
#24: STUMBLE, (ROMANS 9:30-10:4)
When my wife Sarah and I were first married back in 2004, despite the fact that we were
young and needing to mature (she was 20, I was 23), I still wanted to be a good
husband. I made sure to write her poems every week and put them in a little glass box. I
took her on trips and vacations. I bought her presents. I wrote her songs. I did all the
things that I thought a good husband should do.

But a few years down the road in marriage by about 2008, I realized that I had spent
four years of our marriage doing “good husband” things, but I hadn’t cultivated the ability
to listen to her. I hadn’t worked on being a deeply good friend to her. We had lots of fun
for sure, but I wasn’t as helpful to her as I could’ve been. I didn’t really understand her
like I should. I came under a definite urgency that I needed to change my relationship
with her for the better.

And thus is the struggle of all religious efforts as well. We seek God. We do all the
“Christian things”. But do we listen to God? Are we close with God? Do we obey God
when He guides us to do something? Do we really understand His Word? Do we really
love His people and people in general like He is leading us to do?

Paul is hitting upon these things in Romans 9:30-10:4 and more. In 9:30 he writes;



30 What should we say then? Gentiles, who did not pursue righteousness, have obtained
righteousness—namely the righteousness that comes from faith. (Romans 9:30)

Paul explains that non-Jewish people attained righteousness even though they did not
pursue right standing before God—because righteousness comes by faith, not works or
the law.1 Gentiles, all those who were outside of the Old Covenant people of God, were
accepting Christ in droves, while many of the Old Covenant Israelites were rejecting the
Messiah that had genuinely come. Paul had seen this first hand.

Over and over again, if we have enough of a front row seat to what God is doing, we
see people meet Jesus for the first time, and because we watch them fall in love with
Christ, we’re reminded what it means afresh to fall in love with Christ again. It’s like
watching a well done romantic comedy and how that inspires a relationship with a
spouse or significant other. Paul was a mad dog when it came to pursuing this and
experiencing this. Again and again, he was seeing “gentiles, who did not pursue
righteousness, obtain righteousness. Namely, the righteousness that comes from faith.”

And we too can see the lower, lower-middle, middle, upper-middle, and upper class
embrace and follow Jesus. We can see those of African, Asian, South American,
Australian, European, and North American descent embrace and follow Jesus. We can
see those of agnostic, atheist and different religious backgrounds embrace Jesus. This
doesn’t only happen on the mission fields of other countries besides America, this can
happen right in the cultural, urban epicenters of America. This message is not just for
white, middle class evangelicals, which is where far too many homogeneously choose
to remain out of comfort or familiarity. But there are mission fields all around us.

We can see people of cisgender, Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender & Queer sexual
orientations embrace and follow Jesus. We, like Paul, just need to open our lives up
relationally to everyone for this to become possible, and to seek to navigate truth and
grace, seeing where God’s Spirit is genuinely moving in the lives of others!

We can see addicts, the homeless, the treacherous, the greedy, the self-righteous, the
violent, the gang members, the prisoners, and the new age philosophers embrace and
follow Jesus. But the question is, are we, as the Church, imitating the life of Paul by
going out, loving, caring and sharing Christ with others, or are we in a homogenous
silo?

And what of religious folks? Paul speaks;
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31 But Israel, pursuing the law of righteousness, has not achieved the righteousness of
the law., 32 Why is that? Because they did not pursue it by faith, but as if it were by
works. They stumbled over the stumbling stone. 33 As it is written,

Look, I am putting a stone in Zion to stumble over
and a rock to trip over,
and the one who believes on him
will not be put to shame., (Romans 9:31-33)

Israel, the called people of God in Paul’s time, who were generationally versed in the
Old Testament, and who had been practitioners and inheritors of all the traditions of
God, were rejecting the Messiah Jesus Christ in droves during Paul’s time, and there
was a dividing line being drawn between those who accepted Messiah and those that
rejected. The line being drawn was stark and the division was violent. Those who
rejected the Messiah thought that He, and all His followers, were blasphemers of the
law, and some (like Paul writing this!), sought to put these blasphemers to death. So
narrowly were their eyes focused on the law that, rather than embracing Jesus Christ,
the true goal of the ‘race’ (see 10:4), they had stumbled over him.2

They were going so hard after God, reading and memorizing scripture, obeying the laws
from the most minute to the grandest, diligently seeking a prayer life, tithing, fasting,
giving to the poor, attending religious meetings (synagogue), and through all this, they
were “desiring to achieve the righteousness of the law”. All these efforts eluded them,
because they did not pursue any of these things by faith, but did so by works.

The big point was, that in all their pursuits, they were not pursuing humility and love.
They were doing religious things in order to feel or think they were righteous.

