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Elijah in the Message of Paul the Apostle* 
T y p o l o g y  o f  t h e  E l i j a h  F i g u r e  i n  P a u l ’ s  M i s s i o n a r y  Z e a l  

f o r  t h e  G o s p e l  

František Ábel 

Introduction 

After the Babylonian exile preceded by the destruction of the kingdom of 
Judah in the sixth century BCE, the question of the long-anticipated fulfillment of 
God’s promises of the final redemption and salvation of Israel was becoming 
more and more acute and pressing. This burning question reflected of the many 
unfavorable experiences undergone by the Jewish population living in Judea and 
Galilee, as well as in the Diaspora1. This conundrum was increasing in urgency 
during the whole Second Temple period, and became a catalyst for Jewish 
authors of that period, compelling them to view and perceive all the rich tapestry 
of the historical events of Israel self-reflectively, through the lens of the so-called 
Deuteronomic theology2. As such, Deuteronomic theology as a unique prophetic 

 
* This work was supported by the Department of Old and New Testament, 

Stellenbosch University, South Africa, where the author works in the position of research 
fellow. 

1 See, DONALDSON, Judaism, 1-2. On the interaction between Jews and non-Jews in 
the Hellenistic world, see: GRUEN, Heritage; COLLINS, Between Athens and Jerusalem; 
FREDRIKSEN, The Question of Worship; ELLIOTT, The Question of Politics. 

2 The Deuteronomic theology consists in the so-called “prophetic paradigm” – the 
concept of punishment for sinfulness and redemption for the righteous who repent – and 
focuses on the prophetic view of the history of Israel and the world. This line of thought is 
found through the entire book of Deuteronomy: among other texts, and especially, in Deut 
32, the Song of Moses (known, in its Hebrew transliteration, as the Ha’azinu). This poetic 
text represents a litany of the Israelites’ sins, a prophecy of their punishment, and a promise 
of God’s ultimate redemption. It contains the whole history of Israel, and as such, represents 
the prophet’s view of history from the past, through the present, down to the future, which is 
one aspect of the prophetic model. For example, Richard H. Bell argues for the Song of 
Moses (Deut 32) being a primary contributory element to Paul’s reflection on Israel in Rom 
9–11. See in more detail, BELL, Provoked to Jealousy. 
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view of history characterizes a number of Jewish texts of the Second Temple Era 
(e.g. Lev 18:5; Deut 4:1; 5:33; 6:24-25; 8:1; 30:15-18; Neh 9:29; Ezek 18:19, 
and cf. Did. 1–6; Barn. 18–20; Herm. Mand., T. 12 Patr.), and it is integral to 
Jewish eschatological notions of the Second Temple period3. 

In this regard, the biblical narratives of Elijah (1 Kgs 17:1–2 Kgs 2:18 [LXX 
3 Kgdms 17:1–4 Kgdms 2:18]) particularly come to the fore. The great 
popularity of the figure of Elijah is seen especially in Jewish messianic notions4, 
but continues beyond the Second Temple period with Elijah remaining popular 
within Rabbinic Judaism (e.g. b. Sanh. 98a)5. The story of Elijah shows several 
significant features of missionary zeal, namely the slaying of the prophets of 
Baal, the epitome of idolatry (1 Kgs 18:20-40); the confrontation with the power 
politics of Ahab and Jezebel, posing a threat to his life (19:1-2); his running away 
to Horeb, the mount of God (19:8), in order to resign from his prophetic 
commission; and, at the height of that episode, the mysterious encounter with the 
divinity, the result of which is a redirection of Elijah’s former zeal, that ended in 
great disappointment, to the real knowledge of God’s purpose in his life and 
ministry (19:9-18) highlighting God’s faithfulness to the covenant and promises 
given to Israel (19:18). It is thus unsurprising that the figure of Elijah, his 
devotion and zeal for the God of Israel (Yahwism) in the struggle with idolatry, 
became an increasingly important part of Jewish Second Temple notions, 
including those of Paul the Apostle6. Based on the premises of the so-called 

 
3 As such, this concept clearly held great importance in Second Temple Judaism, 

which is attested also by the Qumran scrolls (4Q44=4QDeut9), PHILO (Leg. All. iii. 105; Post. 
167; Plant. 59; Mut. 182; Som. ii. 191; Virt. 72), and JOSEPHUS (Ant. 4.303), but also in the 
major Jewish Pseudepigraphs – for example, the Psalms of Solomon – in regard to the Davidic 
messianic conception. See, for more detail, EMBRY, The Psalms of Solomon, 99-136; 
EMBRY, Psalms of Assurance. For the Psalms of Solomon in relation to Paul’s messianic 
ethics, see, ÁBEL, The Psalms of Solomon. 

4 Even though the Jewish messianism of the Second Temple period is a highly 
pluriform phenomenon, and not all eschatological notions during this period were centered 
on messianism (e.g., Isa 43:16-21), messianism did play a significant role in the self-
understanding of the mission of Jewish Christ-believers among non-Jews, especially for 
Paul’s mission. See NOVENSON, Jewish Messiahs, 373. On messianic ideas and notions in 
more detail, see, WYSE, Variations, 185-195; HORBURY, Jewish Messianism; HORBURY, 
Messianism; COLLINS, The Scepter, 11-12; COLLINS, Messianism; CHARLESWORTH (ed.), 
The Messiah; NEUSNER – GREEN – FRERICHS (eds.), Judaisms.  

5 See OTTENHEIJM, Elijah. 
6 This kind of zeal was part of a long tradition within Judaism, one looking back on 

the particular models and figures from the history of Israel: primarily the Phinehas narrative 
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Deuteronomistic History7, Elijah belongs to the northern prophetic figures, as 
one of the Former Prophets8. In this regard, Marvin Sweeney remarks that despite 
the categorization of these figures as Former Prophets, a number of them, such 
as Ahijah, Elijah and Elisha, appear also to act as priests9. This observation is 
relevant and significant in relation to Paul’s missionary work, too: a labor 
characterized by Paul himself as a priestly ministry (Rom 12:1-2; 15:16; 1 Cor 
3:16-17; 6:9-11.13.19-20; 2 Cor 6:16). Paul’s way of speaking analogically of 
the Temple cult, placing emphasis on purity, cleansing and holiness, and his 
comparison of his non-Jewish converts to the construction of the Temple, are all 
typical aspects of the Second Temple period, especially in the Diaspora, where 
writers sought to convey the holiness of the Temple beyond its geographical 
bounds into social life (imitatio templi). Through using terminology analogous 
to the Temple cult, Paul tries to express what it really means for the Gentiles10, 

 
in Num 25:7-13, which became a model for right and righteous “zealous” activity in the 
struggle for the faith of Israel against paganism during the Maccabean period, and which 
remained significant also in the subsequent period. As N. Thomas Wright emphasizes, the 
connection between Phinehas and Elijah in regard to this kind of zeal was so strong, not least 
in the first century CE, “that the two figures are actually merged in several traditions, with 
Phinehas-like attributes being credited to Elijah and vice versa.” See, WRIGHT, Paul, 685. 

7 This is a modern theoretical construct holding that behind the present forms of the 
books of Deuteronomy and Joshua, Judges, Samuel, and Kings – the Former Prophets in the 
Hebrew canon – there was a single literary work. This theory is built upon older theories by 
Martin Noth. His observation of the similarities in language, style, and content among these 
biblical books led him to suggestion that an originally unified work had been composed 
during the exilic period by an individual – the “Deuteronomist” – reflecting on the loss of the 
kingdoms soon after the Babylonian conquest of Jerusalem in 587–586 BCE, following the 
conclusion of 2 Kings. Despite many of the central tenets of this widely-accepted modern 
theory in critical scholarship having been challenged over time and having given rise to 
a proliferation of new theories, this stance and the main postulates of this theory are relevant, 
especially for their coherence in relation to Deuteronomic theology. For Deuteronomistic 
History and its advantages and drawbacks as a conceptual framework, especially in the 
context of Jewish (Israelite) prophecy, see in more detail JACOBS – PERSON JR., Introduction. 

8 See for more detail SWEENEY, Prophets, 35-37.  
9 SWEENEY, Prophets, 35-36. This feature is observable also in the narrative of 1 

Kgs 18, describing Elijah’s contest with 450 prophets of Baal at Carmel, a story which “is 
perhaps one of the most celebrated stories in the Elijah tradition.” See for more detail 
SWEENEY, Prophets, 37-43. For discussion of 1 Kgs 18, see SWEENEY, I and II Kings, 216-
230. Quoted by SWEENEY, Prophets, 37. 

