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Who Is the Righteous Remnant in Romans
9–11?

The Concept of Remnant in Early Jewish Literature
and Paul’s Letter to the Romans

Shayna Sheinfeld

While the idea that the early Jesus followers are the remnant of Israel is
scattered throughout the New Testament, usually in reference to their
identity over and against other Jews, a direct engagement with the
concept in relation to its Jewish context1 only occurs in Paul’s Letter
to the Romans: the word λεῖμμα (remnant) is first used in 9:27, and

then, again in 11:6. Both times, the term is placed in a larger pericope
concerning the salvation of Israel and Paul’s defense that God did not
abandon God’s people. The concept of a righteous remnant echoes the
idea as found throughout Jewish Scripture, and is inherited not only
by the New Testament and early Christians, but by other early Jewish
communities as well. Little work has been done on the notion of a
remnant within these texts, and thus, little groundwork has been laid

33



for placing Paul’s usage of the term in its contemporaneous literary
context.

In this chapter, I explore how Paul’s use of the remnant concept
intersects with the concept as it appears in other texts from the Second
Temple period. In doing so, I propose that Paul’s use of remnant
language participates in a strategy typical of Jewish groups from this
period: Paul uses the language of the remnant in order to convince
his audience that his interpretation of Israelite tradition is indeed the
correct one. In order to show Paul’s participation in the remnant trope,
I examine the usage of the remnant concept in two other early Jewish
texts—the Damascus Document and 4 Ezra. The Damascus Document
identifies the remnant as its own sectarian group, separated from the
other Israelites through their relocation to Damascus, while 4 Ezra uses
the remnant as a way to convince its audience that they should follow
the agenda proposed by the text—that is, Torah observance and belief
in the imminent eschaton. By establishing Paul’s participation in early
Jewish uses of the remnant, I show not only how Romans 9–11 acts as
the climax to the epistle as a whole, but how this climax is reached
through Paul’s participation in Judaism, not through the establishment
of some new identity.

The use of the concept of the remnant in the early Jewish
period—including Paul’s own usage—stems from Jewish Scripture.2 The
notion is especially prolific in the Prophets. While the concept of
remnant can carry a negative connotation, it most often refers to the
Israelites left after divine punishment as a locus for the restoration of
the community.3 Stanley Stowers states this succinctly:

The Hebrew Bible tells many stories about times when the leaders and a
large number of the people acted unfaithfully under particular conditions.
These are [. . .] stories of salvation. Some of the faithful remain, and God
finds a way to use the remnant to bring Israel back to him. There is
never a serious question of God abandoning the covenant and revoking
his promises to Israel.4

Thus, the basic idea of the remnant in the biblical texts reflects
the idea that after divine punishment, which is a direct result of the
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Israelites not keeping God’s covenant, God will, in fact, continue his
covenant with the Israelites through the restoration of the remaining
(read: remnant) community, and this restoration is in itself “an act of
divine mercy.”5 Within the Hebrew Bible and Septuagint, the remnant
idea is most prevalent in the latter prophets, such as Isaiah, and in
reference to the Babylonian exile. It was an idea, however, that held
great sway in the early Jewish period as well.

The Remnant in the Damascus Document

One example of remnant usage from the early Jewish period can be
found in the ideology of the Dead Sea Scrolls. The Damascus Document
is a sectarian text from the early Qumran community’s history that
relates a description of the origins of the group. The text can be divided
into two principal parts: columns 1–8 and 19–20 contain the
Admonition, while the intervening columns 9–16 contain legal
material.6 The Admonition contains, among other things, a veiled
history of the community through the sectarian perception of their
own biblical heritage, connecting their origins in the righteous
remnant of the Babylonian exile to the perceived present, and thus,
establishing the community as the original righteous remnant from
the pre-exilic time.7 The text begins as follows:

And now, listen, all those who know justice, and understand the actions of
God; for he has a dispute with all flesh and will carry out judgment on all
those who spurn him. For when they were unfaithful in forsaking him, he
hid his face from Israel and from his sanctuary and delivered them up to
the sword. But when he remembered the covenant with the forefathers,
he saved a remnant for Israel and did not deliver them up to destruction.
And at the period of wrath, three hundred and ninety years after having
delivered them up into the hands of Nebuchadnezzar, king of Babylon, he
visited them and caused to sprout from Israel and from Aaron a shoot of a
plant [. . .]. And God appraised their deeds, because they sought him with
an undivided heart, and raised up for them a Teacher of Righteousness, in
order to direct them in the path of his heart.8

According to this history of the community, the remnant lies
dormant until the arrival of the Teacher of Righteousness, who is able
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to guide the group along the correct path. While the allusion to the
remnant does indeed reference the period of the Babylonian exile, the
text provides a clear connection between membership in the current
community and the exilic remnant, thus alluding positively to a
continuation of the remnant community,9 as well as emphasizing the
temporal nature of the remnant.

