have to look to history to find antisemitism problematic.  
According to B’nai Brith Canada, in 2019 the number of antisemitic incidents in Canada set 
records for a fourth consecutive year.  Antisemitism is certainly on the rise in Europe. And, 
sadly, there is way too much of it in the church.

My point for us is that Paul did not teach that Israel had no place in God’s economy as Israel.  
“As regards the gospel they are enemies of God for your sake; but as regards election they are 
beloved, for the sake of their ancestors; for the gifts and the calling of God are irrevocable.”  I 
don’t believe the New Testament to be inherently antisemitic. I do admit that many passages in it 
have been distorted in as much as Christians haven’t been careful enough in reading the text.  We 
must expunge from our misreading of the gospel every last vestige of antisemitism.

1. When the Apostle writes that “the gifts and calling of God are irrevocable”, the word 
translated ‘irrevocable’ is a compound word that is literally, ‘no repenting’ or ‘not to be repented 
of.’  God’s mind will not be changed; thus, by implication, ‘irrevocable.’  Through the prophet 
Isaiah we hear a more poetic description of the meaning of God’s irrevocable word. “For as the 
rain and the snow come down from heaven, and do not return there until they have watered the 
earth, making it bring forth and sprout, giving seed to the sower and bread to the eater, so shall 
my word be that goes out from my mouth; it shall not return to me empty, but it shall accomplish 
that which I purpose, and succeed in the thing for which I sent it.” (Isaiah 55:10-11)

For Isaiah and for Paul, the God they are talking about is not a generic higher power, but the God 
who has revealed God’s self as the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.  Particulars matter.  Just 
as it is with this Jesus of Nazareth and not some other Jesus.  The gospel declares that the God 
whose face we see in Jesus is the same God who made this promise to Abraham, “I will make of 
you a great nation… and in you all families of the earth shall be blessed; Look toward heaven 
and count the stars, if you are able to count them, so shall your descendants be.” 

Theologian N.T. Wright notes that “For the writer of Genesis, the call of Abraham was God's 
answer to the problem of Adam, … Human rebellion had led to arrogance, pride, and the 
fracturing of human life. The Canonical Old Testament frames the entire story of God's people as 
the divine answer to the problem of evil: somehow, through this people, God will deal with the 
problem that has infected his good creation in general and his image bearing creatures in 
particular.

We have noted before that God’s word accomplishes what is spoken, God speaks and creation 
occurred.  What God speaks it includes the accomplishment of the word spoken.  God’s word is 
not like our iffy proclamations.  According to the gospel, this promise to Abraham foresees the 
salvation that God has in mind in coming among us in Jesus of Nazareth.

While pictures of Jesus abound, depicted usually as a white European with long flowing hair, the 
gospels give us no physical portrait of Jesus.  The one physical detail we are given is that he was 
circumcised meaning that he was son of Israel.  The genealogy in Matthew’s gospel begins with 
this synopsis, “An account of the genealogy of Jesus the Messiah, the son of David, the son of 
Abraham.”  The genealogy in Luke’s gospel makes a similar point tracing his lineage through 
David and Abraham.  The point being the Jesus is Israel’s messiah—the messiah promised to 
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Israel and also, according to the gospel, the world’s true Lord.  The New Testament designation 
of Jesus as Christ (Messiah) has no meaning apart from the centuries long story of God’s 
conversation with his people Israel.

We read today, in Matthew’s gospel, the encounter Jesus has with a Canaanite woman who is 
desperate to find relief for her daughter who is tormented by a demon.  At first Jesus does not 
answer her call and says to his disciples, “I was sent only to the lost sheep of the house of Israel.”  
In the beginning of his letter to the Romans Paul also notes this gospel pattern; “For I am not 
ashamed of the gospel; it is the power of God for salvation to everyone who has faith, to the Jew 
first and also to the Greek.”  Paul uses the term “Greek” to speak of the gentile world.  And in 
the story of the Canaanite woman we see this truth that the gospel is “also to the Greek.”  This 
woman desperate for her daughter knows she needs something that only this travelling Jewish 
rabbi named Jesus can give her and she won’t be deflected.  Jesus said he had not found such 
faith even in Israel.  And this story of the Canaanite woman is ours too.  We need the salvation 
that only this Son of Israel, Jesus of Nazareth, can give us.

