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CORPORATE ELECTION IN ROMANS 9:
A REPLY TO THOMAS SCHREINER

BRIAN J. ABASCIANO*

I. INTRODUCTION

It has been a little over a dozen years since Thomas Schreiner argued in
this journal that Romans 9 teaches individual election unto salvation.! He
correctly points out that Romans 9 is a standard proof text for Calvinists, who
hold that God unconditionally elects individuals to be saved. He also correctly
observes that scholars increasingly reject the Calvinist exegesis of the chapter
as a misreading of the text.? His article seeks to refute two common objec-
tions to the Calvinist interpretation, namely, that Romans 9 (1) addresses
historical, national destiny rather than salvation; and/or (2) relates to the
salvation of groups rather than individuals. I have no disagreement with the
main thrust of Schreiner’s first major point. Paul’s argument in Romans 9
surely concerns the salvation of Israel.? But I find his attempt to counter the

* Brian Abasciano pastors at Faith Community Church, 122 High St., Hampton, NH 03842.

! Thomas R. Schreiner, “Does Romans 9 Teach Individual Election unto Salvation? Some Exe-
getical and Theological Reflections,” JETS 36 (1993) 25-40. The article has been reprinted with
only minor changes as “Does Romans 9 Teach Individual Election unto Salvation?” in The Grace
of God, The Bondage of the Will (ed. Thomas R. Schreiner and Bruce A. Ware; 2 vols.; Grand Rapids:
Baker, 1995) 1.89-106, and again in Still Sovereign: Contemporary Perspectives on Election, Fore-
knowledge, and Grace (ed. Thomas R. Schreiner and Bruce A. Ware; Grand Rapids: Baker, 2000) 89—
106. References in this article will refer to the latter-mentioned reprinted version. Cf. Schreiner’s
treatment of Romans 9-11, and especially chapter 9, in his commentary on Romans (Romans
[BECNT 6; Grand Rapids: Baker, 1998] 469-638, esp. pp. 472-530).

2 Cf. the similar observation of Douglas J. Moo, The Epistle to the Romans (NICNT; Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1996) 571. Indeed, several recent treatments of Romans 9 have found that
Paul is not speaking of the eternal fate of individuals specifically: e.g. N. T. Wright, The Climax
of the Covenant: Christ and the Law in Pauline Theology (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1992) 238-39;
Joseph A. Fitzmyer, Romans: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary (AB 33;
New York: Doubleday, 1993) 563; Brendan Byrne, Romans (Sacra Pagina 6; Collegeville, MN:
Liturgical Press, 1996) 299; Luke T. Johnson, Reading Romans (New York: Crossroad, 1997) 140;
Ben Witherington 1II with Darlene Hyatt, Paul’s Letter to the Romans: A Socio-Rhetorical Com-
mentary (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2004) 246-59. In addition to Schreiner, two other outspoken
modern scholars who argue for individual election unto salvation in Romans 9 are especially note-
worthy: Moo (in his Romans commentary mentioned above); idem, “The Theology of Romans 9-11:
A Response to E. Elizabeth Johnson,” in Pauline Theology III: Romans (ed. David M. Hay and
Elizabeth E. Johnson; Minneapolis: Fortress, 1995) 254-58; and John Piper, The Justification of
God: An Exegetical and Theological Study of Romans 9:1-23 (2d ed.; Grand Rapids: Baker, 1993).

3 See also esp. Piper, Justification of God, passim, esp. chs. 1 and 2; and my own doctoral disser-
tation: “Paul’s Use of the Old Testament in Romans 9:1-9: An Intertextual and Theological Exe-
gesis” (Ph.D. thesis, University of Aberdeen, 2004) 78-81, 195-259, 312-13, 317. A revised form
of this dissertation is scheduled to appear in the JSNTSup series under the same title.
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primacy of corporate election in Romans 9 unpersuasive. This article will
examine his case and seek to articulate the nature of election as it is repre-
sented in Romans 9.