Can Christians do the same thing? Absolutely. I’ve known many many people who have
a combination of all of some of the following;

reading their Bibles, praying, tithing, attending religious gatherings, living on mission,
serving the poor, volunteering, and mentoring youth…

And they do all these things, and a religious ego swells in them more and more as they
do them more and more.
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I myself have done all of these things in pursuit of my own religious ego. I used to read
my Bible before I ate breakfast and then gloat to other Jesus followers of my practice. I
used to prayer in a prayer room daily and brag about my practice. I have tithed to the
Church for twenty years and held that over others. I have almost never missed a
Sunday gathering of worship, unless I’ve had COVID 19 or the flu, and I’ve been
through three spiritually abusive leadership situations- in Churches that I worked for. I’ve
done mission to people the Church wouldn’t normally go near, and pushed that in the
faces of Christians who are afraid of any of those people groups. I, more than any,
many times in my life, have been guilty of doing religious things out of pride.

Yet, as Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 13;

If I speak human or angelic tongues but do not have love, I am a noisy gong or a
clanging cymbal. 2 If I have the gift of prophecy and understand all mysteries and all
knowledge, and if I have all faith so that I can move mountains but do not have love, I
am nothing. 3 And if I give away all my possessions, and if I give over my body in order
to boast but do not have love, I gain nothing.

4 Love is patient, love is kind. Love does not envy, is not boastful, is not arrogant, 5 is
not rude, is not self-seeking, is not irritable, and does not keep a record of wrongs. 6
Love finds no joy in unrighteousness but rejoices in the truth. 7 It bears all things,
believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things.

8 Love never ends. But as for prophecies, they will come to an end; as for tongues, they
will cease; as for knowledge, it will come to an end. 9 For we know in part, and we
prophesy in part, 10 but when the perfect comes, the partial will come to an end. (1 Cor.
13:1-10)

Oh, my faithful friends who love and know the Lord, may we not repeat the sin of the
Israelites and the misled Corinthians, who did many religious things, who spoke in
angelic tongues, prophesied, pursued biblical mysteries and knowledge, had great faith,
gave away possessions and suffered for God, and yet had not love! And not only that,
but in their pursuit of all these things, they entirely missed Jesus! When we lack love
and humility, we are guaranteed to miss Jesus, because Jesus was soaked with love
and humility. If we are Jesus followers and practicing “all the things” in order to know
Him more, and lack love and humility, we too, are missing Him. And everyone around us
will experience our lack of Christ, while we keep telling ourselves that we are filled with
Christ.



Israel had pursued God so thoroughly and zealously while lacking love and humility, that
they had “stumbled over the stumbling stone”. Paul’s reference to “a stone in Zion to
stumble over, and a rock to trip over” combined Isa 28:16 with Isa 8:14.

16 Therefore the Lord God said:
“Look, I have laid a stone in Zion,
a tested stone,
a precious cornerstone, a sure foundation;
the one who believes will be unshakable.,(Is 28:16)

14 He will be a sanctuary;
but for the two houses of Israel,
he will be a stone to stumble over
and a rock to trip over,
and a trap and a snare to the inhabitants of Jerusalem. (Is 8:14)

Zion referred to Jerusalem (see note on Isa 1:8). Originally, the name “Zion” indicated
the hill where the temple was built, symbolizing God’s chosen dwelling place on earth.3

Drawing on OT imagery, the stone or rock referred to Christ, whom most Jews rejected
as the Messiah (Psa 118:22; compare 1 Pet 2:4–8).

22 The stone that the builders rejected
has become the cornerstone.
23 This came from the Lord;
it is wondrous in our sight. (Ps 118:22–23)

4 As you come to him, a living stone—rejected by people but chosen and honored by
God—5 you yourselves, as living stones, a spiritual house, are being built to be a holy
priesthood to offer spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ. 6 For it
stands in Scripture:

See, I lay a stone in Zion,
a chosen and honored cornerstone,
and the one who believes in him
will never be put to shame.,

7 So honor will come to you who believe; but for the unbelieving,
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The stone that the builders rejected—
this one has become the cornerstone,,

8 and

A stone to stumble over,
and a rock to trip over.,

They stumble because they disobey the word; they were destined for this. (1 Pe 2:4–8)

His death by crucifixion offended Jewish people because, according to Deut 21:23, a
person hanged on a tree is under God’s curse.