10 The term “Gentiles” is derived from the Latin gens, nation. Its meaning “non-
Jew” is derived from the biblical tradition in which the word “nations” ( םיִוֹגּ , ἔθνη) was 
commonly used to refer to non-Jews. See DONALDSON, Judaism, 5; BAGD, 218; LSJ, 480. 
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his non-Jewish converts, to “be in Christ”. Although their ethnic identity persists, 
they have to abandon idolatry and begin to live a new way of life, in accordance 
with the ethos of the Jewish symbolic world. Now, being “in Christ”, they have 
to give their own body as a sacrifice: to live their daily life together with others 
in a new quality of mutual relations, this being an implication of the great 
commandment (Deut 6:4-5; Lev 19:18), without any form of damaging 
discrimination (Rom 13:8-10)11. 

All of these facts show that for the first-century Jewish literary milieu, the 
figure of Elijah was significant, and thus that Paul is no exception to the rule. My 
intent is to explore the typology and theological sense of the figure of Elijah in 
Romans 11, approaching the topic from the Jewish Second Temple perspective. 
In order to appreciate the true significance of this typology, it is necessary also 
to take into consideration Paul’s concept of zeal in Galatians. The contribution is 
structured as follows. First, after introductory comments about the role of Elijah 
as a figure in Paul’s message, I will engage with the concept of zeal in Galatians, 
seeking to trace there the contours of the Elijah story. After that, I will focus on 
the zeal motif in Romans 9–11, its significance for the contextual understanding 
of the scriptural proof offered in Rom 11:2-4 that is based on the Elijah story 
from 1 Kgs 19, and finally its theological sense within Paul’s apostolic ministry 
among the ethnē. Since, in a one-off paper, there is no space for further reflection 
on many other related elements of this topic, I will not employ detailed exegesis 
of the selected texts, nor engage in detailed review and evaluation of all 
interpretative options, nor make an analysis or evaluation of the reception history 
of motifs and conceptions based on the biblical narratives of Elijah, whether in 
Judaism or nascent Christianity. 

The Role of the Figure of Elijah in Paul’s Message 

It is well-known that most of the works focusing on Paul’s message in 
Romans, as well as his missionary work as a whole, regardless of the particular 
point of view and topics, are arguing, more or less, in favor of the traditional 
(Christian) replacement (supersession) theology. This dogmatic construct works 

 
In this paper, the terms “Gentiles”, “non-Jews”, “non-Jewish nations” and ethnē are used 
interchangeably. 

11 This is also the real meaning of Paul’s statement in Galatians 3:28-29. For the 
issue of ethnic distinctiveness and its role within Paul’s missionary work, see CAMPBELL, 
The Nations, 129-152. 
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with the notion of Gentiles displacing the people of Israel – based mainly on the 
reading of Rom 9:612 and Rom 11, in the context of the whole letter – since a true 
(spiritual) Israel consists only of the Christ-believers, whether a mixture of Jew 
and non-Jew believers in Jesus Christ13, or only the Jewish Christ-believers 
within Israel, it means a smaller, spiritual part of ethnic Israel14. This paradigm 
shift that is still prevalent in Christian scholarship is built, more or less, but on 
the negative view on Judaism of Paul’s period, where, among others, Jewish 
zealousness, including Paul’s own Pharisaic zeal, represent legalistic Judaism, 
and as such considering to be a direct opposite to the Gospel and Christianity. 
However, when approach and speak of Paul and his message in its historical 
Jewish context, we are faced with different picture of Paul the Jew, and his 
missionary goals, as well as the role and influence of the daily social dynamics 
within Graeco-Roman world of that time at Paul’s message. Therefore, in order 
to grasp all crucial elements of Elijah’s typology in Paul’s theologizing in 
Romans 11 contextually, it is necessary to approach also to this particular topic 
as to an inseparable part and parcel of the Second Temple Judaism. 

Following this research goal, we have to take into consideration, as 
emphasized above, also the concept of zeal in Jewish context. Regarding the 
recent research, the scholarship concentrates mostly on three prominent topics of 
interest. First, a great deal of interest has been shown in historical questions 
concerning the Zealots, a Jewish radical religious movement in the first-century 
Judea and Galilea15. A smaller number of scholars have engaged in the question 
of “provoking to jealousy” (παραζηλόω), especially in its relation to Paul’s 
doctrine of Israel in Rom 9–1116. The third set of interest is “Jewish zeal” in 

 
12 For a substantially different approach to and interpretation of Rom 9:6-16, see 

NANOS, “The Gifts”; NANOS, “Broken Branches”, 116, n. 11; CAMPBELL, Nations, 228-229 
(including notes); WENGST, (Röm. 9,6b), 376-393. Concerning Rom 9:6, both Nanos and 
Campbell reject the traditional interpretation as an inconsistent with Paul’s argumentation in 
Rom 9:6-13, as well as with the whole letter, and propose alternative readings of this verse, 
such as a rhetorical question: “But are not all these Israel, who are from Israel?” (NANOS, 
“Broken Branches”, 116, n. 11), or: “Is it not so that all Israel are Israel?” (CAMPBELL, 
Nations, 228). 

13 WRIGHT, The Messiah, 193-197. 
14 For example: MOO, The Epistle to the Romans, 573-574; FITZMYER, Romans, 559-

560; JEWETT, Romans, 573-575. See for more detail DUNN, Romans 9–16, 538-550. 
15 See, for example, Martin Hengel’s dissertation, Die Zeloten, now available in its 

third, revised and enlarged edition: HENGEL, Die Zeloten. 
16 BELL, Provoked to Jealousy. 
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Paul’s divine vocation17, and in the New Perspective on Paul18. When focusing 
on Paul’s ζῆλος language, among the most comprehensive of recent works are the 
monographs of Dane C. Ortlund19 and Benjamin J. Lappenga20. Especially 
significant for contextual understanding of the Jewish identity and its vocational 
dimension – part and parcel of which is also Paul’s missionary work among the 
non-Jewish nations – is a relation between Jewish zealousness and divine 
vocation21. In this regard, the very question of Israel’s divine vocation plays 
important role22. As Lionel Windsor aptly remarks in this regard, the vocational 
dimension of Jewish identity is “an important, yet often neglected” perspective 
of the investigation of first-century Jewish identity, including Paul’s Jewish 
identity23. When speaking of Jewish identity, especially from Paul’s own point 
of view, Windsor fittingly remarks the three key elements that are usually taken 
into consideration: Jewish distinctiveness, divine revelation, and divine vocation: 
God’s appointing of Israel to her special role within God’s wider purposes in the 
world24. All of these aspects require full attention, since they all relate also to the 
Second Temple period models formed on the basis of the stories of significant 

 
17 E.g. KIM, The Origin of Paul’s Gospel. 
18 E.g. DUNN, The Theology of Paul, 346-355; DUNN, Beginning from Jerusalem, 

339-346. 
19 ORTLUND, Zeal. 
20 LAPPENGA, Paul’s Language of Ζῆλος. Lappenga states “that Paul, a self-

proclaimed Jewish ‘zealot’ writing in an emulation-saturated Hellenistic environment, shapes 
the ζῆλος word group in the course of his letters to advance a series of theological and 
rhetorical purposes that may be grouped under the rubric of ‘rightly-directed ζῆλος’; that is, 
the reversal of cultural expectations about the people and qualities that are worthy of 
emulation.” Quotation from LAPPENGA, Paul’s Language of Ζῆλος, 1. 

21 For the relation of the concept of Israel’s divine vocation, as a part of Jewish 
identity, to Paul’s mission to the Gentiles, see especially WINDSOR, Paul, 9, including note 
58; 10-15, 119-139. 

22 When speaking of the vocation, I am referring to the notion of a special divine 
role for the Jewish people to become God’s elect people, “a treasured possession out of all 
the peoples, a priestly kingdom and a holy nation” (Exod 19:5-6; cf. PHILO, Mos. 1.149; Abr. 
56; Spec. 1.97; 2.162-167; JOSEPHUS, Ag. Ap. 2.193; Ant. 8.115-117), and to be, by this 
distinct existence and practice, “a light to the nations,” to impart to them (the non-Jews) 
positive effects on their life (see Isa 49:3.6b LXX; see also 41:8-9; cf. Deut 4:6; Sir 
24:6.8.23.32-33; 44:19-21; cf. Mos. 1.149; Abr. 56). 

23 See WINDSOR, Paul, 9-15, quotation taken from 9. See also DICKSON, Mission-
Commitment, 51. 

24 WINDSOR, Paul, 20, 44-95. 



Elijah in the Message of Paul the Apostle* 

Studia Biblica Slovaca 

272 

figures from the history of Israel, like Phinehas or Elijah, but also Simeon, Levi 
and Mattathias. 

