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“The Goodness and Severity of God” 
Romans 11:16-24 
September 6th, 2020 

 

   My first Air Force special duty assignment was with the Air Mobility Command’s Non-Commissioned 
Officer (NCO) Academy at McGuire Air Force Base, New Jersey.  The selection process for such a special 
duty assignment was competitive; it required a thorough application process and a comparison with 
peers.  
 
   For 4 years, I served at the NCO Academy with a team of 15 instructors.  Our students had to graduate 
our course of instruction to qualify for promotion.  There’s no doubt those I served with were the 
“cream of the crop”, among the highest quality people I’ve known.  And, interestingly to a person, each 
of us had an office adorned with at least one “I love me wall.”  “I love me walls” were covered with 
plaques, awards, framed certificates and other mementos - all hailing the recipient as someone special. 

 
   My teammates and I were proud of our accomplishments and recognition.  And, if we weren’t 
careful, we could become proud of our accomplishments in an unhelpful way.  Pride can easily 
become arrogance and boorishness, neither of which are tendencies to be anywhere present in 
the lives of the people of the living God.  
 
   Someone has said, “God created the world out of nothing, and as long as we are nothing, God 
will make something out of us.”  That’s a statement against boasting in who we are and what 
we do, and thinking ourselves beneath others. 
 

   In a different assignment, I reported directly to the squadron commander, a cigar toting, conceited 
former flight crewmember on B-52 Stratofortress bombers.  He, a Lieutenant Colonel, once asked me, a 
Staff Sergeant, to write his officer effectiveness report, so he could get it to his supervisor who first 
asked him to write it!  Talk about pressure!!  My commander would know how I felt about him by the 
accolades I included – or didn’t include - on his evaluation.  That same squadron commander also 
directed me to write my own performance report!  Try being humble writing your own ticket!   

 
   Pride (boasting) and the need to be humble are the focus in the passage of Scripture before us 
today.  Such pride and boasting can have eternal ramifications. 
 
Romans 11:16-24: 
   “For if the firstfruit is holy, the lump is also holy; and if the root is holy, so are the branches.  And if 
some of the branches were broken off, and you, being a wild olive tree, were grafted in among them, 
and with them became a partaker of the root and fatness of the olive tree, do not boast against the 
branches.  But if you do boast, remember that you do not support the root, but the root supports you. 
   You will say then, ‘Branches were broken off that I might be grafted in.’ Well said.  Because of unbelief 
they were broken off, and you stand by faith.  Do not be haughty, but fear.  For if God did not spare the 
natural branches, He may not spare you either.  Therefore consider the goodness and severity of God; 
on those who fell, severity; but toward you, goodness, if you continue in His goodness.  Otherwise you 
also will be cut off.  And they also, if they do not continue in unbelief, will be grafted in, for God is able 
to graft them in again.  For if you were cut out of the olive tree which is wild by nature, and were grafted 
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contrary to nature into a cultivated olive tree, how much more will these, who are natural branches, be 
grafted into their own olive tree?” 

 
   Verse 16 contains a principal we know in our day – “As the foundation, so goes the structure.”  
No matter what you do to the building, if the foundation is flawed, the entire building is flawed.  
Paul may have been familiar with this principal, but he uses two illustrations familiar to his 
readers – dough and trees.   
 
   The first of the dough given to the Lord meant the consecration of the whole lump.  The 
‘firstfruit’ here in verse 16 refers to the patriarchs Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, not the remnant.  
That holiness is ascribed to sinful men such as our spiritual forefathers means it refers to their 
being set apart by God, not necessarily for any moral purity they possessed.  “The firstfruit and 
the lump are parallel to the root and the branches.  The root is surely the patriarchs (fathers).” 
(Murray, 85) 
 
   The word ‘branches’ first appears in verse 16 of today’s passage.  But it is used a total of 6 
times in today’s passage for our study – verses 16, 17, 18, 19, 21, and 24.  ‘Branches’ in Paul’s 
illustration were people.  Broken off branches in his illustration were unbelieving Jews.  And 
these were branches from an olive tree – such tree is referred to in two different ways – a wild 
olive tree and a cultivated olive tree. 
 
   The Jews – Israel - is the cultivated olive tree.  And grafted-in Gentiles are the wild olive tree.  
The olive tree is a symbol of Israel in multiple Old Testament passages.   
 
   Consider, for instance, Jeremiah 11:16, “The Lord called your name, Green Olive Tree, Lovely and of 
Good Fruit.  With the noise of a great tumult He has kindled fire on it, and its branches are broken.” 
 
   Also consider Hosea 14:6, where God says of Israel, “His branches shall spread; His beauty shall be 
like an olive tree, and his fragrance like Lebanon.” 
 
   The olive tree, often the only tree of any size in a given locality, is among the most durable of 
trees.  It can live for 300-400 years.    
 
   Fruitful olive trees bear olives (most Dietmeier’s love green olives – I can eat a ton of them!)  
From olives, we get olive oil.  Olive oil was one of the most important, if not the most 
important, agrarian products in the land.  It was used widely in cooking and as a cosmetic, fuel, 
and healing cream (unguent).  Olive oil was also used as an article of commerce.   
 
