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Romans 8
We’re in the middle of our study of the book of Romans.  Last week we started to consider the grand conclusion of Chapter 8:
31What, then, shall we say in response to this? If God is for us, who can be against us? 32He 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? 33Who will bring any charge against those whom God has chosen? It is God who justifies. 34Who 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. 35Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? Shall trouble or hardship or persecution or famine or nakedness or danger or sword? 36As it is written:
 
   "For your sake we face death all day long; 
      we are considered as sheep to be slaughtered." 

37No, in all these things we are more than conquerors through him who loved us. 38For I am convinced that neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons, neither the present nor the future, nor any powers, 39neither 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.

Paul begins this section with seven rhetorical questions:  questions that lead us to the conclusion Paul desires.  The first is, “3What, then, shall we say in response to this?”  In response to what?  To everything he’s been saying.  To everything God has done for us.  Next, Paul asks, “If God is for us, who can be against us?”  Who indeed!  Clearly, if God is for us, no one can be against us—no one or nothing can thwart his purposes or hinder his plans.  But even though we know that to be true, we struggle to believe this promise.  Why?  Despite all the evidence to the contrary, we’re not always sure that God is for us! Paul addresses this unspoken doubt in verse 32 with a third rhetorical question:   “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?”  What is Paul saying here?  If God was willing to give his precious Son to us, is there anything he would not give us?  God’s gift of his Son is all the evidence we could ask for of his undying love for us. 
Paul continues with his 4th and 5th questions in verse 33 and 34.  The 4th question, “Who will bring any charge against those whom God has chosen?” is similar to the second.  Just as no one can be against us if God is for us, so no one can bring a charge against us if God declares us righteous.  When Paul says, “3Who will bring any charge against those whom God has chosen,” he isn’t saying that no one accuses us—we know from Scripture that Satan does bring accusation against God’s people—instead, he’s saying that the accusations are meaningless, useless, ineffective, because compared to the one who justifies us, the one who accuses us is nothing.  

Likewise, Paul says, “Who is he that condemns?”   Unfortunately, the way the NIV is translated, it appears that the answer to the question is Jesus Christ.  But of course that can’t be right!  What he’s saying is that, if Jesus Christ is at the right hand of God interceding for us, no one can condemn us.   To make it clear, you might want to insert the words, “No one” after the word “condemns” in your Bible.
Finally, Paul asks in verse 35, “Who shall separate us from the love of Christ?”  What do you know the answer to be to that question?  No one!  But rather than leave that to our imagination, Paul answers his question with a series of questions that propose a long list of things that might divide us from the Father’s love.  As I read the list, tell me how many nominees you see:

Shall trouble or hardship or persecution or famine or nakedness or danger or sword? 36As it is written:
 
   "For your sake we face death all day long; 
      we are considered as sheep to be slaughtered." 

37No, in all these things we are more than conquerors through him who loved us. 38For I am convinced that neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons, neither the present nor the future, nor any powers, 39neither 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.
How many did you see?  I counted 17.  Notice that Paul’s list includes things in this world (famine) as well as spiritual things (demons).  It begins with fairly tangible things—like danger—but as it continues becomes more expansive and fantastic:  the future, heights or depths.  Let’s look at a few of these things in more detail.  
The word translated as “trouble” in the NIV and “tribulation” in the NASB is from a Greek word meaning to crush, press together, squash, hem in, compress, or squeeze.  It conveys the idea of being squeezed or placed under pressure or crushed beneath a weight. It’s a strong term which does not refer to minor inconveniences, but to real severe difficulty.  Likewise, the word translated as “hardship” in the NIV and “distress” in the NASB means literally a narrow place—a tight spot.  It might be used of an army caught in a narrow, rocky defile with space neither to maneuver nor to escape. It might be used of a ship caught in a storm with no room either to ride it or to run before it.  It conveys the idea of having no where to turn, no way of escape—an impossible situation.  What comes to mind when you think about “being crushed or being in a tight place?  Take various answers.  Even in those situations, Paul promises, we are not separated from the love of Christ.
I think we all understand what persecution, famine, and nakedness are—even if most of us have not faced either of them in a serious way.  What might Paul be thinking of when he mentions famine and nakedness?  Poverty.  Extreme want.  Even in the face of these things, Paul promises, nothing can separate us from the love of God.  

The word translated as danger in the NIV means, literally, danger.  What comes to mind?  Take various answers.  Car wrecks.  Airplane crashes. Crime.   What do you think Paul means when he says, “the sword?” Execution.  Martyrdom.  War.  Even the horros of these things cannot separate us from God’s love.  
Skipping down to verse 38, I think we all get why Paul would mention death here—what a reassurance to know that death cannot separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus.  This may, in fact, be the most important promise in the list!  But why mention life?  Life does not seem to be a hindrance as we naturally think of it, for we usually consider life as a positive thing. How does life fit into this list?  Take various answers.  For one thing, when paired with death, it subtly conveys universality—if life cannot separate us from God’s love, and death cannot, what else is there?  It would be life saying, “neither night nor day.”  For another thing, it captures the idea of our daily lives—our good and bad deeds, or victories and defeats, our good and bad deeds.  Nothing we do in our lives can separate us from God’s love.  Here’s how commentator William Newell puts it:  
But life! Ah, life is so much more difficult than death!  Life with its burdens, its bitternesses, its disappointments, its uncertainties; often with its physical miseries.  As  Job said, "My soul chooseth strangling and death rather than these my bones." 

But just as death cannot separate us from this unchangeable love of God in Christ, neither can any circumstances of life do it! 

