HIS UNFALTERING PERSEVERANCE WITH US

And we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose.  For those God foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the likeness of his Son, that he might be the firstborn among many brothers.  And those he predestined, he also called; those he called, he also justified; those he justified, he also glorified.
 What, then, shall we say in response to this? If God is for us, who can be against us?  He who did not spare his own Son, but gave him up for us all—how will he not also, along with him, graciously give us all things?  Who will bring any charge against those whom God has chosen? It is God who justifies.  Who is he that condemns? Christ Jesus who died—more than that, who was raised to life—is at the right hand of God and is also interceding for us.  Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? Shall trouble or hardship or persecution or famine or nakedness or danger or sword?  As it is written:
“For your sake we face death all day long; we are considered as sheep to be slaughtered.” 

 No, in all these things we are more than conquerors through him who loved us.  For I am convinced that neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons, neither the present nor the future, nor any powers,  neither height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord.
                                                                                                                                          Romans 8:28-39
Having described the chief privileges of justified believers – peace with God (5:1-11), union with Christ (5:12 - 6:23), freedom from the law (7:1-25) and life in the Spirit (8:1-27) – Paul now sweeps over the whole purpose and plan of God from a past eternity to an eternity yet to come. At present we experience suffering and groanings but we are sustained in the midst of them by the hope of the glory of God. It is only ‘hope’ because it is still future, unseen and unrealised but this doesn’t make it uncertain. Our Christian hope is firmly grounded on the unwavering love of God. The burden of Paul’s climax is the security of God’s people based on the unchangeability of God’s purpose which is itself due to the steadfastness of God’s love.

Paul declares these truths three times, each from a different perspective. He begins with five unshakable convictions (8:28) about God working all things for the good of His people. He continues with five affirmations (8:29,30) regarding the successive stages of God’s saving purposes from eternity to eternity. And he concludes with five unanswerable questions (8:31-39) in which he challenges his readers.

‘And we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose’ (8:28). There are many things that as Christians we won’t know in this life, but here Paul lists five things we do know. 

(1) we know God ‘works’ in our lives. He is constantly, powerfully and purposefully at work in the lives of those who love Him

(2) God is at work ‘for the good’ of His people, both because He is a good God who only does good, and because everything He does is for His peoples’ good (our final salvation)

(3) God works for our good ‘in all things’. In context this includes the sufferings of 8:17 and the groanings of 8:23. Even what we see as the negatives of this life have a positive purpose in God’s ultimate plan

(4) God works in all things for the good ‘of those who love him.’ Paul isn’t saying that everything in everyone’s life works out for their good. The ‘good’ is our ultimate salvation so this limits the beneficiaries of this ‘good’ to Christians

(5) those who love God are also those ‘who have been called according to his purpose.’ We love Him who first loved us (1 John 4:9) and His prior love for us is seen in His sovereign call to us to salvation in Christ. God has a saving purpose and is working in accordance with it

‘For those God foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the likeness of his Son, that he might be the firstborn among many brothers. 30 And those he predestined, he also called; those he called, he also justified; those he justified, he also glorified’ (8:29,30). Paul elaborates here what he meant in 8:28 by God’s ‘purpose,’ according to which He called us and is working everything together for our good. He traces God’s good and saving purpose through five stages from its beginning in His mind to its consummation in the coming glory. He names these stages foreknowledge, predestination, calling, justification and glorification.

(1) Christians are called ‘those God foreknew.’ Since the common meaning of ‘to foreknow’ is to know something beforehand, a common conclusion is that God foresees who will believe and that this foreknowledge is the basis of His predestination. But Paul doesn’t say God foreknows everyone and everything. He limits his comment to one group. Thinking down this way ignores the emphasis in the Hebrew verb ‘to know’ on the personal relationship of care and affection that are always part of this kind of knowing. When God ‘knows’ people, He watches over them (Psalm 1:6; 144:3). Israel was the only people in the Old Testament that God ‘knew,’ that He loved, chose and formed a covenant with (Amos 3:2). Knowledge in this sense is almost synonymous with love (Deuteronomy 7:7f)