“I ask, then,” writes Paul, “has God rejected his people?”  Paul’s flat out emphatic denial “By no 
means!” might be paraphrased for us this way—'are you nuts, of course not!’  And the reason is 
the faithfulness of God in keeping God’s own promises; “for the gifts and the calling of God are 
irrevocable.”  As Paul explores this point he knows that his answers have limits for he goes on to 
say, “O the depth of the riches and wisdom and knowledge of God! How unsearchable are his 
judgements and how inscrutable his ways!”

The point I make with you is that the irrevocable nature of God’s promises are a blessing and 
comfort for us.  The promise that “everyone who believes in Jesus will not perish but have 
eternal life” is also of this irrevocable variety.  If we say God has set aside his promises to Israel 
as Israel, then will he also set aside the promises we cling to for eternal life?  The gospel assures 
us over and over of the irrevocable word of grace God has spoken in Jesus Christ; God has 
turned towards us in Israel’s messiah and will not turn away. 

2. … the gifts and the calling of God are irrevocable.  The word translated ‘gifts’ comes from the 
root word for grace and is the word Paul uses in his letter to the Corinthians to speak of the 
spiritual gifts.  It means a favour which one receives without any merit of their own.  Here Paul 
uses it to describe the divinely conferred gifts of our Lord in his saving work in our lives.  He 
goes on to say in the next chapter in Romans, ‘we have gifts that differ according to the grace 
given us’.  Paul speaks of faith, hope, and love as ‘greater gifts’ in his Corinthian letter.  These 
are all gifts for our new life that is in Christ—which is the subject of the last section of the 
Romans letter; a discussion of what the ‘obedience of faith’ looks like.

These gifts of God (charismata in Greek) are the gifts that sustain the life of faith; that empower 
the relationship God calls us into in the Son.  Paul has noted already that salvation is by 
grace—it is at God’s initiative and is ours for the asking; no merit is required.  But he says more.  
Paul says faith is a gift of God; the faith that saves.  In his letter to the Ephesians Paul wrote, 
“For by grace you have been saved through faith, and this is not your own doing; it is the gift of 
God— not the result of works, so that no one may boast.”  The word we translate ‘gift’ in this 
Ephesian text has the meaning of bestow.  To gift something is to bestow it.  “Faith is not your 
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own doing (by yourself), because God is the bestower of faith.”  It was so for Abraham—God 
initiated and established relationship with him; so too for us.

These gifts that sustain us in our relationship with God—faith, hope, and love—they are gifts 
that abide; they endure because the gifts of God are irrevocable, God does not turn back from his 
gracious word of salvation in our lives. Out of those gifts are a myriad of other gifts—gifts given 
to be used in kingdom work; the work of making our Lord’s love known. 

I have recently taken up with some old friends—rereading their works—and one of these old 
friends is Soren Kierkegaard, a philosopher who many regard as the greatest thinker of Christian 
conviction.  He said that our task as humans is to become ourselves and this task can be 
performed only by means of and relationship to God.1 For Kierkegaard the truth about ourselves 
is always an encounter between us and God, and we become ourselves by committing ourselves 
and our future to an unscripted relationship with God.  The point I raise with you here is that 
these gifts of God disclose the truth of our very existence and they are freely given and 
irrevocable.  Anyone can engage with God just as we are doing now in this act of worship.

3. And briefly, the calling of God is irrevocable.  In unpacking what he meant in saying that all 
things work together for good for those who love God, Paul said “and those whom he 
predestined he also called; and those he called he also justified.”  God chose from all eternity to 
be for us and to have a people for himself.  The calling of God, the divine summons to embrace 
salvation through faith, is irrevocable.  It stands and God will not turn away from his purposes to 
save.  

The irrevocable nature of this calling is because of who God is; his faithfulness endures to all 
generations.  It isn’t because we are a lovely group of people that God calls us to himself.  His 
calling is an aspect of his steadfast love that will not give up or give out.  The Apostle John’s 
vision—the book we know as Revelation—is a pastoral book written to encourage believers to 
hold on to faith in the midst of difficulty.  In that vision is the revelation that Jesus is calling; 
“Listen! I am standing at the door, knocking; if you hear my voice and open the door, I will 
come in to you and eat with you, and you with me.”  And he is still calling today.

… for the gifts and the calling of God are irrevocable.  Amen

1 Soren Kierkegaard, Fear and Trembling and The Sickness Unto Death, Trans., Walter Lowrie, Princeton, 1954, p. 
162


