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Romans 8
We’re in the middle of our study of the book of Romans—today is our 36th lesson!  For the last several weeks we’ve been in Romans Chapter 8—perhaps the greatest chapter in the entire Bible.  Last week we looked at verses 26 and 27:
 26In the same way, the Spirit helps us in our weakness. We do not know what we ought to pray for, but the Spirit himself intercedes for us with groans that words cannot express. 27And he who searches our hearts knows the mind of the Spirit, because the Spirit intercedes for the saints in accordance with God's will.

He begins, “In the same way:” in the same way that the creation groans (v22), and that we groan (v23), the Spirit within us helps us in our weakness by “interced(ing) for us with groans that words cannot express.”  Its is not just the creation and believers who groan for recreation—but God himself, in the person of the Holy Spirit, groans for renewal as well.
“In the same way,” Paul says, “the Spirit helps us in our weakness.”  One of the ways that the Spirit helps us is by guiding and empowering our prayer.  Paul says, “We do not know what we ought to pray for, but the Spirit himself intercedes for us with groans that words cannot express.”  Paul has both the content and the method of our prayer in mind.  The Spirit not only helps us with the content of our prayers, but also with the form and practice of our prayer as well.  Here’s how the New Living Translation does it:

For we don't even know what we should pray for, nor how we should pray.
Fortunately, Paul says, “the Spirit himself intercedes for us with groans that words cannot express.”  Literally, Paul says, “the Spirit himself intercedes for us with inexpressible groans.”  His groanings are so profound that they defy verbalization—they are literally inexpressible.  More importantly, as Paul says, the prayers of the Spirit on our behalf are “in accordance with God's will.”  While we are often ignorant of God’s will, the Spirit is not limited in that way.  1 Corinthians 2:10 says,

The Spirit searches all things, even the deep things of God. 11For who among men knows the thoughts of a man except the man's spirit within him? In the same way no one knows the thoughts of God except the Spirit of God. 

So when the Spirit prays for us, he is able to pray in perfect accord with the will of God, because He knows “the deep things of God.”  
So one great provisions God makes for us is the Holy Spirit, who indwells us and intercedes for us before the Father, expressing our needs and desires to Him in ways that are in perfect accord with His will.  But God not only works within us—He also works in the circumstances of our life.  Paul says,

28And we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose. 29For those God foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the likeness of his Son, that he might be the firstborn among many brothers. 30And those he predestined, he also called; those he called, he also justified; those he justified, he also glorified.  
This is one of the best-know, best-loved, and most-often-quoted verses in the Bible.  We’re going to take a little time today to break it done and make sure we understand its promise to us.  First, Paul says, “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.”  To whom does this promise apply?  To those who love God.  To those who have been “called according to his purpose.”   What does Paul mean when he refers to those who have been “called according to his purpose?”  Take various answers.  The word translated “called” here is the Greek kletos, which means invited or welcomed and was originally used to designate those invited to a banquet.  In the NT kletos is generally used of one who has accepted a calling or an invitation to become a guest or member of a select group. We have been invited by God through the proclamation of the Gospel to obtain eternal salvation in the kingdom through Christ. 
Throughout scripture, believers are referred to as having been “called” by God.  For example, 1 Peter 2:9, says, “But you are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people belonging to God, that you may declare the praises of him who called you out of darkness into his wonderful light.”  Likewise, Hebrews 9:15 says, “For this reason Christ is the mediator of a new covenant, that those who are called may receive the promised eternal inheritance—now that he has died as a ransom to set them free from the sins committed under the first covenant.”  And 1 Corinthians 1:23-25 says, “23but we preach Christ crucified: a stumbling block to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles, 24but to those whom God has called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God.”
How about the second part:  “according to his purpose.”  What does Paul mean when he says “who have been called according to his purpose?”  Take various answers.  The word translated as “purpose” is the Greek prothesis, which oringally meant to plan in advance and came to mean that which is planned or purposed in advance. We have been called “according to God’s purpose”—his plan.  Why did He call us?  Who knows? Was it something about us?  It had nothing to do with us!  He called for reasons known only to Him.  

Paul says that this promise applies to “those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose.”  It is interesting to me that he doesn’t say, “those who God loves, who have been called according to his purpose.”   Wouldn’t that make more sense in some ways? And yet it would also be redundant, wouldn’t it?  Why?  The idea that we have been called by God implies His love for us, doesn’t it?  What other motivation could there possibly be for his calling other than his love for us?  So instead Paul says, “Those who love God.”  Is this a conditional promise?  Is Paul saying that the promise only applies to us if we love God?  What about those times when we don’t love him?  Take various answers.  No, it can’t be—he just said that the promise applied to those God has called “according to his purpose,” independent of any action or lack of action of our part.  So what’s the connection between being called and loving God?  Its cause and effect!  1 John 4:19 says, “We love because he first loved us.”  Our love for God is the proper response to the love he has shown us in calling us.  So the beneficiaries of this promise are those who have been called by God and, in response, love Him.

