
“The Olive Tree” 
(Romans 11:16-24) 

 
 
 

I.  Introduction.   
A.  Orientation.   

1.  This morning, we are returning to the book of Romans.   
2.  After Paul explained the Gospel in great detail, from how we are justified to 

sanctified and preserved, he then went into God’s plan for the nation of Israel.   
a.  Paul grieved over Israel’s rejection of her Messiah, even to the point of being 

forever separated from Christ, if that would save them (9:1-3).   
b.  He talked about her great privileges and promises and how she failed to 

receive them.   
c.  But he also went on to show us how this didn’t contradict God’s faithfulness:  

His plan was moving forward to save all the elect Jews and Gentiles and how 
together these would make up the true Israel of God, the spiritual seed of 
Abraham.   

 
B.  Preview.   

1.  Interestingly enough, God’s plan not to save all national Israel does not mean 
that He now has nothing to do with national Israel.   
a.  In one sense, the promises were still made to them in Abraham.   
b.  They won’t receive what was promised without faith, and they won’t have 

faith unless God has elected them.   
c.  But that doesn’t change the fact that He is still dealing with Israel, to bring 

the elect among them to faith.   
 

2.  We see this in our passage this morning.   
a.  Paul speaks of an Olive Tree with its own branches – the Jews – that are 

being broken off.   
b.  He speaks about the branches of a wild olive tree being grafted in:  the 

Gentiles.   
c.  But he also tells us about God’s willingness to receive the natural branches 

again if they repent and believe.   
 

3.  This morning, I want us to look at four things:   
a.  What this Olive Tree is.   
b.  How persons are added to the Olive Tree.   
c.  Why the Jews were cut off from the Olive Tree.   
d.  Lastly, Israel’s future with regard to the Olive Tree.   

 
II.  Sermon.   

A.  First of all, what is the Olive Tree that Paul talks about here?   
1.  The answer is found in verse 16, “And if the first piece of dough be holy, the 

lump is also; and if the root be holy, the branches are too.”   
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a.  Paul talks about a first piece of dough and a lump that comes from it.   
b.  He talks about a root and its branches.   
c.  There is that which comes first and that which comes later.   
d.  The lump that comes later and the branches are obviously Israel in the 

context.   
e.  What they come from is Abraham, not Abraham the man, but Abraham the 

possessor of God’s covenant promises, and ultimately, Abraham the believer.   
 

2.  The tree then represents the covenant and the branches the family of Abraham, 
the heirs of the covenant promises.   
a.  God promised Abraham that He would give him the land of Palestine, many 

children and that there would be a special child that would come from his 
family, Jesus Christ.   

b.  The tree represents that covenant and the many children, the family, bound 
with God in His covenant relationship.   

c.  Because the root is holy – God’s covenant with Abraham – the branches are 
too, because of their relationship to Abraham.   

d.  This holiness, we need to remind ourselves, does not mean that the branches 
are saved; if they were, they would not be broken off.   

e.  It refers to the holiness of being separated from the world and to God:  what 
we might call covenantal holiness.   

f.  It’s the same kind of holiness Paul refers to when he says in 1 Corinthians 
7:14, “For the unbelieving husband is sanctified through his wife, and the 
unbelieving wife is sanctified through her believing husband; for otherwise 
your children are unclean, but now they are holy.”   

g.  God has a covenantal relationship with the children of believers, because of 
His relationship with their parents.   

h.  In other words, the Olive Tree is the visible church, the visible representation 
of the invisible church, all that profess the true religion along with their 
children.   

i.  It also represents the invisible church in that it includes all the faithful 
connected to the life-giving sap of the tree, or as Jesus puts it in John 15, the 
vine and branches.   

j.  Just as that vine has branches in it that don’t bear fruit for God’s glory, so 
there are branches in this tree that are not connected to Christ by faith and so 
don’t bear fruit.   

k.  So the Olive Tree is God’s covenant and those connected to that covenant by 
way of faith, profession or by birth to one who believes.   

 
B.  Second, how does a person become a part of this Olive Tree?   

1.  The answer is:  by professing faith in Christ.   
a.  It’s true that every physical descendent of Abraham was included in the tree 

up to a certain time.   
(i)  Once they were cut off through their unbelief, this was no longer true.   
(ii)  But we will see they still have some relationship with that tree, since it 

belongs to them.   
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b.  It’s also true that the children of professing Gentile believers are included, as 

we’ve seen in 1 Corinthians 7:14.   
c.  But those who profess and their children can only remain in that tree by 

doing what those who are a part of it do:  by professing faith in Christ and 
living accordingly.   

d.  Ultimately, they can only be a part of it through faith in Christ.   
e.  But they will still be considered by us to be a part of it, if they profess the 

true faith and live the life Jesus calls us to live.   
 

