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INTRODUCTION 

 

Unbelief is a cockroach!  Cockroaches can survive without food for prolonged periods of 

time; they are 8-15 times more resistant to radiation than vertebrates; some can go without 

air for 45 minutes; some have revived after being submerged underwater for 30 minutes; 

they can survive sub-zero temperatures and continue to have bodily functions even after 

they have been decapitated.  Cockroaches are hard to kill and so is unbelief.  The atomic 

bomb of Christ’s death and resurrection has hit the nation of Israel but unbelief like the 

cockroach continues to thrive.  Paul in chapters 9-11 of Romans is dealing with this problem 

of Jewish unbelief and is drawing the present section in chapter 10 to a conclusion.  He has 

been telling us that Israel have failed to believe because they chose to trust in their works 

instead of have faith in Christ.  Paul mapped out for us the simple process of salvation by 

faith, giving us the causal chain of being sent to preach, preaching, hearing and finally 

believing and being saved.  Despite the atomic effect of Christ’s ministry and simple way of 

salvation by faith unbelief continues to thrive in Israel.   

 

In the closing verses of chapter 10 we are reading a tragedy not a comedy or thriller.  We 

are reading about the saddest case in the history of unbelief since Adam and Eve.  There 

had never been a people so privileged and blessed, so informed and close to the truth.  Yet 

for all of this a large part of the Jews in the first century did not believe.  Paul has spoken 

about his deep anguish 9:1-3, 10:1.  In this section he magnifies the guilt of Jewish 

unbelief.  In doing so he draws our attention to the real danger of unbelief.  But Paul is not 

speaking about unbelief in general but in particular the sin of religious unbelief.  Because 

the sin of unbelief is in every heart and thrives very well in the sewer of religious self-

righteousness we must pay careful attention to Paul’s descriptions and test ourselves for 

infestation.  We want to observe the unlikely conditions where the recalcitrant cockroach of 

unbelief has survived.  We want to mark the defensive tactics of unbelief enabling it to 

survive and then finally we want to remark on the notes struck by Paul on the sovereignty of 

God in this section and their relationship to unbelief. 

 

The conditions of unbelief 

 

The way of salvation is so simple, one has to believe not work, it is by grace not merit, it is 

based on what Christ has done not on what you have done.  As easy as it is for a drowning 

man to call out for help, this is how easy and accessible the way of salvation is now for all 

people.  Yet the Jews have not believed.  V16, ‘But they have not all obeyed the gospel. For 

Isaiah says, "Lord, who has believed what he has heard from us?"’  Paul has been Using 



Isaiah 52:7 to talk about the beautiful feet of those who preach the good news, however, as 

the good news of Christ arrives Isaiah 53:1 quoted here by Paul anticipates the Jews 

unbelieving response.  Unbelief is terrible but to be expected wherever there are sinners.  

Paul indicates by this verse that the unbelief of the Jews should not be proof to us that 

Jesus cannot be the Messiah but instead it should be seen as a fulfilment of prophecy and 

shows we are right on track.   

 

Important to note in Paul’s words in verse 16 are the words, ‘they have not all obeyed the 

gospel.’  Unbelief is not a neutral position but a negative one.  To take your own provisions 

for sin and reject God’s costly ones is to spurn His love.  To reject His Son for another is to 

lie and deny His glory.  To choose sin over Him is to deny His worth.  God commands us to 

repent and believe.  He insists that we forsake sin and return to Him by means of His Son.  

It is ironic that the Jews who trust in their obedience should be charged with disobeying God 

in refusing the gospel but this is the truth of the matter.  To deny Christ as your saviour is 

to call God a liar for He has testified to His identity in the miracles of His ministry, the 

prophecies and types of the OT, the promises of providing a deliverer and in the inerrant 

word.  To be passive and inert, deliberately indecisive, to be sitting on the fence or stalling, 

this is all disobedience.  You must put away your pride and resistance against God and 

humble yourself; you must put away your sins; you must put away your own efforts to be 

made holy; you must be reconciled to God through the only way of being made holy—

through faith in Christ. It is wrong not to believe, and Paul maps out just how wrong given 

the opportunity Israel has had. 