To focus on the role of Elijah’s figure in Paul’s message in the Jewish 
historical context enables the open-minded readers to find out that also the motif 
of Elijah’s zeal for God of Israel is part and parcel of Paul’s mission among the 
non-Jewish nations (ethnē), aiming to announce them the gospel – God’s work 
and sacrifice in Jesus Christ – as a God’s soteriological offer. In this way, also 
the ethnē in Christ become part of the end-time redemption of Israel which began 
in the resurrection of Jesus Christ. It is precisely here that the significance and 
the sense of the theology of a “remnant” in Romans 11 becomes more 
comprehensible, creating a basis for correct understanding of Jewish 
monotheism, and perception of God’s faithfulness to the covenant and promises 
given to Israel. 

Regardless of the fact that in the indisputably Pauline epistles, there is only 
one direct reference to Elijah (Rom 11:2-4), nevertheless, this figure has 
a significant role in the apostle’s message as a whole25. The reason consists most 
of all in the character of Elijah person in Jewish historical (religious) mind, 
particularly, as I mentioned above, his zeal for God of Israel (Yahwism) in the 
struggle with idolatry. Just this unique feature of Elijah’s character is coming to 
the fore in Paul’s message. Paul’s own experiences and his theological 
development within Judaism, his emphasis upon the sovereignty of God of Israel, 
and strong belief that God’s acting in the event of Jesus Christ signifies the 
fulfillment of divine vocation of Israel entailing the outset of her end-time 
redemption, all of this confirms that Paul never abandoned Judaism, on the 
contrary, all of this keeps him strongly within Jewish symbolic world of the 

 
25 In current scholarship, a compelling way of approaching and interpreting Paul’s 

use of the Elijah story in Rom 11 is the study of MARTOS, Prophet. Martos works with the 
Elijah story, which he regards as a biblical paradigm of crisis or personal burnout, and argues 
for the possibility that Paul also was influenced by a similar mindset. Despite the freshness 
and interesting features of that author’s approach, including his interpretation as such, I differ 
with him on this substantial possibility, since – taking into consideration a crisis as such – 
the issue in Paul’s case is not, in my opinion, personal crisis or burnout, but rather 
disappointment and grief at the knowledge that God’s acting in salvation history is not 
conforming to his expectations (cf. Rom 7), thus necessitating to the transformation of his 
former “zeal for God”. In other words, Paul has constantly to reconsider God’s divine purpose 
and goals in the world that were intended by the divine vocation of Israel. Paul’s mind, 
conscience, and great assurance that God is, and remains, faithful to Israel, and that the 
promises given to her in salvation history are sound from start to finish. 
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Second Temple period. In order to correctly understand the role and significance 
of the Elijah’s typology in Romans 11, we have to look in brief also into Paul’s 
using of the concept of zeal in Galatians. 

The Concept of Zeal in Galatians 

When speaking of the concept of zeal (zealousness, jealousy, etc.) within 
classical Graeco-Roman setting, including Jewish phenomenon, we still have to 
keep in mind that this kind of frame of mind and acting was generally regarded 
as a positive emotion, focusing on the highest values considered to be the 
supreme good or virtues26. This is important also in order to understand 
contextually the role and meaning of ζῆλος in Paul’s own life, including his 
rhetorical and theological strategies, especially in Galatians. Paul’s ζῆλος 
language in Galatians helps us to understand optimally not only the meaning of 
this concept as such, but also the purpose and goals of Paul’s mission among the 
non-Jewish nations as a whole27. Traditionally, Paul’s usage of this concept is 
interpreted analogically and in tandem with Paul’s antithetical theology: Gospel 
versus Law, Christianity as a universal religion based on God’s grace in Jesus 
Christ versus legalistic Judaism based on the deeds of the Law, etc. This line of 
reasoning is based especially on Paul’s autobiographical part in Galatians, where 
Paul, as member of the Pharisaic faction, was pushing for Jewish distinctives and 
particularism, emphasizing the strict difference between Jews and non-Jews 
resulting in the persecution of the “Church of God” (Gal 1:13-14)28. In this 
regard, seeing Paul’s zealousness from traditional Christian angle, Paul the 
Pharisee, “zealous for the traditions of his ancestors” (ζηλωτὴς ὑπάρχων τῶν 

 
26 For a thorough analytical survey of the concept of zeal, including the development 

of the ζῆλ- word-group, its characteristics and semantic nuances authentic to the period and 
the geopolitical milieu of the Mediterranean Greco-Roman world, see STUMPFF, ζῆλος; 
HAHN, Zeal; BDAG, 427; BAGD, 337-338; LSJ, 755. 

27 In the corpus of Paul’s authentic letters, we find a total of 24 occurrences of the 
word-group with the root ζῆλ-: the noun ζῆλος in Rom 10:2; 13:13; 1 Cor 3:3; 2 Cor 7:7.11; 
9:2; 11:2 [twice]; 12:20; Gal 5:20; Phil 3:6; the verb ζηλόω in 1 Cor 12:31; 13:4; 14:1.39; 
2 Cor 11:2; Gal 4:17 [twice].18; the noun ζηλωτής (though it is often taken and translated as 
an adjective in this instance) in 1 Cor 14:12 and Gal 1:14; and the compound verb παραζηλόω 
(provoke to jealousy, make jealous) in Rom 10:19; 11:11; 14:1, and 1 Cor 10:22, which is an 
equally important lexical item, especially in Romans (Rom 9–11 [10:2.19; 11:11.14; 13:3]). 

28 For exegetical analysis, see in more detail LONGENECKER, Galatians, 25-36; 
DE BOER, Galatians, 72-96. 
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πατρικῶν µου παραδόσεων; Gal 1:14; cf. Phil 3:5-6) as himself characterized his 
past life within Judaism, is interpreted as a “dark side to Paul’s life” representing 
a negative conviction on contemporary Judaism29. 

However, this evaluation is in large extent anachronistic, and reflects 
rather the later political and cultural dynamics within Roman Empire that 
influenced substantially – and negatively – the relations between Jews and, in 
that period mostly, the non-Jewish Christ-believers, finally getting to the parting 
of the ways of rabbinic Judaism and nascent patristic Christianity30. Moreover, 
this traditional view of Paul shows disregard of Gal 4:12-20, which is at the same 
time a crucial passage for understanding of Paul’s ζῆλος language in the whole 
letter31. Therefore, in the interpretation of Gal 4:12–20, we should not understand 
ζῆλος in Gal 1:14 strictly negatively or pejoratively32. “Just as the non-Jewish 
believers in Christ in Galatia should have a continuous zeal for what is really the 
‘good,’ as they demonstrated at the time of Paul’s first visit (cf. 4:12–20), so, and 
precisely in that way, they should look to the example of Paul the ‘zealot’ 
(1:14).”33 Their zeal, as well as Paul’s own, must focus on real values and virtues, 
on the gospel, the content of which is God’s work in Jesus Christ (3:1; cf. 4:14). 
The gospel itself is the blessing of the Galatians manifested not by the power, 

 
29 WINDSOR, Paul, 90, aptly remarks in relation to the Jewish context that it “often 

implies the exclusion of rival commitments”. 
30 On this topic, see BOYARIN, Border Lines, 37-73. See also a masterful volume 

edited by Hershel Shanks, approaching the topic from archeological perspective: SHANKS 
(ed.), Partings. 

31 As regards this issue, I agree with Benjamin Lappenga and his approach to and 
analysis of Paul’s language of ζῆλος in Galatians. For more detail, see LAPPENGA, Paul’s 
Language of Ζῆλος, 119-147. For a thorough exegetical analysis of this part of Galatians, see: 
LONGENECKER, Galatians, 187-197; DE BOER, Galatians, 277-285. 

32 In the following part of this contribution, relating to the meaning of Paul’s zeal in 
Galatians, I follow my earlier study, ÁBEL, Ζῆλος, 142-143. See also LAPPENGA, Paul’s 
Language of Ζῆλος, 142-143. However, I do not agree with Lappenga’s suggestion that the 
way in which Paul contrasts his earlier life ποτε ἐν τῷ Ἰουδαϊσµῷ (1:13-14) with his 
subsequent call (1:15-16) seems to be Paul’s own distancing of himself from his Jewish 
identity (Ἰουδαϊσµός; 1:14), even though Lappenga slightly corrects this opinion when he 
adds that this distancing is above all one being taken from the Jerusalem leadership. In my 
opinion, however, Paul’s rhetoric should be taken as Paul distancing himself from the radical 
way of life evinced by Jewish believers in relation to other communities distinct from the 
mainstream religiously, ethnically, or in the matter of their opinions. In Paul’s case, this 
constitutes his radical stance towards the messianic communities of Jesus-believers. 