22 “If anyone is found guilty of an offense deserving the death penalty and is executed,
and you hang his body on a tree, 23 you are not to leave his corpse on the tree overnight
but are to bury him that day, for anyone hung on a tree is under God’s curse. You must
not defile the land the Lord your God is giving you as an inheritance. (Dt 21:22–23)

The Jewish religious leaders sought to disprove Jesus’ messianic claims based on this
interpretation. They reasoned that God would not allow His Messiah to be crucified.
Even those who witnessed Jesus’ crucifixion shared this point of view (see Matt
27:42-43).4

42 “He saved others, but he cannot save himself! He is the King of Israel! Let him come
down now from the cross, and we will believe in him. 43 He trusts in God; let God rescue
him now—if he takes pleasure in him! For he said, ‘I am the Son of God.’ ” (Mt
27:42–43)

My friend and mentor Doug Ley, someone wired very prophetically like I am, always told
me “make sure people stumble over Christ because of you, and not stumble over you.”
That’s good life advice, and man do I know, more than anyone could ever describe to
me, that people are all too often going to stumble over me! But that’s not my desire, I
want people to encounter the truth and love of Jesus.

We too, don’t want to be so busy, like the Israelites, in religious pursuits, that we miss
Christ. Also, we don’t want, in our zeal and love for Christ, to cause others to stumble
over us. Instead, we can abide in the loving, forgiving, gentle arms of Christ, and allow
Him to work through us!

Paul goes on in Romans 10;
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Brothers and sisters, my heart’s desire and prayer to God concerning them is for their
salvation. 2 I can testify about them that they have zeal for God, but not according to
knowledge. 3 Since they are ignorant of the righteousness of God and attempted to
establish their own righteousness, they have not submitted to God’s righteousness. 4

For Christ is the end of the law for righteousness to everyone who believes (Romans
10:1-4)

Paul desired that his fellow Jews would put their faith in Christ, and experience His
salvation.5 They had a zeal for God, but not according to true knowledge of God. The
Greek word used here, zēlos, refers to an intense desire for something. The OT
described God as zealous for His honor (Isa 42:13). Many Jews considered zeal a
prized virtue, and in some instances they resorted to violence to express zeal for God
(Num 25:10–11). In this context, Paul suggested that his fellow Jews misdirected their
zeal because they did not recognize God’s work.6

The Israelites were ignorant of the righteousness of God and attempted to establish
their own righteousness, and had not submitted to God’s righteousness. The
righteousness of God had been revealed in Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection, but Paul
accused his fellow Jews of missing this and pursuing a right relationship with God
through keeping the law.7

The Jews’ preoccupation with the law was again the underlying problem, as Paul
implies in v 4. For they had failed to understand that Christ was himself the ‘culmination’
of the law. Paul used the word telos, which some translated ‘end’ (niv; rsv) and others
‘goal’. In keeping with the race imagery of the passage, however, the word probably
contained elements of both these translations. Christ, Paul was saying, was the goal to
which the law had been pointing; and, since that goal had now been attained—Christ
had come—the pursuit of the law would now be at an end. This verse stood along with
Mt. 5:17, as a key expression of a dominant NT theme: the culmination or ‘fulfillment’ of
the old covenant law and all its institutions in Jesus the Messiah. With that culmination
came also God’s intention to offer righteousness to anyone who believed, Gentile as
well as Jew (see 9:30; 10:12–13).8
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  Like Paul couldn’t do for the Israelites, though he attempted to, the one thing we can’t
make people see is the humility they need from Christ to see things clearly. We can
display that for them but if they don’t see it, they’re on the path to misinterpreting reality
through the lens of pride. This kind of thing is rampant in our culture right now- add in
technology overload, consumerism and individualism, and even faithful Jesus followers
are muddied in their ears as they attempt to listen to the voice of God from the throne of
heaven.

I feel like it took me 18 years of following Christ before I began seeing that spiritual
rhythms were meant to lead me into a relationship with Christ, not lead me into being
proud of my relationship with Christ. We’re all like the Israelites in our religious pursuits,
and the paradox of seeing this more and more will help us to have Christ instead of this
more and more amidst our religious pursuits.

This can all be summarized in the fact that Christ is the end of the law for righteousness
to everyone who believes. The Greek word used here, telos, often translated “end,”
could refer to a goal, result, or termination. Thus, Christ is understood as the law’s
fulfillment, in the sense that His death and resurrection achieved God’s purpose for the
law.9

Paul typically used the Greek word nomos (“law”) to refer to the law of Moses. Paul’s
point about the relationship between righteousness and the end of the law could have
been read in several ways, depending on how the Greek grammar was translated.

● Paul could have been asserting that Christ brought a final end to the possibility of
following the law as a means of salvation.

● Alternatively, he could be identifying righteousness as the purpose or result of the
law’s end.

According to this second interpretation, Christ served as the end of the law for the
purpose of making righteousness available to all who believed in Him. The implications
are important. The first option pointed to a temporal end: Christ’s coming brought the
era of the law to an end, diminishing its status and significance. The second option
presents Christ and the law in an interactive relationship where the law points ahead to
its ultimate fulfillment in Christ.10

Either way, Jesus is the one we can look to for everything. May all we do for Him draw
us genuinely closer to Him in relationship, to see Him as He is!!!
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