Paul says, “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.”  Who is the actor in this verse?  God.  What does Paul say he does?  He “works for the good of those who love him…”  What do you think that means?   How does that happen?  Take various answers.  God arranges the circumstances in our lives in ways that will ultimately be for our good.  He uses the things that happen in our lives to accomplish his purposes in us.  He guides and steers us from experience to experience, thing to thing, using each one in ways that ultimately are for our good.  The theological word for this is providence, which can be defined as “God's faithful and effective care and guidance of everything which He has made toward the end which He has chosen.”  
In which circumstances does God work?  Paul says, “In all things.”  Some things?  All things.  A few things?  All things.  The good things?  All things.  Little things?  All things.  Big Things?  All Things!  Does this mean that everything that happens to us—all things—are good?  No.  Does it mean that Christians—those who love God—are exempt from difficulties in life—that only good things happen to Christians?  Absolutely not.  Horrible things happen!  Babies die.  Spouses cheat.  Businesses fail.  So what does it mean?  That God works, even in the bad things that happen, for our good.  That he weaves together everything in ways that are ultimately for our good.  That even in the worst things, God is at work for us—redeeming those horrors in ways that are for our ultimate good.  
The verb translated “work” in the NIV, sunergeo, is more literally translated “work together,” implying that God is orchestrating all the events of our lives—big and small, easy and hard, happy and sad—for our ultimate good.  This Greek word is the root of our English work syngery, which describes the working together of various elements to produce an effect greater than, and often completely different from, the sum of each element acting separately.  An illustration of this would be a cake:  The raw ingredients that are used to make the cake hardly taste "good" but when they are mixed together and baked the result is "good."

Do you think God uses our sins to work for our good?  Take various answers.  Wouldn’t the answer have to be yes? Although sin is the antithesis of good, the scripture says that God works in all things—which would have to include our sins and the sins of others—for our good.  How would that work?  Take various answers.  Maybe we get caught and then set free.  Or maybe our sin results in a consequence that brings us to our senses.  Or maybe our sin leads us to someone who can help us find freedom.

Paul says, “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.”  How do we know this?  Take various answers.  “We know” is the Greek word oída, which refers to knowledge which comes from one’s state of being:  intuitive knowledge. Oida means absolute, positive knowledge which one has beyond a doubt:  for instance, the knowledge we have that we love our children, that fire is hot, that college basketball is great (just kidding!).  This word is used about thirty times in the NT as the expression of the common Christian knowledge.  So, is Paul right?  Do we know this?  Do we know that “in all things God works for the good of those who love him…”   Take various answers.  How do we know it?  On what do we base our knowledge?  Take various answers.    We know it’s true because we know God and He has said it. We know because we know Him:  His power—his ability to orchestrate events in this way he has promised.  His character—his faithfulness to do what he has said he would do.  His sovereignty—his ownership and control over everything.  