33 ÁBEL, Ζῆλος, 201. 
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nor by violence, nor by the so-called “pyramid of honor”, substantial system in 
Graeco-Roman world in terms of which everything was valued34, but by the 
“foolishness of the cross” (5:11; cf. 1 Cor 1:18; 2 Cor 12:9), since Jesus himself, 
as Paul says, “became a curse for us” (cf. 3:13-14). In other words, for Paul it 
means the obligation to change the life in mutual relations, to live each other in 
love, without any kind of damaging discrimination. 

Thus, ζῆλος as a specific emotional feature need not be considered an 
entirely negative feature of Paul’s life, not even in his autobiographical section 
(Gal 1:10-24). Initially, Paul identifies himself with those important prophetic 
persons from Israel’s history, most probably with Elijah (1 Kgs [LXX 
3 Kgdms]19:10, 14; cf. Rom 11:2-3)35. However, due to his experience of God’s 
revelation of Christ, Paul’s ζῆλος has been redirected (Gal 4:18; cf. 2 Cor 11:2) 
in light of his calling as an Isaianic servant-like apostle to the Gentiles (Isa 49:1-
6)36, and transformed, turning inside out the generally accepted opinion and 
customs as to what is good and worthy of following and bearing a capability to 
be used positively within his mission as a whole. In both periods of his life, Paul 
has had a zeal for God; however, only sincere self-examination and evaluation 
of his past – that would be the explanation of Paul’s sojourn at Arabia (Gal 
1:17)37 – can prove whether and to what extent is his zeal enlightened and in 
accordance with God’s will (cf. Rom 10:2). Just Elijah’s typology emphasizing 
the prophet’s “zeal” for God of Israel that stands in the background of Paul’s own 
life experiences – taking into consideration the similarities of the crucial aspects 
of Elijah’s story to Paul’s own, such as Elijah’s zeal for God (Gal 1:13; cf. 1 Kgs 
18), Arabia (Gal 1:17) which symbolizes the Mount of God Sinai (cf. Gal 4:25; 
and in this way points out God’s revelation given to Israel through Moses [Exod 
19], as well as to Elijah [1 Kgs 19:1-14]), God’s revelation on the road to 

 
34 As Jon E. Lendon has put it, “a filter through which the whole world was viewed, 

a deep structure of the Graeco-Roman mind.” LENDON, Empire of Honour, 73. 
35 I agree with Lappenga’s persuasive argumentation for the hypothesis that in Gal 

1:14, it is Elijah who is the pattern of Paul’s ζῆλος (cf. 1 Kgs 19:10, 14; Sir 48:1-2). For more 
detail, see LAPPENGA, Paul’s Language of Ζῆλος, 143-147. In this regard, see also WRIGHT, 
Paul, who likewise argues in favor of this suggestion. 

36 See also HAYS, Echoes, 168-173, 225-226, n. 48. 
37 See WRIGHT, Paul, 683-688. Wright also notes that this line of reasoning and 

intertextual echo, intended by Paul in Galatians, forms a parallelism with Romans 11:1-6, 
too. In this regard, see WRIGHT, The Climax of the Covenant, chap. 13; WRIGHT, Romans. On 
the “intertextual echo”, see also HAYS, Echoes, 70. 
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Damascus (Gal 1:17 [Acts 9:3-9; 22:3-21; 26:9-20]; cf. 1 Kgs 19:15), and finally 
Paul’s own description of his divine call in “prophetic” (Gal 1:15; cf. Isa 49:1; 
Jer 1:5)38 – would explain the significance of the “holy remnant” of Israel, the 
notion with which Paul works especially in Romans. However, it is ever-present 
part and parcel of Paul’s message addressed to the ethnē in Christ, which, when 
is considered contextually and in the Jewish context, shows that the zeal for God 
of Israel, and the remnant theology are bind together. 

The Figure of Elijah in Romans 11 

Paul uses the concept of zeal also in Romans 9–11, a part of the letter of 
particular relevance for understanding Paul’s message as a whole, consisting as 
it does of the core of the letter. As such, approaching the concept from this 
passage is the best way to view and interpret Paul and his theology contextually, 
in his contemporary Jewish perspective39. For Paul, the “zeal for God” of his own 
people is sincere, but not in accordance with “knowledge” (10:2). Paul knows 
that a right “zeal for God” (cf. Rom 10:2) has to be based on enlightened faith 
and true knowledge of God’s will and righteousness, accomplished in the world 
through Israel. The criterion of correctness and true enlightenment is a behavioral 
standard in nothing other than daily life itself: in the mutual relations of Jews and 
non-Jews as such. Only there, in the whole dynamics of social life, is faith proved 
and demonstrated in deeds of love in relation to the other (Rom 12:9-21; 13:8-
10; 14:1-23; 15:1-13; cf. Gal 5:13-14.22-25; 6:1-10; 1 Cor 13)40. 

It is precisely Romans 11 that the relevance of a non-Christian Jewish 
context, being the topic under discussion between the apostle and his addressees, 
comes to the fore41. In this chapter, Paul is not arguing against Judaism or the 

 
38 As Write remarks: “Even though the Hebrew scriptures are silent about Elijah’s 

birth or call, this locates Paul firmly within the prophetic tradition of which Elijah was one 
of the supreme members”. See WRIGHT, Paul, 687. 

39 For a thorough exegetical analysis of Rom 9:1–11:36, including a review of other 
relevant literature, see: DUNN, Romans 9–16, 517-704; JEWETT, Romans, 555-723; MOO, 
Romans, 547-744; FITZMYER, Romans, 539-636. On the exegetical analysis of Rom 11:25-
29, see also NANOS, The Mystery of Romans, 239-288. 

40 See, in this regard: NANOS, The Question of Conceptualization; HODGE, The 
Question of Identity; FREDRIKSEN, The Question of Worship; ELLIOT, The Question of 
Politics; EHRENSPERGER, The Question(s) of Gender; DONALDSON, Paul within Judaism. 

41 Just as is emphasized by NANOS, Jewish Context, in NANOS, Reading Romans, 57. 
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Jewish way of life as such. Paul does not state that God has abandoned ethnic 
Israel and replaced her with the church, as is often interpreted, due to distorted 
and mistaken assumptions regarding Paul’s theology. I fully agree with Mark 
Nanos when he points out that “[i]t is surely clear that in this argument Paul seeks 
to correct a misconceived triumphalism on the part of Christian gentiles in Rome 
over Jewish people who do not share these gentiles’ faith in Jesus or accept their 
participation as equals.”42 Paul even declares his intent as an effort to provoke 
those Jews to “jealousy” (εἰς τὸ παραζηλῶσαι αὐτούς) by his ministry (11:11)43. 
However, by “jealousy”, Paul does not mean envy or indignation, but emulation44. 
It is a positive jealousy that he has in mind, a means of saving some of them (εἴ 
πως παραζηλώσω µου τὴν σάρκα καὶ σώσω τινὰς ἐξ αὐτῶν; 11:14). Nanos explains 
Paul’s argument as follows: 

Paul expects these Jews to recognize in his ministry that their own positive 
hopes and expectations for a successful ministry with gentiles at the end of 
time are being realized, though without their expected participation. This 
is a demonstration of (un)realized eschatology on their part, so to speak, in 
that Paul intends to make his Jewish contemporaries jealous of his ministry 
of serving as a light to the nations.45 

Moreover, Paul argues unvaryingly in favor of the basic premise of Jewish 
monotheism expressed by the ideology of the Shema: God is but one, meaning 
that he is not only God of the Jews but also of other nations (3:29-31)46. Thus, 
the purpose and goal of Paul’s apostolic ministry is, in fact, to convince his non-
Jewish addressees to “listen”, which includes coming up with a right answer 
( עמַשְׁ ) to his message: the gospel’s status as the word of God entails real 
consequences for them. They have to live in their new status – in Christ – not as 

 
42 NANOS, Jewish Context, 57. 
43 For a possible different interpretation of the question to whom the pronoun “them” 

in Rom 11:11 refers, see NANOS, “Broken Branches”, 118-120. 
44 ARISTOTLE, Rhet. 2.10.11. For a full discussion of the meaning of “jealously”, as 

well as a study of the roots of this motif in Deut 32, see BELL, Provoked to Jealousy. See, 
also: NANOS, Jewish Context, 57-60; ROBINSON, The Salvation of Israel, 92-95. Stated by 
NANOS, Jewish Context, 57 including n. 58. 