2.  What happened to the Jews that rejected Christ?  “They were broken off for 
their unbelief” (v. 20).   
a.  They were cut off, along with their children:  their branches were removed 

along with any of their saplings.   
b.  The same would be true of unbelieving Gentiles.   
c.  No one can remain in the tree that doesn’t profess faith.   
d.  Again I say “profess” faith, because it seems clear that one’s profession is 

what is in view here.   
e.  How do branches get connected to the tree and then become removed?  If by 

saving faith, then a person may be saved and then be lost, something the 
Bible clearly teaches against (John 10:28).   

f.  But if by birth or by profession, then it’s easy to see how one is lost:  a child 
grows up and shows by his lack of profession or his life that he is not a 
believer; the one who professes does the same.   

g.  And so a person becomes a part of the tree by way of professing the true faith 
or by being born to someone who is a part of the covenant.   

h.  But again, that relationship to the tree is not necessarily a saving one.   
 

C.  But Paul answers another question here:  why were the Jews cut off?   
1.  They were cut off because they didn’t believe; they failed to continue to profess 

the true faith.  But why didn’t God allow them to believe?   
a.  As we’ve seen, He partially hardened Israel – not all Israel, but most – so that 

He might bring salvation to the Gentiles.   
b.  Paul writes, “You will say then, ‘Branches were broken off so that I might be 

grafted in’” (v. 19), “I” being the Gentiles.   
c.  It was God’s plan that Abraham be the father of many nations, not just those 

from his own loins, but also through faith.   
d.  God predicted through Hosea the prophet that those who were not His people 

would become His people (9:25).   
e.  This was God’s great plan:   

(i)  To bring salvation to the Gentiles:  To have mercy on them.   
(ii)  To allow them to become partakers of the rich root of the Olive Tree – 

the blessings of the Covenant.   
(iii)  Paul writes, “Some of the branches were broken off, and you, being a 

wild olive, were grafted in among them and became partaker with them of 
the rich root of the olive tree” (v. 17).   
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(iv)  Those blessings include:  a relationship with God – I will be your God 
and you shall be My people – a home in the new heavens and new earth, 
and eternal life – the forgiveness of sins.   

 
2.  But even though the Gentiles received these blessings at the expense of Israel, 

Paul warns them that they shouldn’t let it go to their heads.   
a.  He warns them not to become arrogant toward the branches, or the Jews (v. 

18).  Why?   
(i)  The only reason they have these blessings in the first place is because of 

God’s promise to Abraham, the father of the Jews.   
(ii)  These blessings were first and foremost meant for the Jews.   
(iii)  And it’s only because of God’s continued dealing with the Jews that 

they have these blessings in the first place.   
(iv)  They were strangers and aliens to God’s household and blessing, but 

now those who were far off have been brought near through the blood of 
Christ (Eph. 2:19).   

(v)  They don’t support the root, but the root supports them (v. 18).   
 

b.  The second warning is that what happened to the Jews may very well happen 
to them.   
(i)  Yes, the Jews were cut off because they didn’t believe, and the Gentiles 

stand by their faith.   
(ii)  But what happened to the Jews could also happen to the Gentiles!   
(iii)  Paul writes, “Do not be conceited, but fear; for if God did not spare the 

natural branches, neither will He spare you.  Behold then the kindness and 
severity of God; to those who fell, severity, but to you, God's kindness, if 
you continue in His kindness; otherwise you also will be cut off” (vv. 20-
22).   

(iv)  Here is a very real warning to those professing faith in Christ against 
falling away into sin and unbelief.   

(v)  Does this ever happen?  Yes, because of what we’ve already seen.  Not 
every professor is a true believer.   

(vi)  Will this ever happen to a true believer?  The answer is no, but only 
because God won’t let it.  He will make sure they persevere in holiness.   

(vii)  What should the Gentiles do then?  Not be proud, but humble 
themselves and stay close to God through faith in Jesus Christ.   

(viii)  And so the Jews were removed from the tree because they failed to 
believe.   