(2) those God foreknew [fore-loved] he also predestined to be conformed to the likeness of his Son, that he might be the firstborn among many brothers. The verb ‘predestined’ means ‘decided upon beforehand.’ A decision is involved in becoming a Christian but it is God’s decision before it is our decision. This is not to deny that we ‘decided for Christ’ but to recognise that God did something first (Ephesians 1:5,9,11; 3:11). The New Testament describes human beings as by nature blind, deaf and dead. Conversion is impossible unless God gives them sight, hearing and life. Although Paul has gone from justification to glorification without specifically mentioning sanctification, it is clearly implied in our being conformed to the image of Christ (8:29). 
(3) those he predestined, he also called. God’s call comes to people through the gospel (2 Thessalonians 2:13f). Our response to the gospel in faith confirms God’s choice. Evangelism (the preaching of the gospel) is indispensible because it is the means God has ordained through which His call comes to people. What Paul means here by God’s call is not the general gospel invitation but His divine summons which raises the spiritually dead to life. It is often called God’s “effective” or “effectual” call. Those God ‘calls’ (8:30) are those ‘who have been called according to his purpose’ (8:28)

(4) those he called, he also justified. God’s effective call enables those who hear it to believe, and those who believe are justified by faith (the declaration that we sinners are now righteous in God’s sight because He has merited us with Christ’s righteousness). He became sin with our sin that we might become righteous with His righteousness (2 Corinthians 5:21)

(5) those he justified, he also glorified. When Paul has spoken of ‘glory’ in Romans 8, he means the glory of God, the manifestation of His splendour. All sinners fall short of this glory (3:23) but we rejoice in seeing its recovery (5:2). If we share Christ’s sufferings, we will share this glory (8:17). The creation itself will one day be brought into the freedom of the glory of God’s children (8:21). Our destiny is to be given new bodies in a new world, both of which will be transformed by and with the gory of God.

So here in five affirmations, God is pictured as moving from stage to stage, from an eternal foreknowledge and predestination, through a call and justification, to a final glorification of His people in a future eternity.

Paul introduces the last nine verses of the chapter with a concluding formula which he has already used three times: ‘What, then, shall we say in response to this?’ (6:1,15; 8:31). In the light of the five convictions (8:28) and five affirmations (8:29,30), what is there left to say? Paul answers himself with five more questions boldly challenging anyone to deny the truth in each question

Question 1: If God is for us, who can be against us? (8:31)

The question isn’t: ‘who can be against us?’ We have the unbelieving, persecuting world, indwelling sin, death and the devil. The essence of the question is in the ‘if’ clause ‘If God is for us, who can be against us?’ God is for us. He has foreknown, predestined, called, justified and glorified us. All the powers of hell can set themselves against us but they can’t possibly win because God is for us.

Question 2: He who did not spare his own Son, but gave him up for us all—how will he not also, along with him, graciously give us all things? (8:32)

Again, Paul doesn’t ask: ‘will God graciously give us all things?’ The God we’re asking is the God who has given us His Son. Negatively, ‘He who did not spare his own Son,’ echoing God’s words to Abraham, ‘You … have not withheld [‘spared’ in LXX] your son, your only son’ (Genesis 22:16). And positively, God ‘gave him up for us all’. The same verb is used in the gospels of Judas and Pilate who ‘handed Jesus over’ to death. Paul then argues from the greater to the lesser. Because God has given us the costliest gift of His own Son, how can He fail to lavish every other gift on us? In giving His Son He gave everything. The cross is the guarantee of the continuing, unfailing, generosity of God.

Question 3: Who will bring any charge against those whom God has chosen? It is God who justifies (8:33)
This question and the next (who will accuse us and who will condemn us) bring us into the law courts. No prosecution can succeed because God our Judge has already justified us. If God hadn’t justified us, we might have many bringing charges against us – our conscience, the devil whose title diabolos means ‘slanderer’ and who is ‘the accuser of the brothers’ (Revelation 12:10). We might have human enemies very willing to point an accusing finger at us. But none of any of their allegations can be sustained. God has chosen us and God has justified us.