45 NANOS, Jewish Context, 58-59. Italics original. 
46 I fully agree with Mark Nanos “that the Shema Israel is the central conviction of 

Paul’s theology.” See NANOS, Paul, 111. Emphasis original. For a discussion of all of the 
elements of the prayer Shema Israel (Deut 6:4-8; 11:13-21; Num 15:37-41), see: HOFFMAN 
(ed.), My People’s Prayer Book. See also, HESCHEL, Between God and Man, 102-107; 
LAMM, The Shema. Stated by NANOS, Paul, 108, n. 2. 
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proselytes, nor as the sympathizers with Judaism (semi-Jews) traditionally called 
“God-fearers” (θεοσεβέες [θεοσεβεῖς] ἄνδρες; cf. Exod 18:21; οἱ φοβούµενοι τὸν 
θεόν; οἱ σεβόµενοι τὸν θεόν; cf. Acts 10:2; 13:16.26.43.50; 16:14; 17:4.17), but as 
new creation in Christ: as those who, while still keeping their former ethnic 
identity, are nevertheless justified and legitimized by God as the righteous in 
Christ, and who are to worship – along with Israel – the God of Israel, the only 
God, accordingly. If God redeeming Israel and the nations in Christ were to 
mean, for non-Jews, merely to become proselytes as the warrant for their inclusion, 
that would undermine God’s oneness and sovereignty. 

For Paul and other Christ-believers, such would signify that, even in the 
long-awaited age which began with the coming and resurrection of Jesus Christ 
as proclaimed by then, God was still only the God of Israelites. The consequence 
of this would be that all non-Jews would be obliged to join Israel by way of 
proselytism, a full ethnic conversion. For those from the non-Jewish nations who 
turned to God in Jesus Christ without becoming Israelites, such a scheme would 
prompt wrong conclusions, as if there were some other gods47. For Paul, the event 
of Jesus Christ, the Jewish Messiah, does not mean the end or nullification of the 
Torah. The Torah is being fulfilled; it is a final fulfillment of Israel’s divine 
vocation in the world. Moreover, Paul is addressing non-Jews, not Jews; thus, all 
that he is writing and arguing has to be understood from the point of view of the 
situation of the addressees48. 

Romans 11:1-12: The Textual and Hermeneutical 
Considerations 

What particularly does the above imply for the use of the scriptural motif 
of Elijah (1 Kgs 19:10-18) in Rom 11:1-12?49 First of all, using the conventional 

 
47 NANOS, Paul, 112-113. 
48 Despite the widely-accepted opinion that Romans is addressed to the communities 

of Jesus-believers in Rome, Jewish as well as Gentile (cf. 1:7), I side with the opinion of 
those scholars who argue for the addressees of the epistle being exclusively non-Jewish 
Christ-believers. For supporters of the former of these opinions, see, for example: 
STENSCHKE, Jewish Believers, 7; JEWETT, Romans, 113; WOLTER, Der Brief an die Römer, 
28-56, 96-97; THEOBALD, Der Römerbrief, 29-35. For advocacy of the position of 
exclusively non-Jewish addressees, see, among others: CAMPBELL, Nations, or DAS, Solving 
the Romans Debate, 53-68, 261-264. 

49 For the text-critical issues, see in more detail JEWETT, Romans, 650-651. 
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and popular rhetorical devices of diatribe and midrash50, Paul answers the crucial 
question of whether God has cast off Israel. Paul argues emphatically not – µὴ 
γένοιτο (11:1a) – and in the following section of the pericope, he clarifies and 
explains the situation. 

Initially, Paul exemplifies this denial by offering himself, as an example: 
καὶ γὰρ ἐγὼ Ἰσραηλίτης εἰµί, ἐκ σπέρµατος Ἀβραάµ, φυλῆς Βενιαµίν (v. 1b). After 
that, he puts forward the scriptural evidence (vv. 2-10). Paul begins with his main 
proof text from 1 Sam 12:22 and Ps 94[LXX 93]:14 (v. 2a), and then, by means 
of a rhetorical question, introduces the quotations from the Elijah story, the 
climax of which is the motif of the faithful remnant (vv. 2b-4). In this way, while 
adapting the Elijah story as given in the Scriptures, Paul is emphasizing the 
sovereignty of God at work to preserve a remnant in Israel51. The very existence 
of the remnant is a guarantee of God’s faithfulness to Israel. God has never 
rejected his people; he has been keeping his covenant obligations even when Israel 
violated hers. In treating of God’s maintaining of a remnant, Paul emphasizes 
God’s mercy and grace as the means by which this remnant is saved (vv. 5-6). 
Then, by a second rhetorical question, Paul points out the reason for the hardness 
of the rest of Israel (v. 7), giving the next set of scriptural proofs: an adapted 
version of Deut 29:4 concerning divinely-ordained numbness in v. 8, followed 
by a quotation of Ps 69:22-23 [LXX 68:23-24] concerning the curse of suffering 
a reverse (vv. 9-10)52. The last two verses of the pericope (vv. 11-12), however, 
are a clear proof that the present situation of Israel is inextricably part of God’s 
purpose and plan in relation to the divine vocation of Israel, and ultimately of her 
end-time redemption, enabling the non-Jewish nations to be saved in Jesus Christ. 

The whole of the rest of this chapter (11:13-36) is irrefutable evidence that 
Paul’s theologizing is entrenched in and bound up with Jewish eschatological 
expectations concerning Israel’s role toward the non-Jewish nations53. Not only 

 
50 The first midrash consists of the verses 1-6; the second of the verses 7-10. See 

JEWETT, Romans, 652. 
51 For the changes and a possible explanation for them, see in more detail the above-

mentioned exegetical commentaries, particularly: JEWETT, Romans, 653-660; DUNN, Romans, 
636-639; MOO, Romans, 674-678; FITZMYER, Romans, 603-605. See also VANLANINGHAM, 
Paul’s Use of Elijah’s Mt. Horeb Experience, 224-227. 

52 For detail of the rhetorical disposition of Rom 11:1-10, see JEWETT, Romans, 652. 
53 Terence L. Donaldson remarks that there is no reason to believe, contrary to the 

opinion that was common in an earlier generation of scholarship, that “by the later Second 
Temple period traditional expectations of an eschatological pilgrimage of the nations to Zion 
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this passage, but Paul’s message as a whole, makes clear that the incorporation 
of the non-Jewish Christ-believers into God’s promises given to Abraham and 
Israel does not mean that they will become end-time proselytes, but rather that 
they will continue to exist as non-Jewish believers in Jesus as Christ (Jewish 
Messiah), and will, alongside Israel, worship the God of Israel, the only God54. 

In Paul’s reasoning in Rom 11:1-12, immediately after accenting his own 
personal status within Israel – the first exemplification of his contention that 
Israel has not been abandoned by God (v. 1) – he draws attention to the typology 
of Elijah. Such an introduction is significant, since it emphasizes Paul’s 
continuing affiliation with Israel, an unbroken identity which is proof of God’s 
faithfulness to Israel and all the promises given to her. Paul is “an Israelite” (ἐγὼ 
Ἰσραηλίτης εἰµί; cf. Phil 3:5), a term which, in its use by Jews, is, as Robert Jewett 
notes, “an honorific self-designation referring to themselves as the people of 
God”55. Paul continues with mention of his descent from the “seed of Abraham” 
(ἐκ σπέρµατος Ἀβραάµ) – emphasizing an unbroken line of ethnic succession 
from the lineage of Isaac56 – and finally, of his familial (tribal) affiliation with 
the “tribe of Benjamin” (φυλῆς Βενιαµίν), which constituted, along with the tribe 
of Judah, the very theocratic core of Israel57, from which was provided the first 
king of Israel, Saul, whose name Paul bore, and which also brought forth the 
zealous prophet Elijah, whose story, adapted from 1 Kgs 19, will be outlined in 

 
had attenuated and Jewish attitudes concerning the place of Gentiles in Israel’s end-time 
restoration had become much more negative [. . .] there is considerable evidence, both from 
Judea and from the Diaspora, for the Jewish belief that, when God should act in a final way 
to vindicate Israel and to establish the anticipated era of righteousness and peace, Gentiles 
would abandon their own sinful ways, turn to the God of Israel, and thus be granted a share 
in the blessing of the end time”. Quotation taken from DONALDSON, Judaism, 501. 

54 In regard to the question of the precise status of non-Jewish participants in the 
eschatological redemption of Israel, see: DONALDSON, Judaism, 503; DONALDSON, Proselytes; 
FREDRIKSEN, Judaism; KRAUS, Das Volk Gottes. 

55 JEWETT, Romans, 653, including n. 18. Jewett also notes, referring to Walter 
GUTBROD, Ἰσραήλ, 369-372, 384-388, that Paul’s choice of the term “Israelite” rather than 
“Jew” “is reflected also in 9:4; the former was the favorite self-designation as ‘the people of 
God,’ whereas the latter was the name used by others.” Quotation taken from JEWETT, 
Romans, 653, n. 18. 