II. CLARIFYING THE DEBATE AND UNDERCUTTING THE ARGUMENT:
DETERMINING THE PRIMARY ORIENTATION OF ELECTION

Schreiner argues that the election described in Romans 9 “is both cor-
porate and individual and that a reference to the former does not rule out
the latter.”* Indeed, he maintains that corporate and individual election are
inseparable, and that the former entails the latter.® In one sense this must
be true, but not in the individualistic way Schreiner means it. He appears to
argue against a conception of corporate election that denies any place to the
individual. This may be due to the position of the scholars he interacts with
and/or some misunderstanding on his part of what corporate election entails.®
But in any case, I want to make it clear that when I speak of Romans 9 as
containing corporate rather than individual election, I am speaking of the
primary orientation of election, which of necessity must include individuals
in its purview to some extent.” But this in no way implies a traditional concept
of individual election and actually undercuts much of Schreiner’s argumen-
tation. A proper view of corporate election, which takes full account of the
place of individuals, avoids much of Schreiner’s criticism.

Schreiner appears to contend for an election that is equally corporate and
individual in orientation. But this is an untenable position, ironically due to
the inextricable connection between the individual and the group to which
Schreiner repeatedly calls attention. For there is a definite logical connection
between the group and the individual, but this connection must be viewed
primarily from either the corporate or the individual perspective. Interest-
ingly, it can be viewed legitimately from either perspective, but not both
equally at the same time. Either corporate or individual election must be
primary (see below). The important question that Schreiner fails to address is:
How do the corporate and individual aspects of election relate to each other?
Which is primary?

If corporate election is primary, then it is the group that is the focus of
election, and individuals are elect only in connection with the group. If in-
dividual election is primary, then individuals are separately the focus of
election, and the group is elect only as a collection of elect individuals. Thus,
either the corporate focus of election determines the identity and benefits of
the individual based on participation in the group, or the individual focus of

4 Schreiner, “Individual Election” 99.

5 Ibid. 102, 105.

8 The representative of corporate election that Schreiner interacts with most is William W. Klein,
The New Chosen People: A Corporate View of Election (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1990). But even
though he may not give much attention to the place of individuals in the elect people, Klein certainly
affords a place to individuals in his scheme; see e.g. pp. 264—-65.

7 On the concept of corporate election, see also Abasciano, “Old Testament in Romans 9:1-9”
310-17 (cf. pp. 108-12) and the literature cited there.
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election determines the identity and benefits of the group based on the in-
dividuals who have been grouped together according to their similar indi-
vidual characteristics/status. The fact that Schreiner repeatedly argues that
corporate election entails Calvinistic individual election, amounting to an
election of individuals as autonomous entities before God, only shows that
he is assuming individual election to be primary. For if election is primarily
individual, then corporate election must equally imply individual election
since the identity of the group is entirely determined by the identity of the
individuals who make it up. The fact that Schreiner presupposes this stance
suggests a failure to look beyond a modern, western, individualistic viewpoint.

III. THE PRIMACY OF CORPORATE ELECTION

Schreiner notes that many scholars have been persuaded by the corporate
view of election.? This is for good reason. The case for the primacy of corporate
election in Paul’s thought in general and Romans 9 in particular is strong.
Besides the evidence provided by exegesis of Romans 9-11 and other specific
NT texts,® there are three general factors that support it.

1. The OT concept of election is clearly corporate.’® God chose the people
of Israel in Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob/Israel (Deut 4:37; 7:6-8). That is, by
choosing Jacob/Israel, the corporate/covenant representative, God also chose
his descendants as his covenant people. It is a matter of OT covenant theology.
The covenant representative on the one hand and the people/nation of Israel
on the other hand are the focus of the divine covenantal election, and indi-
viduals are elect only as members of the elect people. Moreover, in principle,
foreign individuals who were not originally members of the elect people could
join the chosen people and become part of the elect,!! demonstrating again
that the locus of election was the covenant community and that individuals
found their election through membership in the elect people. The corporate
nature of the election of God’s people in the OT is so well recognized that
Moo, an advocate of individual election in Paul’s thought and Romans 9, con-
cedes that Paul would have found only corporate election in the Scriptures and
his Jewish tradition.? And John Piper, one of the most forceful and outspoken

8 Schreiner, “Individual Election” 99.

9 For a survey of the NT in relation to the issue of corporate/individual election, see Klein, Chosen
People. Interestingly, in an essay arguing for a Calvinistic view of individual election, Donald J.
Westblade accepts Klein’s argument that Paul has corporate election in mind throughout Romans 9—
11, though he does not believe that this excludes individual election (“Divine Election in the Pauline
Literature” in Schreiner and Ware, eds., Still Sovereign 63—87, esp. p. 83 n. 35). But this latter
judgment seems to be based on the same sort of faulty reasoning regarding the relationship between
the collective and the individual identified above in Schreiner’s article (“Individual Election”).