Question 4: Who is he that condemns? Christ Jesus who died—more than that, who was raised to life—is at the right hand of God and is also interceding for us (8:34)

Who would like to condemn us? Sometimes our own heart, sometimes our critics, our enemies and every demon. Why will their call that we be condemned fail? They will all fail because of Christ. First, ‘Christ Jesus … died.’ He died for the very sins our enemies claim we should be condemned for. God ‘condemned sin’ (our sin) in the humanity of Jesus (8:3). Christ has redeemed us from the condemnation of the law ‘by becoming a curse for us’ (Galatians 3:13). Secondly, He bore the curse of the broken law for us. But ‘more than that,’ after death He ‘was raised to life.’ He was raised by His Father, proving the Father’s complete satisfaction with and acceptance of His Son’s sacrifice of Himself. Thirdly, the crucified and resurrected Christ ‘is at the right hand of God,’ resting from His finished work, occupying the place of supreme honour, exercising His authority to save and waiting for His final triumph. Fourthly, He is ‘interceding for us’ as our heavenly defence barrister and high priest. His very presence at the Father’s right hand is evidence that His work of atonement is finished. His continuing presence at the Father’s right hand means He continues to secure for us the benefits of His death. With Christ as our Saviour (who died, was raised, has been exalted and is interceding), we know that ‘there is now no condemnation’ for those united with Him (8:1). In view of all this, we can confidently challenge the whole universe: who condemns us?

Question 5: Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? (8:35)
This time, after asking the question, Paul looks round for an answer? Seven possibilities are mentioned. The first is ‘trouble,’ then ‘hardship’ and ‘persecution,’ all pressures caused by a hostile world. Then we have ‘famine or nakedness,’ the lack of food and clothing. The list concludes with ‘danger or sword,’ Willingness for martyrdom is the final test of Christian faith and faithfulness. To reinforce this Paul quotes from Psalm 44:22 which depicts the persecution of Israel by the nations. They were not suffering because they had forgotten Yahweh. They were suffering because of their loyalty to Him.

   “For your sake we face death all day long;
    we are considered as sheep to be slaughtered.” 
Paul had experienced each of these seven and much more besides them (2 Corinthians 11:23ff). The Roman Christians might have been enduring similar trials. Some of them did just a few years later when Emperor Nero used them as burning torches to light the way in his garden. Can pain, misery and loss separate us from Christ’s love? Far from alienating us from Him, ‘in all these things’ (even while we’re enduring them) ‘we are more than conquerors.’ We not only bear them by God’s grace but actually triumph over them ‘through him who loved us.’ The aorist tense (something past and completed) shows it refers to the cross. Because Christ proved His love for us by His suffering, our sufferings can’t possibly separate us from that love. Our sufferings are clear evidence of our union with Christ and not a cause for doubting His love.

Paul has asked whether anything will separate us from Christ’s love (8:35,36) and now declares that nothing has and nothing will (8:37-39). He chooses ten items that some might think powerful enough to put a barrier between us and Christ, and puts them in four pairs with the last two mentioned singularly. ‘Neither death nor life’; neither the crisis of death nor the calamities of life. ‘Neither angels nor demons’; nothing in the order of angels, righteous or fallen. The next two pairs refer to time (‘neither the present nor the future) and space (‘neither height nor depth’) while inbetween them on their own are ‘any powers’. Some of these words were technical terms for the astrological powers many in the Greek world believed the destiny of humanity was controlled by. He concludes with ‘nor anything else in all creation’ to make sure nothing is left out. Everything in creation is under the ultimate control of God the creator and Jesus Christ the Lord.

Paul’s five questions affirm that absolutely nothing can frustrate God’s purpose (since He is for us), or affect His generosity (since He has not spared His Son), or accuse or condemn His people (since He has justified them through Christ) or remove us from His love (since He has revealed it in Christ).

This passage then contains five convictions about God’s providence (8:28), five affirmations about His purpose (8:29,30) and five questions about His love (8:31-39) – all of which give us fifteen assurances about Him. Christians are not guaranteed immunity to temptation, tribulation or tragedy, but we are promised victory over them. God’s promise is not that suffering will never happen to us but that it will never separate us from His love. Our confidence is not in our love for Him, which can be frail and faltering, but in His love for us, which is faithful and persevering.
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