 

Paul gives us four ideal conditions for believing which the Jews rejected.  These perfect 

conditions point back to how guilty the Jews were for their unbelief.  Firstly, they have had 

the opportunity to hear, v17-18, ‘So faith comes from hearing, and hearing through the 

word of Christ.  But I ask, have they not heard? Indeed they have, for, "Their voice has 

gone out to all the earth, and their words to the ends of the world."’  Rehearsing the 

universal way of salvation by hearing and believing Paul asks the rhetorical question 

whether the Jews have heard.  Of course they have.  Paul is borrowing the wording of 

Psalm 19 which refers to the voice of nature declaring God’s Creatorship all over the world 

and implies the same for the gospel.  Paul’s language of the whole world hearing is within 

the context of the Roman world.  Paul speaks this way in other places such as Col. 1:5-6, 

23.  The Jews had Moses, the Prophets, the Psalms, John the Baptist, Christ in person for 

over 3 years, the day of Pentecost and a growing church starting in Jerusalem with apostles 

who have authenticating signs attend their message.  Every time Paul went to a new town 

he went to the synagogue first to ensure they had heard. There would have been several 

converts at Pentecost from the various nations who would have returned with an account of 

what was happening.  The Jews could not plead ignorance. 

 

It is possible to hear and not understand, perhaps the message is not clear.  Paul anticipates 

this thought next, v19, ‘But I ask, did Israel not understand? First Moses says, "I will make 

you jealous of those who are not a nation; with a foolish nation I will make you angry."’  It 

might appear at first that Paul has not answered the question but he has.  What does 

Gentiles inclusion have to do with the Jews believing?  Well, the fact that the Gentiles are 



included is a sign of the messianic age coming upon them.  No Jew would have missed the 

fact that all of a sudden, Samaritans, Gentiles, God-fearers and people all nations were 

claiming to be part of God’s people in fulfilment of prophecy.  We must not doubt it, they 

definitely understood they just rejected it.  Romans 10:20 quotes Is. 65:1 which is a 

prophecy indicating that the Gentiles would come in, ‘Then Isaiah is so bold as to say, "I 

have been found by those who did not seek me; I have shown myself to those who did not 

ask for me."’   

 

Thirdly, the Jews continue to be unbelieving even though God deliberately provokes them.  

Notice in 10:20, ‘I will make you jealous;’ ‘I will make you angry.’  Paul is quoting Deut. 

32:21 where God warns that in response to Israel’s disobedience and forsaking of Him for 

no gods, He will provoke them with a no nation.  Paul recognises this tactic on God’s part 

and deliberately speaks openly to the Jews of his calling to the Gentiles as a way of calling 

the Jews to think (Romans 11:13-14).  Imagine it!  Here are the Jews with all their 

assumptions about who the people of God are and how we get eternal life.  They are 

legalistic and nationalistic in their thinking not thinking in terms of grace but merit and race.  

Paul comes to them and says God has called me to preach a message of salvation to the 

Gentiles.  However it is not the message of be circumcised and submit yourself to the law 

and become a Jewish proselyte, not it is a message of faith apart from works of the law.  It 

is a message about any sinner who believes being saved not the one who works.  This 

would upset the Jews this would force them to defend their view, to articulate their position 

and hopefully then a conversation can ensue where assumptions are exposed and corrected 

by the word.  Starting an argument with a person who thinks he is right and is apathetic and 

not being self-critical can be the best thing for them.  They will either recognise their error 

or become hardened in their wrong thinking.  This provocation to jealousy where the 

Gentiles appear to be following the Jewish Messiah and receiving all the benefits of the 

kingdom is loving on God’s part.  To provoke the Jew to be angry and expose their racism, 

their works mindset and their self-righteous dependence upon the law will show them to 

themselves.  This is a great lesson about not being afraid to offend people and provoke 

strong emotion.  This is God’s tactic, this is Paul’s tactic and we can do it too.  We must 

ensure that it is the truth offending and not us, but we can use it.  I have found this to be 

true in our discussions with those who are still in Gloriavale.  When we charge them with 

following man’s laws, laws about doing up one’s top button, rolling down your sleeves and 

not doing your zip all the way to the top.  As an argument ensues principles are brought 