10 For a demonstration of this point, see Klein, Chosen People 25—44.

U1 See D. I. Block, “Sojourner; Alien; Stranger,” ISBE 4.561-63, Rahab and Ruth are prominent
examples from the OT.

12 Moo, “Theology of Romans 9-11” 254-58; cf. Moo, Romans 586, esp. n. 73. Nevertheless, he
argues that the rejection of the gospel by the Jewish people and the flood of Gentiles entering
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modern advocates of individual election, is forced to acknowledge that “the
eternal salvation of the individual as Paul teaches it is almost never the
subject of discussion in the OT.”13

Indeed, the OT passages Paul interprets and applies in Romans 9 have a
corporate view of election. This weighs heavily in favor of taking Paul to speak
of corporate election in Romans 9 as well. He surely expected his audience
to be familiar with the passages he refers to and should be taken as pointing
to the broad original contexts of his scriptural quotations and allusions.!*
Even passages that might seem to modern individualistic eyes to refer to
individual election turn out to be corporate in orientation in light of the OT
background.

For example, Paul’s references to the divine choices of Isaac over Ishmael
(Rom 9:7-9) and Jacob over Esau (Rom 9:10-13) invoke instances of primarily
corporate election. The point of Isaac’s election in the passage Paul quotes
is that the seed of Abraham, the elect covenant people, would be named/iden-
tified by connection to Isaac (Rom 9:7; Gen 21:12). Individuals would be re-
garded as part of the covenant people based on their relationship to Isaac.
Paul interprets this to mean that only “the children of the promise are re-
garded as seed,”’® that is, as the chosen people of God (Rom 9:8). Similarly,
both of Paul’s quotations concerning Jacob speak of his election primarily
as the election of a people. The fuller context of Paul’s first Jacob quotation
makes this perfectly clear: “The Lord said to her, ‘Two nations are in your
womb, and two peoples will be divided from within you. One people will be
stronger than the other, and the older will serve the younger’” (Gen 25:23;
cf. Rom 9:12). Likewise, as Cranfield comments concerning the second Jacob
quotation (Rom 9:13), “There is no doubt that the concern of Mal 1.2-5 is
with the nations of Israel and Edom, and it is natural to suppose that by

individually into the Church led Paul to individualize election (but see below). It is interesting that
Moo approvingly directs attention to Schreiner’s article for the problems with finding corporate
election in the NT while recognizing that this was the view of the OT and Judaism (Romans 586
n. 73), for one of the major thrusts of Schreiner’s article is that the concept of a primarily corporate
election is itself invalid.

13 Piper, Justification of God 64.

14 As Piper comments: “Most commentators agree that the OT quotations in Rom 9:6-18 assume
an acquaintance with the whole story of which they are a part and that without this knowledge
the isolated quotations would be virtually unintelligible as part of the argument” (Justification of
God 60 n. 27). On Paul’s scriptural allusions in Romans 9 as pointers to their original contexts,
see Abasciano, “Old Testament in Romans 9:1-9”; ¢f. Richard B. Hays, Echoes of Scripture in the
Letters of Paul (New Haven & London: Yale University Press, 1989) 63—68; Douglas A. Oss, “Paul’s
Use of Isaiah and Its Place in His Theology, with Special Reference to Romans 9-11” (Ph.D. diss.,
Westminster Theological Seminary, Philadelphia, 1992); J. Ross Wagner, Heralds of the Good News:
Isaiah and Paul “in Concert” in the Letter to the Romans (NovI'Sup 101; Leiden: Brill, 2002) ch. 2;
and more generally, C. H. Dodd, According to the Scriptures: The Substructure of New Testament
Theology (London: Nisbet, 1952); G. K. Beale, “Did Jesus and His Followers Preach the Right
Doctrine from the Wrong Texts?” in The Right Doctrine from the Wrong Texts? Essays on the Use
of the Old Testament in the New (ed. G. K. Beale; Grand Rapids: Baker, 1994) 387-404, and a
number of scholars he cites throughout, esp. on pp. 390-91, n. 10.