Robert Haldane comments on "we know" writing that...
This does not mean that believers know it merely in a speculative manner, but that it is a knowledge which enters into their heart and affections, producing in them confidence in its truth. It is a knowledge of faith which implies certainty and self application, by which the believer not only knows but applies the promises of God, and is able to say, This promise is mine, it belongs to me. For otherwise, what advantage would there be in a general knowledge of this fact? Where would be its consolation, and where its practical use? 
But let’s be honest—sometimes it is very difficult to believe this promise.  Most of us have been in situations where we’ve said, “there is no way God can use this to my benefit.  There is no way God can work this for the good.  This is too bad, too sad, too terrible for God to redeem.”  But, in the long run, I think our experiences—even our worst experiences—are evidence of the truth of this promise.  We look back at some terrible things we’ve experienced—some extreme suffering we’ve had to endure—and we see how God has used it for our good.  
Let me share one example from my life.  Back in 2001, a company in which Gena and I were invested was about to go public.  Had that happened, Gena and I would have made a great deal of money—at least on paper.  But the NASDAQ bubble burst, and the value of that company—along with most of the rest of my portfolio—cratered.  For a little while, it looked like we might lose nearly everything we had earned.  It was a very tough time.  We questioned why God had allowed this to happen to us—especially given that we had tried to be so faithful in our giving.  But as we look back on that experience, we see how God has used it in our lives:  to humble us, to break the power of money over us, to teach us to rely on Him, to destroy the idol of self-sufficiency.  And, of course, I can only see now what I can see—in a few years I’ll understand even better how he used those events for my good, and in eternity I’ll see in a much deeper and clearer way why those things needed to happen to help make me the man he wanted me to be.  
I know others in this class have experienced much tougher things than that.   Would anyone else like to share how God has worked in some difficult circumstance for his or her good?  Take various answers.  
One of the reasons we sometimes struggle to believe this promise is that our definition of what is in our good is often different from God’s.  Especially in the short run, what do we think of as being “good?”  Take various answers.  Comfort.  Safety.  The easy life.    But when God talks about “our good,” he has something different in mind.  What is it?  (Hint:  the answer is in verse 29.)  He wants to “conform us to the likeness of His Son.”  In other words, he wants to make us like Jesus.  We find this same idea in other places in the NT.  When Paul says that God “works” “in all things” “for the good of those who love him,” this is what he’s talking about:  making us more and more like Jesus.  What does that look like?  Take various answers.  
· One hint is found in Galatians 5:22-23:  “22But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, 23gentleness and self-control.”  All of these things were true of Jesus:  he was loving, peaceful, kind, and so on.  God is working to make them all true of each of us as well.
· He was a servant.  Mark 10:45 says, “For even the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many.”
· He was gentle and humble.  Matthew 11:29 says, “Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls.”
· He always sought to do his father’s will  John 5:19 says, “Jesus gave them this answer: ‘I tell you the truth, the Son can do nothing by himself; he can do only what he sees his Father doing, because whatever the Father does the Son also does.’”
We struggle because often the things God needs to bring into our lives to accomplish the purpose of conforming us to the likeness of Christ are not the things we think of as being good.  He wants us to be patient, so he makes us wait.  He wants us to be humble, so he attaks anything that feeds our pride.  He wants us to be compassionate, so he leads us to suffer hardship.
Why?  Why does God want to conform us to the likeness of Christ?  Paul says, so that Christ can be the “firstborn among many brothers.”  God’s plan from the beginning has been to create for himself a family of sons and daughters who love him.   Christ, His only begotten son, is the “firstborn” of that family.  We are all members of that family.  God has decreed that all his sons and daughters will ultimately be like his firstborn son, jesus Christ.  It’s like John says in 1 John 3:2 says, “Dear friends, now we are children of God, and what we will be has not yet been made known. But we know that when he appears, we shall be like him, for we shall see him as he is.”

Notice that Paul says that God has “predestined” those who he “foreknew” to be conformed to the likeness of his son.  We tend to freeze up in the face of theologically loaded words like “foreknew” and predestined, but they aren’t really so hard to grasp.  What does Paul mean when he says, “those God foreknew?”  Take various answers.  To foreknow something simply means to know about it prior to some temporal reference point.  In the language of Scripture, something foreknown is not simply that which God was aware of prior to a certain point, but also includes the idea of that to which God gave prior consent or that received His favorable or special recognition.  Scripture tells us that God knew us before the creation of the world (Eph 1:4).  Psalm 139 says that, before we were born,

       All the days ordained for me 
       were written in your book 
       before one of them came to be. (Psalm 139)

God exists outside of time:  all of history is visible and available to him.  More than that, he is sovereign over his creation, working in space and time to accomplish his purposes, which he set out to accomplish before anything was created. 

What does Paul mean when he says that God “predestined” us to be conformed to the likeness of his son?  Take various answers.  The word translated predestined literally means to mark out beforehand or set the limits or boundaries of any place or thing in advance.  When used of a person, it means to put limitations upon that person and thus conveys the idea of determining his or her destiny. Originally, the word meant simply to plan in advance, but in the New Testament it attracted the special meaning of a divine decree of God, whereby He determined in advance that something should happen.  Here in Romans 8:29 Paul is saying that God has predetermined the destiny or the future of each believer, a glorious future in which he or she will be like Christ, conformed to the image of His Son!
Paul wraps up this section in verse 30:

30And those he predestined, he also called; those he called, he also justified; those he justified, he also glorified.  

If you were to summarize the message of this verse, what would it be?  Take various answers.  That God has done or will do everything that he has set out to do—that nothing can thwart his purposes.  Before God created the world, he set a plan in place for you and for me:  he predestined us to be conformed to the likeness of Christ.  Having predestined us, he called us; having called us, he justified us “freely by his grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus.” (Romans 3:24).  And, Paul says, having justified us, he also glorified us.  Do you notice anything about that?  Take various answers.  Are you glorified yet?  No.  But what tense does Paul use?  Past.  Why does he speak about our glorification as though it had already happen when it is still to happen?  Take various answers.  Paul is so certain that God will complete what he has purposed to do that he speaks of the last piece of the work as though it had already been accomplished.   He’s effectively saying that the things God has promised to do are as certain to happen as if they had already been done.  Are you hoping to be glorified?  To be conformed to the likeness of the Son?  You can be as sure that God will keep his promise to accomplish those things in you.  They are certain!  And they don’t depend one bit on you—it is God who predestined you, who called you, who justified you, and who will glorify you.  

Next week, we get to the glorious ending of Chapter 8:  “What, then, shall we say in response to this?”  See you then!