forward to defend their practices.  It is then that we can show that they have a wrong view 

of authority ascribing an apostolic authority to Hopeful and giving him too much rule in too 

many things.  It is then that we can show that they have a false view of humble obedience 

and have allowed men to become lords of their conscience in the place of God.  By asking 

questions we can expose that they believe that their justification is grounded on their last 

obedience or repentance instead of Christ’s righteousness.  This provocation is fertile ground 

for discussion and self-evaluation.  Paul so often goes to the synagogue and happily 

provokes controversy risking persecution not because he is a sucker for pain but because he 

is convinced of this methodology.  Sometimes we only see our stupidity when we see or 

hear ourselves act in anger.  

 



Fourthly, we see the unbelief of Israel in spite of God’s overtures of patient love, v21, ‘But of 

Israel he says, "All day long I have held out my hands to a disobedient and contrary 

people."’  All day long God has held out His hand to Israel.  The history of Israel can be read 

through this lens.  God rescues Israel out of Egypt, they complain and are unbelieving.  God 

gives Israel the promised land, they go and do what is right in their own eyes.  God raises 

up kings to lead them and stabilise them, they follow them into idolatry.  God punishes 

Israel with exile, they do not learn their lesson and return to their vomit.  He allows foreign 

powers to occupy them, they create legalistic religion.  He sends His Son to them, they kill 

him. Paul describes them as ‘contrary’ that is they are otherwise/gainsayers.  God performs 

miracles by Christ’s hands to prove He is who He said He is, but they call it the power of 

satan.  He provides a gospel of free grace where sinful people who cannot work for their 

salvation can receive the gift of Christ’s righteousness for free by faith, and they accuse Paul 

of preaching antinomianism (Rom. 3:8).  Unbelief is naturally argumentative even when it is 

wrong.  You can chop of its head and it still keeps kicking.  The fault does not lie with God 

but with the Jews.  His dealings with His people are a tribute to His immense patience.   

 

The reasons for unbelief 

 

One would think that with the amount of information the Jews had, the unmistakable signs 

of the times, with God confronting and provoking them, as well as beseeching them in every 

way they would believe, but they did not.  Why then did they not?  From the perspective of 

God’s sovereignty Paul has already spoken about God’s sovereign will.  However, Paul does 

not give only one side of things he also fills in the side of human responsibility and there are 

many things from the context that help us see some things we can guard against that led to 

Jewish unbelief.   

 

Firstly, we need to stress the greatest hindrance to Jewish belief was not intellectual.  This is 

often put forward for the greatest reason for unbelief today but we have a clear 

demonstration that this is not the case but an excuse.  They did not lack for information or 

understanding, they did not lack for miracles; Christ’s personal presence or huge signs of 

the times.  This does bring to our attention that although many in our scientific era claim a 

lack of faith because of science or some other intellectual reason, this is not the true heart 

of unbelief.  We are sinners that just don’t want to.  And we act out of our natures which 

are prone to sin and run from God not to Him.  This is evident in the fact that otherwise 

clear thinking people can subscribe to fallacious conspiracy theories, for example, there are 

many well educated first world people who believe that the Jewish holocaust was fabricated 

and propaganda.   

Secondly, Paul tells us that the Jews would not receive Christ because they stumbled at the 

stumbling stone 9:32.  In other words, because they were convinced that they would save 

themselves by their own righteousness they saw no need for Christ to provide one.  We all 

self-diagnose and the Jews diagnosed that their main problem was not how to be righteous 

before a holy God but that they needed a king to rescue them from Gentile oppression.  We 

are all self-diagnosing quacks who fail to see our real problem because of our self-confident 

assessments.   



Thirdly, they put their security in the wrong things.  They trusted in the fact that they were 

God’s people and were apathetic about their standing before Him.   Their confidence was in 

things like circumcision and food laws which drew boundaries around them demarcating 

them as God’s people.  They put their security in the fact that they had the Scriptures; as a 

result they failed to listen to it when it spoke of Christ or even practice it.  They felt secure 

because they were more moral than the Gentiles and did not think that sin was their biggest 

problem.  By comparing themselves with others they failed to see what they were in 

comparison to God—sinners in need of righteousness.  It was other people that had a 

problem not them, judging by appearances.  They felt secure in their theological tradition 

and the many rabbis who shared and confirmed their assumptions. 