15 All translations of Scripture are the author’s.
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‘Jacob’ and 'Esau’ Paul also understands not only the twin sons of Isaac but
also the peoples descended from them."'

The examples of Isaac and Jacob embody the OT concept of corporate soli-
darity or representation in which the individual represents the community
and is identified with it and vice versa."” The concept is especially evident in
the case of kings and patriarchs, who are seen to represent their people and
sum them up in themselves, especially in the context of covenant. The obser-
vation is important because it provides the model for the corporate represen-
tative role of Christ in the NT as the seed of Abraham (Gal 3:16), the true
Israel and embodiment of the covenant people of God. As Galatians 3-4, a
passage in which Paul uses similar language and treats similar subjects,"
bears out, Christians are only considered the seed of Abraham because they
are in Christ by faith, and therefore share in his identity as their (covenant)
representative. Strikingly, Paul also uses the same "in x" language as Gen
21:12/Rom 9:7 do to describe covenant participation through the covenant rep-
resentative when he speaks explicitly of salvine election in Eph 1:4, declaring
that the Church has been chosen in Christ.”

But we have begun to move beyond the point at hand. What needs to be
highlighted at this juncture is that a corporate election which on the one hand
allowed a full and vigorous role to the individual in the context of community

' C. E. B. Cranfield, 4 Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Epistle to the Romans (2 vols.;
ICC; Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1975-79) 480.

' On this concept, see Klein, Chosen People 36-42; Beale, "Jesus and His Followers" 392; idem,
"The Old Testament Background of Reconciliation in 2 Corinthians 5-7 and Its Bearing on the
Literary Problem of 2 Corinthians 6:14-7:1," in Beale, ed., The Right Doctrine from the Wrong Texts?
217-47, esp. 230-31; E. Earle Ellis, "Biblical Interpretation in the New Testament Church," in
Mikra: Text, Translation, Reading and Interpretation of the Hebrew Bible in Ancient Judaism and
Early Christianity (ed. J. Mulder; CRINT 2.1; Assen: Van Gorcum/Minneapolis: Fortress, 1990)
716-20; idem, "How the New Testament Uses the Old,” in New Testament Interpretation: Essays
on Principles and Methods (ed. 1. H. Marshall; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1977) 212-13; Klyne
Snodgrass, "The Use of the Old Testament in the New," in Beale, ed., The Right Doctrine from
the Wrong Texts? 29-51, esp. p. 37. The concept of corporate solidarity/representation in modern
scholarship especially goes back to H. W. Robinson's distinct notion of corporate personality (7The
Christian Doctrine of Man [Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1911]; idem, Corporate Personality in Ancient
Israel [Philadelphia: Fortress, 1964]). Despite the inadequacy of Robinson's construct, which has
been forcefully criticized, the corporate perspective of the OT is undeniable and supported by
recent research (in addition to the above, see e.g. Joel S. Kaminsky, Corporate Responsibility in
the Hebrew Bible [Sheffield: JSOT, 1995] esp. 16-22; Gary W. Burnett, Paul and the Salvation of
the Individual [Biblical Interpretation Series 57; L eiden/Boston/KéIn: Brill, 2001] esp. 73-80).

%8 Note that Paul treats the same OT context in Rom 9:7 and Gal 4:21-31.

1% Of course, the Pauline author ship of Ephesians is disputed, but | believe that Schreiner and
| agreethat Paul isthe author of the epistle. Even if oneisinclined to reject Pauline author ship,
Ephesians may still beregarded as faithful to Paul'steaching. Harold Hoehner is now notable for
providing what may bethe most extensive defense of Pauline author ship of Ephesians (Ephesians
[Grand Rapids: Baker, 2002] 2-61); see also Peter T. O'Brien, The Letter to the Ephesians (PNTC;
Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1999) 4-47. Against Pauline authorship, see Andrew T. Lincoln,
Ephesians (WBC 42; Dallas: Word, 1990) lix-Ixxiii. On the covenantal-incor porative significance
of Paul's"in Chrig" language, see very briefly, Abasciano, " Old Testament in Romans 9:1-9" 205-6.
Cf. theworkslisted in n. 17 above; Wright, Climax of the Covenant 18-55; Michad Cranford, " Elec-
tion and Ethnicity: Paul'sView of Israel in Romans 9.1-13," JSNT 50 (1993) 27-41, esp. p. 30. On
Eph 1:4, see IVAC below.