56 For Paul as an exemplary Jew, see NIEBUHR, Heidenapostel, 169-170. 
57 See NIEBUHR, Heidenapostel, 106. 
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the following two verses (vv. 2-4). Paul avails himself of these details to illustrate 
his thesis that God has never abandoned Israel58: 

2 οὐκ ἀπώσατο ὁ θεὸς τὸν λαὸν αὐτοῦ ὃν προέγνω. ἢ οὐκ οἴδατε ἐν Ἠλίᾳ τί 
λέγει ἡ γραφή, ὡς ἐντυγχάνει τῷ θεῷ κατὰ τοῦ Ἰσραήλ; (Rom 11:2) 

1 Sam 12:22: ὅτι οὐκ ἀπώσεται κύριος τὸν λαὸν αὐτοῦ διὰ τὸ ὄνοµα 
αὐτοῦ τὸ µέγα ὅτι ἐπιεικέως κύριος προσελάβετο ὑµᾶς αὑτῷ εἰς λαόν. 
Ps 93:14 (LXX): ὅτι οὐκ ἀπώσεται κύριος τὸν λαὸν αὐτοῦ καὶ τὴν 
κληρονοµίαν αὐτοῦ οὐκ ἐγκαταλείψει. 

3 κύριε, τοὺς προφήτας σου ἀπέκτειναν, τὰ θυσιαστήριά σου κατέσκαψαν, 
κἀγὼ ὑπελείφθην µόνος καὶ ζητοῦσιν τὴν ψυχήν µου. (Rom 11:3) 

1 Kgs 19:10: καὶ εἶπεν Ηλιου ζηλῶν ἐζήλωκα τῷ κυρίῳ παντοκράτορι 
ὅτι ἐγκατέλιπόν σε οἱ υἱοὶ Ισραηλ τὰ θυσιαστήριά σου κατέσκαψαν καὶ 
τοὺς προφήτας σου ἀπέκτειναν ἐν ῥοµφαίᾳ καὶ ὑπολέλειµµαι ἐγὼ 
µονώτατος καὶ ζητοῦσι τὴν ψυχήν µου λαβεῖν αὐτήν. 

4 ἀλλὰ τί λέγει αὐτῷ ὁ χρηµατισµός; κατέλιπον ἐµαυτῷ ἑπτακισχιλίους 
ἄνδρας, οἵτινες οὐκ ἔκαµψαν γόνυ τῇ Βάαλ. (Rom 11:4) 

1 Kgs 19:18: καὶ καταλείψεις ἐν Ισραηλ ἑπτὰ χιλιάδας ἀνδρῶν πάντα 
γόνατα ἃ οὐκ ὤκλασαν γόνυ τῷ Βααλ καὶ πᾶν στόµα ὃ οὐ προσεκύνησεν 
αὐτῷ. 

The supporting text, introduced by the rhetorical question, assumes that 
the readership is familiar with the story of Elijah59; this in itself is evidence that 
Paul’s non-Jewish addressees had been socialized into Jewish communal life and 
maintained close contacts with the Jewish community (or communities) in 
Rome60. Regardless of the determination of a particular scriptural source, or 
whether Paul’s quotation is dependent upon the Masoretic Text or Septuagint 
manuscripts or whether Paul is quoting from memory, the changes seen in Paul’s 
adaptation of the Elijah story do not violate the sense of that narrative61. 

 
58 For an account of the prestigious history of the tribe of Benjamin, see SCHUNCK, 

Benjamin. 
59 JEWETT, Romans, 655. 
60 Cf. PHILO, Hypothetica 7.12-13; JOSEPHUS, Ant. 16.43; Ag. Ap. 2.175; J.W. 2.291. 

For the implied Jewish communal context of the non-Jews addressed in Rom 11, see NANOS, 
To the Churches, 12-18. 

61 For example, VANLANINGHAM, Paul’s Use of Elijah’s MT Horeb Experience, 
224-227, argues for a Masoretic source. DUNN, Romans, 637, concedes that Paul, in v. 3 at 
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However, all of these changes are intentional, and are in accordance with Paul’s 
rhetorical and theological aims. 

First, in verse 3, Paul omits any mention of Elijah’s zeal in 1 Kgs 19 (ζηλῶν 
ἐζήλωκα τῷ κυρίῳ παντοκράτορι; 1 Kgs 19 [LXX 3 Kgdms]:10.14). In Galatians 
(Gal 1:14), Paul’s mention of his own zealousness is explicit, while allusion to 
the story of Elijah as such is only implicit. Conversely, in Romans 11, Paul 
mentions the story of Elijah explicitly, albeit avoiding any mention of Elijah’s 
zealousness. In Galatians (Gal 1:13), Paul openly emphasizes his former way of 
life as a Pharisaic zealot for God; however, when he paraphrastically looks back 
upon it from the perspective of writing to the Romans (cf. Rom 10:2), he grants 
that this zeal was “not according to knowledge”, since it reduced him to violent 
conduct against the church of God. Since there is a high probability that this oral 
tradition was well-known also in Rome – most likely, Paul is reflecting this 
period of his life in Rom 7:14-2362 – he skirts around it, since any allusion to his 
previous way of life would be contrary to his rhetorical as well as theological 
aims in this section of the letter. Although Paul knows that he was not cast off by 
God – even when a zealous opponent of the gospel (cf. Gal 1:13–14), similar to 
other, current Jewish zealots (cf. 1 Thess 2:16) – now, Paul is arguing as part of 
the remnant of Israel, one whose “zeal for God” has been redirected and 
transformed in accordance with the “right knowledge” of God’s righteousness in 
Jesus Christ. 

Secondly, Paul omits Israel’s rejection of the covenant, which is mentioned 
in the Masoretic Text (1 Kgs 19:10). This omission can be explained in two ways. 
The simpler explanation is that Paul was not using the Masoretic Text63. If, on 
the other hand, Paul did use, or at least was also familiar with, the Masoretic 
Text, then this omission is much more significant. Paul knows that despite the 
many historical failures of Israel in regard to her covenant obligations, God never 
abandoned her, never broke his covenant with Israel (cf. 11:29). The existence 

 
least, is quoting from memory, JEWETT, Romans, 655, n. 32, remarks that Ernst Käsemann, 
in his commentary on Romans (KÄSEMANN, Commentary on Romans, 300), perceives 
a rabbinic reference here, ditto Str-B 3:288, while MICHEL, Der Brief an die Römer, 339, 
observes that to take the preposition ἐν in 11:2 as the Talmudic ב would imply the existence 
of Old Testament writing by Elijah. For a comparison of Rom 2:4 with the LXX Lucianic 
version of 1 Kgs 19:18, see in more detail JEWETT, Romans, 655. 

62 For this issue, see ÁBEL, Epithumia ako náboženská motivácia. 
63 See, for example, STANLEY, The Significance of Romans 11:3-4, 43-54. 
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of the remnant of Israel, both in the story of Elijah and in Paul’s own time, is 
sufficient proof of that. 

Thirdly, Paul reverses the first two clauses of 1 Kgs 10b, and omits the 
instrumental clause “with the sword”. This reversal would indicate that Paul is 
contemporizing the text64, since the phrase “killing the prophets” had more 
contemporary relevance (cf. 1 Thess 2:14-16), whereas, in contemporary 
experience, there was nothing analogous to Elijah’s complaint of enemies 
“demolishing God’s altars”65. Robert Jewett suggests that Paul, by placing the 
killing of the prophets at the initial point of emphasis in the quotation, and by 
omitting the phrase “with the sword”, is enlarging the dimensions of God’s 
grace66. Besides this explanation, however, one other possibility is worth 
considering, particularly in relation to the interesting hypothesis of Mark Nanos, 
who argues that the subject of Christian obedience in Rom 13 is not the Roman 
empire, or state authority, but rather the synagogue authority67. If we approach 
the parenesis in Rom 13:1-7 contextually, Paul’s deployment of the word 
“sword” would fittingly describe the disciplinary function of the synagogue 
authorities68. If we accept this interpretation, at least hypothetically, Paul’s 
omission of the phrase “with the sword” becomes much more comprehensible. 

Fourthly, Paul alters the perfect verbal form ὑπολέλειµµαι, found in the 
Septuagint versions, to the aorist ὑπελείφθην. This substitution of tense may 
reflect Paul’s effort to contemporize the text, “leaving open the possibility of 
a future line of persecuted prophets”69. The final change to the quotation, deleting 
specifically the two-word purposive clause λαβεῖν αὐτήν that follows ζητοῦσι τὴν 
ψυχήν µου, is, considering Paul’s theological reasoning, not so significant. 