 

The problem is not only a problem for Jews but all sinners.  We too can think that we are ok 

on the basis of our race, or our denominational affiliation.  We can feel good about 

ourselves and think we are ok because we are not as bad as so-and-so, or you don’t do this-

or-that.  We can feel ok because we are part of a crowd or tradition that agrees with us, we 

might even know of a professor who believes as we do.  The heart is deceitful and we are 

good at lying to ourselves.  These are the defences where unbelief hides and we need to 

recognise its camouflage or we will be overrun.  Have you seen that you need Christ, that 

you are a sinner who will be judged, that your best efforts cannot save, that Christ alone is 

enough to save you?  The evidence of who Jesus is and our need for Him is amassed before 

us.  If we reject the gospel then we are as guilty as the Jews.  Dare not leave here today 

not knowing that Christ is your saviour, and your confidence is only in Him. 

 

The responsibility of unbelief                 

 

Let me in this last point as we close this chapter draw attention to Paul’s theological 

method.  Some might want to argue that the Jews did not believe because God did not elect 

them, this is certainly the teaching of Romans 9.  Or some might want to say that we can 

only believe if God enables us.  This is true.  Many Christians today get tied up in knots over 

this issue of God’s sovereignty and human responsibility, that is why these verses are so 

important, for Paul holds both truths together without the one cancelling out the other.  You 

will remember that the overall context of Romans 9-11 is the question of the salvation of the 

Jews.  In answer to the question why the Jews are not saved, and this being a very 

important question because it makes the gospel of free grace in Christ seem unlikely if God’s 

own people reject it.  Paul answers that the reason only some are believing is because God 

has elected only some to believe.  Chapter 9 was Paul’s defence of why not all Jews believe 

appealing to God’s sovereign election.  This however did not stop him from then going on in 

chapter 10 to stress how wrong and accountable the Jews were for rejecting the gospel.  

The way is open to them, they are invited, the way is by faith not works, they have every 

advantage of information and opportunity, yet they do not believe.  Paul you will notice does 

not let the Jews off the hook simply because God did not elect them.  Paul confirms God’s 

sovereignty in this section.  We find it in all the first person references by God in v20, ‘I 

have been found by those who did not seek me; I have shown myself to those who did not 

ask for me.’  The Gentiles are saved by grace not works, by sovereign election not 

conditional election, because God chose them and sought them not because they were 



seeking and choosing God.  It could not be clearer.  Yet at the same time Paul is stressing 

how wrong it is that the Jews have not believed.  He is not excusing their guilt by Gods 

election he sets it alongside God’s election.  Paul affirms both truths without controversy.  

He does not see them as mutually exclusive or the one cancelling out the other.  No he 

asserts that both are true without untangling the knot.  This is a good test for our own 

thinking.  How would you have handled these issues?  Would you have stressed God’s 

sovereignty to the point where the Jews seemed to have no blame for their unbelief; or 

would you have so stressed the Jews unbelief that God appears helpless and not in control.  

God is sovereign and the Jews are guilty for their unbelief, as are all unbelievers.  We 

uphold both of these truths without contradiction. 

 

Both of these truths shape how we present the gospel.  Because we hold to human 

responsibility we call upon people to think, to consider the evidence, to see their guilt, to 

feel their helplessness, to see Christ as sufficient, to turn from their sins, to put their trust in 

Christ.  And because we believe in God’s sovereignty we trust in His power to bless our 

words, we pray for God to change hearts and open minds, we are confident that however 

unbelieving a person may be God will draw His elect.  We do not drop one side of actions 

for the other but pursue both.   

 

This then is the cockroach of unbelief that lives in the human heart, especially those who 

are religious.  Have you seen yourself in the Jews today?  Have you recognised the familiar 

hiding places for unbelief?  Have you truly believed in Christ.  We must take this warning to 

heart.  There is no more sobering warning in Scripture than the warning of the Jews.  They 

were those who were so close to the truth yet no in it, make sure this is not you!                 

   

  

            