(ix)  The Gentiles should also fear that their profession doesn’t turn out to be 
false.   

 
D.  But lastly, is there a future for the Jews in the Olive Tree?   

1.  Paul’s answer is yes.   
a.  “And they also, if they do not continue in their unbelief, will be grafted in; 

for God is able to graft them in again.  For if you were cut off from what is 
by nature a wild olive tree, and were grafted contrary to nature into a 
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cultivated olive tree, how much more shall these who are the natural 
branches be grafted into their own olive tree” (Rom. 11:23-24)?   

b.  If God is able to bring the Gentiles who were afar off into the Olive 
Tree/Church, then He is certainly able to bring in those to whom the promises 
belong.   

 
2.  God brought salvation to the Gentiles in the first place, that He might provoke 

Israel to jealousy, that He might save some of the Jews.   
a.  Paul writes, “I say then, they did not stumble so as to fall, did they?  May it 

never be!  But by their transgression salvation has come to the Gentiles, to 
make them jealous” (v. 11).  

b.  We might ask why God hardened Israel’s heart in the first place if it was His 
plan to save them by making them jealous?   
(i)  God hardened them because of their sin.   
(ii)  They would not listen, they would not receive Christ, so God made sure 

that most of them wouldn’t, for the present time.   
(iii)  But that doesn’t mean that He no longer cares for Israel, even national 

Israel.   
(iv)  Paul writes in verses 28 and 29, “From the standpoint of the gospel they 

are enemies for your sake, but from the standpoint of God's choice they 
are beloved for the sake of the fathers; for the gifts and the calling of God 
are irrevocable.”   

(v)  God is not finished with the Jews.   
 

3.  Does this mean that God is going to save all the Jews and that there is a future 
Jewish millennial kingdom when Christ returns?   
a.  No.   
b.  But it does mean that God will save all the Jews He intends to save and will 

add them to the church when He does, because the church is the fulfillment of 
the Abrahamic Covenant.   
 

III.  Application.   
A.  You are a part of the Olive Tree, the covenant people of God, this morning.   

1.  If you profess Jesus Christ as your Lord and Savior, or if you are you are a 
branch from one who does, you are a part of it.   
a.  You don’t have to be physically descended from Abraham to be a part of it.   
b.  Gentiles are also grafted in by faith.   
c.  And so are their children.   
 

2.  Does this mean that you are saved if you profess faith or are a child of someone 
who does?   
a.  You know that profession alone doesn’t save you.   
b.  You know that being a child of a professor or even of a believer doesn’t save 

you.   
c.  Faith is the only thing that does:  You must believe; you must trust in Jesus 

Christ.   
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d.  If you believe, you will stay in the Covenant, in the Olive Tree, you will 
persevere in the faith, for God will keep you.   

e.  This is the great kindness of God:  He gives faith and He sustains faith.   
 
B.  But we also need to recognize here the possibility of being cut off.   

1.  Who are cut off?   
a.  Those who are not true believers.   
b.  Those who show themselves not to be by not continuing in the faith.   
c.  As Jesus tells us in John 15, those who don’t bear the fruits of righteousness.   
d.  This is the severity of God (v. 22).   
 

2.  This at once refutes the doctrines of easy-believism and antinomianism.   
a.  Salvation is not merely praying a prayer.   
b.  A person is not saved who doesn’t obey.   
c.  The true believer will trust in Jesus as His Savior, submit to Him as Lord, and 

love and serve Him all his days.   
d.  If he fails to do these things, he will be cut off.   

 
C.  But let’s not miss the encouragement that is also here.   

1.  The branches that are cut off of the tree can be grafted in again, if they repent 
and turn to Christ.   

2.  There is a sense in which God still works on those who were once a part of the 
tree.   
a.  God still works among the Jews, those to whom the promises were made.   
b.  He may still work among those who may have departed from the covenant 

for a time, giving them every reason to repent and believe.   
c.  If He is able to graft in the natural branches again when they believe (v. 23), 

why not the wild branches?   
d.  Will all the branches broken off be grafted back in?  No.  Obviously, the elect 

will, but not the reprobate.   
e.  This is simply to say that this is sovereignly in His hands, as are the hearts of 

all men.   
f.  The point is, persevere in faith, in love, in obedience.  Trust in Him with all 

your heart and live the life He calls you to live, and your place in the Olive 
Tree will never be in question.  Amen.   