 
64 See KOCH, Die Schrift, 74. 
65 See JEWETT, Romans, 655-656; MOO, Romans, 676; DUNN, Romans, 637. 
66 JEWETT, Romans, 656. In this regard, STANLEY, Paul, 150, remarks that this 

deletion also improves the parallelism between 3a and 3b – and, as noted by Johannes Weiss 
(WEISS, Beiträge zur Paulinischen Rhetorik, 240), produces the poetic structure of the text. 
Stated by JEWETT, Romans, 656. 

67 NANOS, Mystery of Romans, 289-336. 
68 This hypothesis is in full congruence with Nanos’ approach to Romans, which 

recognizes that Paul and his addressees at Rome “understood themselves to be working 
within the boundaries of Judaism and the Jewish community(s) of Rome”. For the problem 
of the “sword”, see in more detail NANOS, Mystery of Romans, 310-314. Quotation taken 
from NANOS, Mystery of Romans, 289. 

69 JEWETT, Romans, 656. 
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In verse 4, introduced again by a rhetorical question that once more 
assumes a knowledge of the Elijah story on the part of the audience, Paul 
continues with the quotation. Rhetorically, this is Paul’s antithetical answer to 
the foregoing. Whereas Elijah expected that God would wreak vengeance on the 
persecutors, the divine oracle given is different70. That is the very point! Elijah 
and Paul are both brought face to face with the revelation of the true content and 
the point of God’s will for and purposes in their lives. Their zeal for God is 
redirected and transformed in accordance with a newly-acquired “right 
knowledge” of God’s righteousness. In this verse, Paul continues his adaptation 
of the quotation from the Elijah story. In particular, Paul deletes the introductory 
conjunction καί, thereby enhancing the antithesis with the preceding quotation. 
He proceeds to change the verbal form from the second-person singular future 
καταλείψεις (1 Kgs 19:18) to the first-person aorist κατέλιπον, and adds the word 
ἐµαυτῷ, in place of the original reference to Israel. By means of this change, Paul 
brings his adaptation into consonance with 11:1-2, where God is the subject of 
the action, and makes it plain that it is God’s merciful activity, as well as his 
covenant faithfulness, that is in view71. The deletion of the mention of Israel does 
not interfere with Paul’s emphasis on the end-time redemption of all Israel (cf. 
Rom 11:25), since the audience is well aware that Paul himself is an Israelite (cf. 
11:1-2). God’s merciful acting is the main point emphasized. Positing 
a diplomatic reason for the omission, one prompted by Paul’s wish “to avoid the 
impression that all of the faithful belonged in fact to Israel”, as Robert Jewett 
assumes, is, in my opinion, contrary to this crucial presupposition72. Finally, Paul 
emphasizes God’s remnant-keeping activity, using the symbolic number of seven 
thousand, which represents the completeness and totality of Israel. 

Taking into consideration Paul’s explanation in the next verse (11:5), we 
see that the usage of this symbolic number to refer to the “remnant chosen by 
God’s grace in Israel in this time” (ἐν τῷ νῦν καιρῷ λεῖµµα κατ᾽ ἐκλογὴν χάριτος 
γέγονεν), would serve to Paul as an open, not closed, number, thus indicating the 

 
70 Paul here employs a New Testament hapax legomenon, χρηµατισµός, in the sense 

of divine proclamation (cf. 2 Macc 2:4). Concerning the occurrence of this word in 2 Macc 
2:4, besides Paul’s usage here, DUNN, Romans, 637, remarks that both are linked with the 
visit to Mount Sinai (by Jeremiah and Elijah), which is probably not accidental. Moreover, it 
was at Sinai that Moses received the salvation-history revelation of God – as God’s merciful 
acting within the world, through Israel. 

71 JEWETT, Romans, 657; DUNN, Romans, 637. 
72 JEWETT, Romans, 657. 
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open-endedness of the final fulfillment of God’s covenant promise given to 
Israel73. Paul’s emphasis on grace as the basis for election of the remnant, 
antithetically to the “works” mentioned in the following verse (11:6), should be 
also subjected to deeper analysis. For example, Mark Nanos argues, contrary to 
the traditional and majority opinion, that the “works” at issue must refer to the 
work-righteousness or the ethnic privilege of Israel: that the issue is rather “the 
work of proclamation, Israel’s special calling to the nations”74. The formal 
typological connection between the faithful remnant of seven thousand in the 
Elijah story and the remnant of Israel chosen by divine grace in Rom 11, posing 
the key issue of Jewish remnant theology, represents the climax of Paul’s Elijah 
typology, adduced in order to lend argumentative weight to Paul’s theologizing 
in this crucial passage of the letter. 

Concerning the question of the grounds on which the choice of the remnant 
is made, Mark Nanos remarks: 

The point is that God’s choice of which Israelites are the faithful remnant 
now versus the unfaithful stumbling ones is not based upon whether these 
Israelites were more or less faithful previously, but on a prior choice of 
God (‘favor’), so that it is not punishment, but fulfilling a plan of God’s 
design that sets the remnant apart from the rest who are stumbling 
presently.75 

As can be seen from the whole analysis above, remnant theology and the concept 
of the divine vocation of Israel are interconnected. The faithful remnant of Israel 
in Rom 11:1-6 provides Paul with the background rhetorical device used in this 
concept. Paul strives to make clear to his audience in Rome – non-Jewish 
converts – what their status is in the divine vocation of Israel, and what it means 
for their mutual relations with all Jews: not only those of the faithful remnant, 
but also those stumbling. In this way, Paul seeks to correct a misguided sense of 
superiority and arrogance on the part of the non-Jewish Christ-believers in Rome 
over those Jews who, for the time being, do not share their faith in Jesus as Jewish 
Messiah nor accept their participation in the Jewish symbolic world as equals76. 

 
73 Cf. DUNN, Romans, 638. 
74 NANOS, “Broken Branches”, 116, including n. 9. Quotation taken from n. 9. 
75 NANOS, “Broken Branches”, 116, n. 9. 
76 Cf. NANOS, “Broken Branches”, 57. 
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The Ministry of the Remnant as a Way of Fulfilling Israel’s 
Divine Vocation 

Paul’s line of thought in Rom 11, as well as in the whole section Rom 9–
11, does not mean that the unfaithful, stumbling segment of Israel will be 
superseded by this remnant, nor that only the remnant will be saved; by no 
means! The existence of the remnant of Israel is evidence, and at the same time 
a clear proof, that even the (for now) unfaithful, stumbling Jews will be saved by 
God’s mercy, when “the whole number of the Gentiles come in” (11:25b; NRS). 
All the various terms and concepts used by Paul in Rom 9–10 primarily to 
express Israel’s failure or judgment are reused in Rom 11 as the basis for Israel’s 
hope: not only for the remnant (cf. Rom 9:27-29 with 11:3-5), but also all Israel 
(cf. 11:25-26). In this way, Paul is pointing out that God is at liberty to show 
mercy to whomever he wills (cf. 9:15-23 with 11:30-32), and that Israel’s “envy” 
is also part of that divine freedom (cf. 10:19 with 11:11.14) – not, however, to 
the exclusion of ethnic Israel77. 

In Rom 11:2-10, Paul emphasizes – in accordance with Deuteronomic 
theology – that even God’s word against Israel provides the very hope for Israel. 
The following two verses (vv. 11-12) are, as already mentioned above, strong 
evidence that the present situation is an intended aspect of God’s plan in relation 
to the divine vocation of Israel. Those stumbling Jews are also part of Israel; their 
vocational privileges remain theirs despite their present attitude to the 
proclamation of the gospel about Jesus Christ, himself also an Israelite78. Paul’s 
rhetoric is not in the least anti-Judaic. For Paul, the theological sense of – and 

 
77 WINDSOR, Paul, 234, underlines the same idea. However, he mentions only the 

remnant. I also disagree with his statement that “Paul’s hope in Rom 9–11, in fact, is not 
ultimately grounded in the continuity of the people of Israel via a faithful remnant, but rather 
in God’s own faithfulness to his global purposes, despite (and even through) Israel’s 
unfaithfulness (e.g. Rom 11:11–12, 15; cf. Rom 3:1–4)” (italics original). On the contrary, 
I argue that Paul’s hope is, first and foremost, a hope for Israel and God’s global purposes 
which are being accomplished via Israel. Thus, the existence of the remnant confirms the 
continuity of God’s acting in the world via the people of Israel. 