The continuation of the Admonition is explicit: anyone outside of
the community is depicted as rejected by God. This rejection begins,
like the community itself, at the time of the Babylonian destruction
of the first temple and the exile. Thus, the Israelites are split into
two groups—those of the remnant and those who violate the covenant
through various ways (I 13–21) and kindle God’s wrath against them (II
1). The text calls on those who would enter this community to leave
behind their sin (II 2) because God loves those who follow the precepts,
but will destroy those who do not, leaving not even one survivor (II
6b–7a). The text again addresses the remnant in II 11–12, discussing
how God raises up “men of renown for himself, to leave a remnant for
the land and in order to fill the face of the world with their offspring.”
Following this section is an overview of biblical history, describing
Noah, the patriarchs, Jacob’s sons, and the Israelites in Egypt and in the
desert, identifying, through each description, those who were wicked
(the majority) and those few who “remained steadfast in God’s
precepts” (III 12), teaching them “hidden matters in which all Israel
had gone astray” (III 13). Those singled out here act as a precursor to
the remnant community at Qumran.

The Damascus Document uses the concept of the remnant in order
to reinforce the dualism the community expounded. This can be seen
in two different ways: first, in II 6b–7a, the total destruction of those
outside the community indicates that there is no part of the wicked
who will be the saved—no remnant will remain from the evil group.
These outsiders are not some foreign “Other,” but the rest of Israel who
remain outside of the community.10 The concept of remnant is also
used to define the community, those who were saved from the first
exile, who sought God and the covenant, and who followed the Teacher
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of Righteousness. Paul Dinter notes that “despite a certain tendency
to use the phrase ‘remnant/survivors’ generally (though note that the
negative epithet is always applied to their enemies), there is also
present a consistent identification of the remnant with the Qumran
community.”11 That is, while language of remnant may be used in a
broad sense, the theologically loaded term is used only in reference to
the sectarian community. In the eschaton, this remnant will inhabit the
land and “fill the face of the world with their offspring” (II 12). The
concept of a salvaged remnant that remains true to the covenant and
thus is the locus for restoration can be found first in scriptural sources,
but the idea that this remnant is temporally located now, immediately
before the divine judgment, and that this separation of the remnant
from the others is, in fact, an act of divine mercy before the event, is
unique to the sectarian literature of Qumran.

In the Damascus Document, the use of the concept of the remnant is
both traditional and innovative. The documents from Qumran indicate
a community that clings to the idea that they represented the true
Israel, the elect, and they use remnant language in order to express
this idea. As I will explore below, Paul uses the remnant idea similarly
in Romans, especially in relation to separating Israel itself into two
distinct groups: those of the elect or remnant, and everyone else. The
Damascus Document, however, also uses the remnant idea in order to
refer collectively to those outside of the Qumran community;12 that
the concept is used to refer both to the sectarian community and to
their enemies demonstrates that the theological importance of the
term is not hinged upon the word itself. Instead, the idea of the
remnant is only theologically significant when it is applied to the
Qumran community. The Damascus Document locates the remnant
community as existing before divine punishment occurs, having
removed themselves from the other Israelites to “Damascus.”

The Remnant in 4 Ezra

The idea of the remnant in 4 Ezra is tied intricately to the idea of
election.13 Dated after the destruction of the second temple, usually
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around 100 CE,14 4 Ezra addresses questions of theodicy relating to the
election of Israel and divine punishment in response to the destruction
of the second temple.15 The text comprises seven episodes, the first
three containing dialogues between Ezra and the angel Uriel, the
fourth transitional episode containing a dialogue and an eschatological
vision, the fifth and sixth being eschatological visions, and the seventh,
final episode consisting of a re-giving of the Torah, along with other
secret books, from God to Ezra.

The idea that Israel is elect is not challenged in 4 Ezra. Throughout
the first three episodes, Israel’s election is emphasized through Ezra’s
arguments against the current degraded status of Israel. In the first
dialogue, Ezra reminds God that when the peoples and the nations
were sinning, God chose Abraham and “made with him an everlasting
covenant, and promised him that you would not forsake his
descendants” (3:15).16 Ezra continues, highlighting the patriarchs to
whom God made promises and emphasizing the giving of the law on
Mount Sinai (3:19). Ezra’s lament is over the evil heart, which God
did not take away from Israel (3:20), causing Israel to continue to sin.
However, Ezra asks, is Babylon better than Israel, that they should
have dominion over her (3:28–36)? Ezra’s lament acknowledges Israel’s
election, but questions why Israel was allowed to sin if she is indeed
God’s chosen nation. Likewise, in the second dialogue with the angel,
Ezra reflects on the chosenness of Israel, selected by God from “all
the multitude of people” (5:28), and subsequently, scattered among the
nations. Ezra argues that since the people of Israel are God’s elect,
it should be God who punishes them directly, not the nations (5:30).
Again, in the third dialogue, Ezra reiterates Israel’s status as the elect:

All of this I have spoken before you, O Lord, because you have said that it
was for us that you created this world. As for the other nations which have
descended from Adam, you have said that they are nothing, and that they
are like spittle, and you have compared their abundance to a drop from
a bucket. And now, O Lord, behold, these nations, which are reputed as
nothing, domineer over us and devour us. But we your people, whom you
have called your first-born, only begotten, zealous for you, and most dear,
have been given into their hands. If the world has indeed been created for
us, why do we not posses our world as an inheritance? (6:55–59)
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None of Ezra’s complaints throughout the first three episodes call
into question Israel’s status as elect, but they do question God’s role
in the current political situation in light of Israel’s election. In other
words, Ezra asks how God could allow the nations of the earth, who are
like “spittle,” to conquer and rule over Israel.

The angel Uriel responds to Ezra’s concerns about the elect of Israel
in the third episode, where Uriel notes that the world was made for the
sake of Israel, but that the “entrances of this world were made narrow
and sorrowful and toilsome; they are few and evil, full of danger and
involved in great hardships. But the entrances of the future world are
broad and safe, and really yield the fruit of immortality” (7:11–14).
Thus, the righteous must first pass through the harsh realities of this
world before gaining admittance into the next. This leads to the
discussion of the many versus the few: “the Most High made this world
for the sake of the many, but the world to come for the sake of only a
few” (8:1).17 The righteous are never defined explicitly as Israel here,
but based on Ezra’s own concerns with Israel’s election, the righteous
should indeed be identified with Israel, who must first pass through the
hardships of this world.18

At no point in these early passages in 4 Ezra is the election of Israel
specifically associated with the remnant. It is not until the apocalyptic
visions of episodes 5–6 that the remnant is connected with the
elect—that is, with Israel. The fifth episode is a vision of an eagle and
a lion, reminiscent of Daniel 7, which requires an interpretation from
the angel.19 In the interpretation, the angel tells Ezra that the lion
represents the Messiah, who will judge the nations and destroy them,
after which “he will deliver in mercy the remnant of my people, those
who have been saved throughout my borders, and he will make them
joyful until the end comes, the day of judgment, of which I spoke to you
at the beginning” (12:34). This interpretation suggests two main points.
First, the remnant belongs to the tribe of Israel, in spite of Uriel’s
universal language from the third episode.20 Second, the remnant may
only derive from those who are within the borders of the land;
members of Israel who live in the Diaspora, then, are not to be saved.21
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Episode 6 contains a vision of the man from the sea, interpreted by
Uriel as a messiah figure who will reproach the assembled nations, and
subsequently, destroy them. He will then gather together the peaceful
multitude which is made up of the “ten tribes which were led away
from their own land into captivity in the days of King Hosea, whom
Shalmaneser the king of the Assyrians led captive” (13:40), and
together with them are the remnant “who are left of your people,
who are found within my holy borders” (13:48). Again, the remnant
consists of Israelites who remain in the land; it is questionable whether
the ten tribes can be considered part of the remnant, since they are
counted among those not remaining in the land, and in fact, the ten
tribes return to the land from a far away, mythical place beyond the
Euphrates River.22

The remnant in 4 Ezra, then, consists of righteous members of Israel
who reside in the land at the time that the Messiah comes to judge.
However, this remnant does not constitute all of Israel: Uriel makes
it clear in the third dialogue that while many will live through the
hardships of this world, only a few will be righteous enough to qualify
for the world to come. The author of 4 Ezra thus uses the remnant
concept in order to suggest that only a small portion of ethnic Israel
will survive. This strategic application of the remnant concept would
encourage 4 Ezra’s audience to follow the program set out in the
narrative in order to be included in that final, saved remnant: believe
in the imminence of the eschaton and follow the law.

Paul and the Remnant in Romans

Just as the authors of the Damascus Document and 4 Ezra repurpose the
remnant concept first found in the prophetic literature for their own
purposes, so too does Paul participate in the reuse of the concept to
fulfill his agenda. Twice in his Letter to the Romans, written around
56–58 CE, Paul refers to the remnant. The first is in Rom. 9:27–28,
quoting Isa. 10:22–23: “And Isaiah cries out concerning Israel, ‘Though
the number of the children of Israel were like the sand of the sea,
only a remnant of them will be saved; for the Lord will execute his
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