   Beginning with verse 17, Paul anticipates some olive branches being removed from the good 
olive tree.  Those branches removed from the tree were unbelieving Jews.  And, in their place, 
wild olive branches would be grafted into the tree.  That refers to Gentiles who believed in 
Jesus Christ as Savior and Lord.  Paul’s admonition to the Gentiles in verse 18 is to refrain from 
boasting in their status in place of those who were removed from the cultivated tree.  After all, 
he says in the same verse, “Remember that you do not support the root, but the root supports you.”  
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   In verses 19 & 20 Paul anticipates an objection to his teaching.  It was possible olive tree 
branches were broken off because there were so many wild ones available to be grafted in.  
Paul agrees that some Jews were cast away because of their unbelief in Jesus as God’s Messiah.  
But, those who remain did so by faith.  
 
   No Gentile should think that any Jew is somehow less deserving than Gentiles are.  And, 
Gentile Christians must be careful not to become presumptuous spiritually.  National European 
churches, our forbears in the Protestant Reformation, fell into irrelevance because they walked 
by sight, not by faith.  Nation-wide denominations in America have become weak and  
wandering because they’ve cut themselves off from what was once their lifeline – faith in the 
declaration of the gospel as found in the God-breathed Scriptures of the Holy Bible. 
 
   We should lament these deaths of national churches in Europe and the mainline 
denominations here in American.  Aside from earnestly praying for God to rekindle what was 
once a glorious national church in Europe, or a majestic denomination here in America, we 
must not be prideful (haughty), but fearful – as in fearful reverence of the living God.  Paul 
counsels his readers to be afraid, to stand in awe of Who God is and what He is able to do. 
 
   Verse 20 commands that we must “stand by faith.”  Faith is not presumption.  “Throughout 
Romans, Paul’s whole argument about the Jews is this: Though they were the chosen people, 
they began to think they were the choice people.  They became confident that they were “in” 
no matter how they lived, simply because they were Abraham’s physical descendants.  That is 
not the case.” (Keller, 94) 
      
   We must not be arrogant, prideful, or boastful.  The moment we begin to grow boastful we 
cease to have faith, thereby offering ourselves as candidates for ‘cutting off.’  “To trust in God 
and to be proud of one’s spiritual achievements are mutually exclusive.” (Morris, 415) 
 
   Verses 22 compels us to behold two of God’s attributes – His goodness and His severity.  
“Therefore consider the goodness and severity of God; on those who fell, severity; but toward you, 
goodness, if you continue in His goodness.”  Otherwise you will be cut off.” 

 
   For those who have fallen – in the present context the Jews – there is severity, the rigor of 
divine judgment.  Everyone remembers that God is love, but we must also realize He is also a 
God of strict justice.  “His rejection of the Jews should be a warning to us never to presume on 
His goodness, but, rather to always make certain we are truly saved.” (Boice, 1356)  Remember 
how Paul put it for us in Romans 1:18, “For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all 
ungodliness and unrighteousness of men, who suppress the truth in unrighteousness.” 
 
   For those who continue – the grafted in Gentiles – God’s goodness is theirs’ as long as they 
continue in that goodness.  It would require effort to make good choices and fight off the 
temptations to sin against God.  God’s grace is rooted in His goodness.  Remember how God is 
described in Exodus 34:6 & 7, “The Lord God, merciful and gracious, longsuffering, and abounding in 
goodness and truth, keeping mercy for thousands, forgiving iniquity and transgression and sin, by no 
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means clearing the guilty, visiting the iniquity of the fathers upon the children and the children’s 
children to the third and fourth generation.” 
 

   This reminds me of a compelling quote; the identity of the author is not certain: 
 

“I sought for the greatness and genius of America in her commodious 
harbors and her ample rivers – and it was not there… in her fertile 

fields and boundless forests - and it was not there… in her rich 
mines and her vast world commerce – and it was not there… 
in her democratic Congress and her matchless Constitution - 

and it was not there.  Not until I went into the churches of America  
and heard her pulpits flame with righteousness  

did I understand the secret of her genius and power.   
America is great because she is good, and if America ever ceases to be good,  

she will cease to be great.” 

 
   I love our country, and so do you.  I gave 20 of my best years in active service for her.  But, my 
greater love is for the City of God, the Kingdom of God and His Church.   
    
   Before we close, we should consider briefly the kind of gardening that only God is able to 
accomplish.  I refer to re-grafting.  Re-grafting back into the original olive tree will take place for 
the Jews who were broken off “if they do not continue in their unbelief” (verse 23).  
 
   God does not change His mind.  But, His thinking is not our thinking, and His ways are not our 
ways.  It sometimes seems to us that God is going back on what He decreed.  In the halls of 
glory, before the earth even existed, God – Father, Son, and Holy Spirit – worked this amazing 
plan of redemption for the people Jesus came to earth to save. 
 
   As I prepared this message, I came across this piece entitled, ‘No Indispensable Person.’  It 
think you’ll find it both humbling and convicting. 
 

“Sometimes when you’re feeling important 
Sometime when your ego’s in bloom. 

Sometime when you take it for granted 
You’re the best qualified in the room. 

 
Sometime when you feel that you’re going 

Would leave an unfillable hole, 
Just follow these simple instructions 
And see how they humble your soul. 

 
Take a bucket and fill it with water 
Put your hand in it up to the wrist, 

Pull it out, and the hole that’s remaining 
Is a measure of how you’ll be missed. 
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You can splash all you want when you enter, 
You may stir up the water galore; 

But stop, and you find that in no time 
It looks quite the same as before. 

 
The moral in this quaint example 

Is to do just the best that you can; 
Be proud of yourself, but remember 

There’s no indispensable man.” 