78 Cf. NANOS, “Broken Branches”, 116. I agree with Nanos that it is possible to 
understand 11:11 as Paul reverting to his statement in 9:6. In my opinion, this suggestion also 
supports the alternative reading of 9:6 as a rhetorical question, as proposed by Nanos as well 
as Campbell (see, n. 13 above). See for more detail NANOS, “The Gifts”; NANOS, “Broken 
Branches”, 116, including n. 11; CAMPBELL, Nations, 228-229 (including notes); WENGST, 
Interpunktion als Interpretation, 376-393. 
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likewise the consequences of – God’s acting in Jesus Christ entail the beginning 
of the eschaton, the time of the final fulfillment of God’s promises given to Israel, 
the eschatological redemption of Israel and the nations (non-Jews). In this way, 
the non-Jewish Christ-believers become equals with Jews, God’s people of 
Israel. This is the consequence of God’s offering in Jesus, the Jewish Messiah. 
However, the non-Jewish Christ-believers do not replace ethnic Israel. All that 
happens in this process is part of Israel’s divine vocation. The non-Jewish nations 
(ethnē) in Christ declare the Shema (Deut 6:4-9) within Israel, regarding the glory 
of God, the only and universal God (Isa 2:2-4; 25:6-8; 45:18-25; Mic 4:1-3; Zech 
8:21-23; Tob 14:6-7)79. Paul’s zeal for the God of Israel, like Elijah’s in the past, 
is motivated theologically – by his own Jewish vocation and his understanding 
of Jewish identity and the distinctiveness of Israel – primarily in terms of divine 
vocation. Paul’s missionary work is at all times accomplished in line with his 
conviction that God has given Israel a special role within his wider purposes: to 
“answer” God’s instruction to become a “light for the nations”. Paul identifies 
himself as the “servant of the Lord” (Isa 40–55; especially 49:1-7), and the “light 
to the nations” (Isa 42:6-7; 49:6). He has a zeal for God’s gospel, preaching to 
and calling upon his audience to do likewise: to emulate his “good zeal”, or, in 
other words, to have a zeal according “right knowledge”. 

For Paul, then, Jewish identity and divine vocation are also expressed in 
the existence of the faithful remnant of Israel and in its role of announcing the 
gospel of Christ to the non-Jewish nations (ethnē)80. God provides the remnant 
in order to allow them become part of his purposes and his ultimate goal 
accomplished in the end-time redemption of Israel. This is God’s way of 
fulfilling the eschatological expectation of the restoration of Israel, as a path to 
the restoration and salvation of all nations. Those stumbling Jews are still Israel. 
Thus, their temporary unbelief should be considered rather in the context of 
Jewish Deuteronomic theology, not as their dismissing of the promises. They 
remain in covenantal standing, but, as Mark Nanos notes, “in need of ‘safe-
keeping’: if punished, however severely, this would represent discipline 
according to covenantal (family) terms as Israel, which is not the same as being 
dismissed from standing Israel”81. 

 
79 See NANOS, Mystery of Romans, 179-187, 187-201. 
80 Cf. WINDSOR, Paul, 248. 
81 Cf. 2 Macc 6:12-17; Ps 94:12; Prov 3:11-12; Jer 30:11; Lam 3:31-33; Jdt 8:27; 

Wis 12:1-2, 26; Pss. Sol. 10:1; 13:7; 16:1-5. Stated and quoted by NANOS, “The Gifts”, 224, 
including n. 21. Italics original. 
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Conclusion 

Contextualization of research of Paul’s line of reasoning in this crucial 
section of letter (Rom 9–11) shows that – like other aspects in the passage – the 
zeal motif, including the typology of Elijah as such, has to be perceived and 
understood from the perspective of the Jewish symbolic universe. It must be 
emphasized that Paul is constantly working with the Jewish theological concept 
of the end-time redemption of Israel, in which the non-Jewish nations also have 
a part. In Christ, they are to share with Jews in the promised blessings of the age 
to come (Isa 2:2-4 [Mic 4:1-3]; 56:7; see also 18:7; 25:6; 60:5-6; 66:19; Hag 
2:21-22; Zech 8:22). Paul is convinced that his ministry among the ethnē 
constitutes a fulfillment of Israel’s divine vocation82. Despite the diversity of 
Second Temple Jewish notions regarding Israel’s end-time restoration and 
redemption, Paul holds the most positive version of the scenario, “one in which 
Gentiles are included in the redemption and participate in the blessings”83. Even 
given his Christocentric revision of the events, which constitutes a reversal of the 
eschatological scenario (11:25-26), Paul is aware that this process began with 
Israel, and in particular with a group of Jewish believers in Christ who in Paul’s 
view constitute “the current remnant of Israel”84. Whereas in most Jewish 
eschatological texts the redemption of the ethnē follows the restoration and 
redemption of Israel (cf. Tob 14:6; 1 En. 90.30-38; Zech 8:20-23), in Paul’s 
scenario the inclusion of the ethnē is made possible by the hardening of Israel 
(Rom 11:25-26). However, this hardening in no way means rejection: it is an 
inseparable part of God’s divine purpose and is the means of fulfilling God’s 
promises to Israel and the world (11:25-26). Nevertheless, this vision is still 
bound up with Jewish eschatological expectations concerning Israel’s role 
toward the non-Jewish nations. In Paul’s vision, the ethnē in Christ have a share 
in God’s blessing imparted to Abraham and his descendants in the line of Israel 

 
82 For this issue, in connection with Rom 9–11, see especially WINDSOR, Paul, 195-

254. 
83 DONALDSON, Judaism, 500. For more detail, see DONALDSON, Judaism, 499-505. 
84 As is remarked by John Barclay concerning “the gift-language” in Rom 9–11. See 

BARCLAY, Paul, 450. Anders Runesson and Mark Nanos suggest the term “Apostolic 
Judaism” as being applicable to the early Jesus movement, along with better-known terms 
such as “Pharisaic Judaism”, “Essene Judaism” and “Sadducean Judaism.” See RUNESSON, 
The Question of Terminology, 67-68; RUNESSON, Inventing Christian Identity, 72-74. 
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(Gen 22:16-18), and thus they may expect an ultimate restoration and redemption 
of Israel. 

Paul’s use of the typology of the figure of Elijah in Romans 11 follows this 
vision and emphasizes the role of the faithful remnant of Israel in this process. 
For Paul, Elijah is the best example of the zealot for Yahweh being overcome by 
God’s grace. Elijah’s zeal for God is redirected and transformed in accordance 
with his acquisition of a right knowledge of God’s purpose in salvation history. 
The same change occurred in Paul’s own life. Paul has first-hand experience of 
this redirection and transformation. Therefore, for Paul as a Jew, remnant theology 
plays a significant role. God has never broken his covenant with Israel; the 
existence of the faithful remnant of Israel is proof enough of that. God’s love, 
grace and merciful acts in salvation history are accomplished in the whole arc of 
the story of the divine vocation of Israel, which attains its climax in the event of 
Jesus Christ. The end-time restoration and redemption of Israel is brought about 
in accordance with God’s design. God is working among the Israelites 
paradoxically, in an anomalous manner, by the temporary hardening of part of 
Israel, but to the benefit of the members of the nations through their redemption: 
so that, in this manner, all Israel will be saved (11:26)85. 
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Summary 

The biblical stories about Elijah (1 Kgs 17:1–2 Kgs 2:18), pitting Yahweh’s devotees against 
Baal’s idolaters in an intensifying struggle, constitute the first radical endeavor to purify the 
religious cult of the Northern Kingdom of biblical Israel. In this regard, Elijah becomes 
a predecessor of the prophetic movement that includes figures such as Amos, Isaiah, and 
Jeremiah, and at the same time the prototype of religious zealousness: an important 
component of the Jewish Second Temple messianic notions focusing on the eschatological 
restoration of Israel, including a “remnant” theology. The goal of this paper is to research 
and evaluate the Elijah typology in Paul’s message in Romans 11, in the context of his 
mission among the non-Jewish nations (ethnē). 

Keywords: Elijah, Paul the Apostle, zeal for God, Romans, Galatians, Second Temple Judaism. 

Zhrnutie 

Biblické príbehy o Eliášovi (1Kr 17,1–2Kr 2,18) zaznamenávajú intenzívny zápas vyznávačov 
Hospodina s uctievačmi Baálovými. Keďže v tomto zápase ide o prvý radikálny pokus očistiť 
náboženský život severnej ríše biblického Izraela, Eliáš sa stáva predchodcom prorockého 
hnutia, postavami ktorého sú Ámos, Izaiáš a Jeremiáš a zároveň aj prototypom náboženskej 
horlivosti (zélótizmu). V tomto dôsledku sa stáva aj súčasťou židovských mesianistických 
predstáv v období druhého chrámu, vrátane Pavlovej zvesti. Cieľom tejto šúdie je preskúmať 
a zhodnotiť typológiu prorockej postavy Eliáša v Pavlovej zvesti v Rim 11, v kontexte jeho 
misie medzi nežidovskými národmi (ethnē). 

Kľúčové slová: Eliáš, apoštol Pavol, horlivosť za Boha, List Rimanom, List Galaťanom, 
judaizmus obdobia druhého chrámu. 
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