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                                      A GREAT MYSTERY
			    Romans 11: 1-2a, 29-32
	Let’s do a word association exercise. When I say the word “future”, what comes to mind? The future of what, you may ask? My personal future? Our church’s future? Our country’s future? Or even the future of the planet? Thinking about the future can make you dizzy or even anxious, can’t it? It easily leads to worry and fretting, if we let it. Remember the old song by Fleetwood Mac? “Don’t stop thinking about tomorrow.” Well, thinking about tomorrow can be a useful exercise. But it can also be really unsettling.
	But how you think about the future does in fact matter. You can either be “anxious about tomorrow” or you can trust God to provide. Yes, your daily bread. Your daily needs.  “Consider the lilies of the field.” Can you trust God for what tomorrow holds? And just live in the present moment? I hope so. I really do.
	Now the apostle Paul thought a lot about the future. In his initial letter, I Thessalonians, all five chapters talk about the Second Coming of Christ, the Parousia, in Greek. Paul is fixated on the future, quite sure that Christ is coming soon and very soon. So he asks his new converts to prepare for Christ’s imminent return. But in the second chapter he laments the Jewish opposition to the Gospel and even calls down “God’s wrath” upon his own people. So Paul’s view of the future for his own people is rather grim.
	Now fast forward about ten years after he wrote his first letter. Paul’s letter to the Romans has a markedly different tone. He mentions the Parousia, the Second Coming of Christ, rather indirectly only once, in chapter 13. Paul writes, “The night is far gone, the day is near.” That’s it, a much more muted expectation of the End. 
But here is Paul’s real change of mind-his view of  Israel’s future. No more wrath of God stuff. Here there is only promise and hope. So let me suggest a way to look at Paul’s transformation in Romans 9-11. Think of these three chapters as Paul’s conclusion to the Parable of the Prodigal Son. This parable ends by focusing on a father who passionately desired that his two estranged sons would be reconciled. But the parable leaves us hanging, not knowing what happened. Now think of the elder brother as the Jewish people, the younger brother the Gentiles, and of course the father as our loving God.
The parable ends with the father urging the elder brother to join the celebration with these words, “Your brother was dead and is alive, he was lost and is found.”  But Paul faces the fact that the elder brother, the Jewish people of the First Century, had not in fact been reconciled to the younger brother, the wayfaring Gentiles. Nevertheless, Paul believes that the party will someday be a happy family affair.
Let’s first consider the elder brother, the Jewish people. For Paul, the great enigma was that God’s Chosen People had rejected their Messiah. In countless synagogues Paul had been expelled, the Good News rebuffed. On the eve of his trip to Jerusalem, Paul is anxious about his personal safety among his own people. So Paul laments Israel’s hardness of heart, but lamentation is not his final word.
Paul boldly announces a mystery, apparently a further revelation he received from Christ. And here was the mystery-as incredible as it may seem-“all Israel will be saved.” Why? Because God’s covenant with the elder brother, the people of Israel, is irrevocable. Because God is faithful to the covenant with Abraham, Israel’s future is filled with promise. 
Paul proves his point by pointing to himself. If ever there had been a hardened elder brother, it was Paul himself, a persecutor of the church. So Paul asks rhetorically, “Has God rejected Israel?” And he answers emphatically, “By no means. I myself am an Israelite!” Meaning I too received mercy, the chief of sinners! That demonstrates God’s faithful  love for Israel, even with their hardness of heart.
Paul is convinced that Israel’s hardness of heart was temporary and partial. Not all Jews disbelieved-almost all of Jesus’ early followers were Jews. Not only that, but this resistance will last for only a limited time. And God uses Israel’s disobedience to bring salvation to the Gentiles. 
So now the younger brother, the Gentiles, will hear the Gospel and respond. They are like wild olive branches grafted onto the tree trunk that is Israel. And the salvation of the Gentiles will have a profound impact upon Israel. Israel herself will then be saved in the fulness of time. That is the mystery revealed to Paul, a secret that is unique to Paul and found only in this one place in the New Testament. 
Now none of Paul’s reflections should in any way be applied to the current state of Israel. Paul clearly had no such hope in mind two thousand years before the 1948 establishment of Israel. What Paul is saying is that God is  faithful, much like the father in the Parable of the Prodigal Son. God will run down the pathway to welcome home the prodigal younger son and he will reach out to the older son to invite him to the party. That is just how gracious God is toward us. Even when we are rebellious.
Never letting us go, never renouncing his covenant, always loving us down the highways and byways of our lives. Paul has himself experienced this passionate love of God and he is convinced, through the mystery revealed to him, that God intends salvation for his people. That is the great mystery and the great hope of Romans 11.
How and where and when all this will occur, Paul does not tell us. In fact, he simply breaks out into a doxology, a praise of God at the end of Romans 11. And so he leaves us with a mystery without an explanation. Maybe it is simply enough to praise God for his amazing faithfulness and mercy and leave it at that. “O the depth of the riches and wisdom and knowledge of God! How unsearchable are his judgments and how inscrutable his ways!” Likewise, our great hymn “Great is Thy Faithfulness” sings of a God who brings us “morning by morning, new mercies I see.”
So when Paul looks to the future, he sees Christ’s mercy and grace. He sees a father who welcomes both the younger and the older brother into the joyous Messianic banquet. He sees a restored family of faith, a covenant renewed, indeed, the salvation of the world. I hope you see the future in a similar way. Filled with promise and expectation. The amazing grace of God’s love that will not let us go. Ever. 
So as we consider the future, our personal future, the church’s future, our nation’s future, the future of the planet, may I suggest something? I suggest you think of the future in terms of the faithfulness of God, that irrevocable covenant that searches relentlessly even for the most hardened rebel. A God who will love us patiently and passionately, just as the father of the prodigal son and the older brother loved them both world without end. 
Meanwhile, may I also suggest we continue praying the Lord’s Prayer? “Give us this day our daily bread”. This moment, this day, this instant between the past and the future, we commit to God who holds our future in his gracious and loving hands. Because God is always faithful. Thanks be to God. Amen.
	
