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If there is any one thing that illustrations are supposed to accomplish, it is that they are to make what is being taught clear.  The interesting thing about the Bible’s illustrations is that they do not always do that.  In fact, they sometimes do the opposite.  

The Apostle Paul was NOT trying to be obscure when he introduced in Romans 11 the illustration of the olive tree with its rejected and newly grafted branches.  He was trying to be clear.  Nevertheless, the illustration seems to have been unusually difficult for subsequent readers of this letter.  

It seems to me at least the obvious meaning of the metaphor of the olive branch is this.  The “root” is Abraham, the branches that have been “broken off” are subsequent generations of unbelieving Jews, the branches that have been “grafted in” are believing Gentiles.  But not everyone thinks it is that clear.  One commentator remarked that he uncovered at least half-a-dozen different interpretations in the course fo his preparation of these verses.

In my opinion these difficulties stem largely from the most common of all errors in studying parables or illustrations.  That is, to press them beyond the simple, single point of the illustration.  Sometimes people do that be overly stressing the illustration’s details.  At other times they treat the stories too literally.


However, in the case of this illustration, there is one problem that we have to deal with, namely, that the grafting process that Paul describes seems to be unnatural.  Wild shoots are not usually grafted onto cultivated roots as Paul describes.  Paul’s “error” could lead us to make smug remarks about the apostle’s supposed ignorance.  Or it may be that Paul is not writing in ignorance.

I like to think, the real explanatino is in a phrase Paul himself uses in verse 24, when he speaks of the Gentiles being grafted into a cultivated tree as “contrary to nature.”  If this is to be taken at face value, it means that Paul was fully aware that what he was describing--the grafting of a wild shoot into a cultivated stock--was unnatural.  But that is precisely his point.  It was utterly unnatural that God should work in this manner to save Gentiles.  Yet it is what God has done.  Salvation is of grace.  However, if God did the unnatural thing in saving Gentiles, how much more should we expect him to do the natural thing eventually and thus bring about the future widespread belief of Israel in their own Messiah?

But enough analysis!  What is the simple point of this substantial biblical illustration?  What are its lessons?  I see seven of them.

1.  There is only one people of God.  This is an obvious point of the olive-tree illustration, but surprisingly it is often completely overlooked.  In this letter, Abraham has been presented as the father of all who are saved, since they are saved by faith, as he was.  He is the root of the tree.  Therefore, all who are saved, whether Jews or Gentiles, are saved only be believing God, as he did, and are thus part of the one olive tree.

2.  The People of God must and will bear fruit.  Paul does not speak of fruitbearing specifically in these verses.  But that is the whole point of grafting: to produce a more fruitful tree.  Besides, although Paul does not speak of fruit by that term, this is certainly what he has in mind when he writes of unbelieving Jews being broken off “because of unbelief” and of believing Gentiles being grafted into the Jewish tree “by faith.”  Unbelief is the ultimate expression of fruitlessness, and faith is the first of all fruits.

The point, of course, is that God requires fruitfulness in his people.  In fact, without fruitfulness they are not his people.  This is what Jesus taught in John’s gospel, though with the illustration of a vine and its branches rather than an olive tree and its branches.  He said, “I am the true vine and my Father is the gardener.  He cuts off every branch in me that bears no fruit, while every branch that does bear fruit he prunes so that it will be even more fruitful...I am the vine, you are the branches.  If a man remains in me and I in him, he will bear much fruit...This is to my Father’s glory, that you bear much fruit, showing yourselves to be my disciples.”

3.  Gentiles contribute nothing to the salvation process.  The engrafted branches are the gentiles, and the thrust of his words to them is that they are not to boast over the cut-off branches, as if they were valuable themselves.  Instead, we who are Gentiles are to bear in mind that “we do not support the root, but the root supports us.”

We stand, but our standing is by faith alone, and that means that we stand only by grace.  We have not inherent claim to anything.


And let’s not overlook the word WILD.  Apart from the grace of the gospel in Jesus Christ, all we have are our wild ways.  And they are destructive ways, too.  The only true way is the way of faith in Christ that has come to us through the roots of Judiaism.  “Wild thing you are my everything.”  Not all Jews are saved, of course.  Paul is saying that clearly.  Nevetheless, he is also saying clearly that Jews are not saved by becoming Gentiles; rather Gentiles as well as Jews are saved by becoming true Jews.  That is, all who are saved are and must be the true spiritual children of Abraham.

4.  Neither do Jews.  I have said that Gentiles contribute nothing to the salvation process. But now we have to add that neither do Jews.  Is that contradictory?  Didn’t Jesus say, “salvation is from the Jews”?  Yes, but that is quite different from saying “salvation is being Jewish.”

The word FROM implies a channel.  It means that the way of salvation has been made through the revelation given to Israel, thought its kings and prophets, and above all through Jesus Christ.  Jews become beneficiaries of that revelaiton, not by being Jews or by bringing any innate measure of spiritual understanding or intrinsic righteousness to God.  They benefit ony and in exactly the same way Gentiles do, which is by believing on Jesus.  “They were broken off because of unbelief,” Paul says--”And if they do not persist in unbeliev, they will be grafted in, for God is able to graft them in again.”  He couldn’t hardly make his point clearer.

5.  Do not boast.  The fifth application of the truths embodied in the illustration of the olive tree is the one Paul himself emphasizes.  At this point of the letter he is writing to Gentiles specifically, as he says, and the burden of his words is that they dare not boast over the Jews because of their present favoured position.  It is true that Jewish branches were broken off so that, in God’s providence, the gospel might come to Gentiles.  Their rejection has been a source of Gentile blessing.  But Gentiles are not to boast, since they stand ony by faith and will themselves be broken off if they do not continue in it.

We must not forget the warning throughout the bible about boasting.  If we boast, we are not believing.  For boasting is being proud of our own supposed achievements.  And believing is receiving what God in Jesus Christ has done for us.

6.  Do not presume on God’s favour.  The sixth application follows closely on the warning not to boast.  For when we boast we are presuming on God’s favour and that is fatal.  Persuming means assuming that everything is right between ourselves and God, regardless of what we may believe or not believe or of how we may act.  The only way we can avoid presumption is to obey God and pursue righteousness diligently.  If we are not following after Jesus Christ in faithfu discipleship, we are not disciples.  And if we are not disciples of Christ, we are not Christians.

7.  Fear (respect) God.  Finally, fear God.  This does not mean we are to cower before God if we are Christians.  It has to do with repsect.  Still it is nevertheless a holy, awesome respect we are to have--awe before both God’s kindness and severity.  This is reminding us that God is not mocked.  Sin will be punished, and unbelief does not exclude us from the good tree of salvation, whoever we may be.  We need to consider that there is indeed only one people of God and that enty into that one people is by true faith in Jesus in all cases.
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