Likewise, it’s unclear at first how angels fit into this list.  Any thoughts?  Take various answers.   The NIV handles it by pairing angels with demons, probably again in a suggestion of universality: neither good spiritual forces nor evil spiritual forces can separate us from the love of God.  And, given the structure of these verses, which present several pairs of contrasting things suggesting universality, that may have been what Paul had in mind:  that :  neither good spiritual forces nor evil spiritual forces can separate us from the love of God.  The problem is that the word translated as “demons,” arche, means literally the first ones, preeminent ones, or leaders, so it’s a bit of a stretch to translate it as “demons.”  We see the word used to describe dark forces over in Ephesians 6:12, “For our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the powers of this dark world and against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms,” but even there it is used not to refer to demons but to the rulers on the demons.  It is probably better to think of this as referring to government officials and other civil powers and earthly authorities.  The Phillips translation handles this it like this: “neither messenger of heaven (angels) nor monarch of earth (arche).”  

While we’re at it, let’s skip ahead a few words to “powers.”  The word here, dumanis (from which we get our words dynamic and dynamo), means power.  As with arche, it is used in Ephesians 6:12 to refer to demonic powers and may refer to them here as well.  It can also be translated as “miracles” or “miraculous powers.”  Paul may have in mind here mysterious powers like witchcraft and the occult.  
Next, Paul says that neither the present nor the future can separate us from God’s love.  Why the present?  Take various answers.   Things that are.  Why the future?  Take various answers.   Eternity.  Things that might be or will be.  This is a great one, since we spend so much time and energy worrying about the future.  What does God promise?  That none of the things we worry about can separate us from God’s love.  Taken together, again, we have the idea of universality:  neither anything that is, not anything that will be.  That pretty much covers everything, doesn’t it?  Notice what’s missing?  The past.  Why would Paul leave that out?  Take various answers.   It has passed away.  It can no longer affect us.  
What might Paul mean by height and depth?  Take various answers.    Things above and things below.  Heaven and hell.  Another pair suggesting universality.  Matthew Henry says of this pair,
neither the height of prosperity and preferment, nor the depth of adversity and disgrace; nothing from heaven above, no storms, no tempests; nothing on earth below, no rocks, no seas, no dungeons. 

Robert Haldane says,

(Heights and depths) appear to comprise all that had been said of angels, principalities, and powers, including them altogether to give greater force to the declaration concerning them. Wherever they were, or whatever other power might inhabit heaven above, or hell beneath, if either a part of them, or the whole in combination, were to assail those whom Jesus loves, it would be of no avail. 

The last item in Paul’s list is “anything else in all creation.”  In Greek, Paul literally says, “any other created thing.”  Either way, it pretty much includes everything, doesn’t it?   After repeatedly suggesting universality, at the end Paul just comes right out ans says it:  there is not anything in creation that can separate us from the love of God.

What don’t you see in Paul’s list?  What would you add?  Take various answers.  Poverty.  Prison. Illness.   Is there anything that you could not add legitimately to this list?  Take various answers.  Paul says that there is not “anything” “in all creation” 
that “will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord.”  There is nothing that can separate us from His love.  Does that include our own sin?  Yes.  How do you know?  Take various answers.  Because our sin would be included in “anything else under all creation.”   What would you say to someone who told you that, since Paul didn’t include sin in this list, it is excluded from this promise, and that sin can, in fact, separate us from the love of Christ?  Take various answers.  

What is implied by Paul promising that none of these things can separate us from the love of Christ?  Take various answers.  That we will experience them.  To make that point explicit, in verse 36 Paul appeals to Old Testament, quoting Psalm 44:33, to underscore the truth that suffering is not an unexpected surprise for God’s people. God's children have always been called to suffer for His sake—according to 1 Peter 2:21, we have been called to suffer for his sake—but in Christ these sufferings we experience are stepping stones on the pathway to glory.  And so we should not be surprised when we have to endure suffering for the sake of Christ.  

Then, in verse 37 he says, “No, in all these things we are more than conquerors through him who loved us.”  Shall any of these things separate us from the love of God?  No, says Paul:  when we experience trouble or hardship or persecution or famine or nakedness or danger or sword, we do more than just endure—we triumph!  The word translated “conqueror” literally means just that:  to conquer, to overcome, to win the victory.  It is modified with the prefix huper (from which we get our word hyper) meaning extreme, beyond, to a greater degree.  It describes one who is super-victorious, who wins more than an ordinary victory, and who is overpowering in achieving abundant victory. It describes a lopsided victory in which the enemy or opponent is completely routed. Christ’s love conquered death, and because of His love, we are can be more than conquerors through Him in any and every circumstance.  What do you think Paul has in mind when he says that we are “more than conquerors?”  Take various answers.  That ultimately our victory over these things—the glory that will be revealed in us—will so overshadow and outshine them that they will seem like vanquished, defeated, humiliated enemies.  What wonderful things we have to look forward to!

I think Romans 35 through 39 is one of the most powerful arguments in Scripture in favor of the complete security of the believer.  Can anything separate us from the love of Christ?  Can anything snatch us away from Him?  No, Paul says:  There is “not anything” that can separate us from Christ’s love.  What an awesome promise.

But, someone might say, hold on a second.  Doesn’t God love everyone?  Isn’t it different to say that nothing can separate us from God’s love than to say that nothing can separate us from his salvation?  Sure, God loves everyone and He loves them in every circumstance, but that doesn’t mean that everyone will experience salvation.  Why should we assume that, when Paul says nothing can separate us from the love of God, he’s implying that we cannot lose our salvation?  What’s the connection between God’s love and security?  How would you respond to such an objection?  Take various answers.  
Let’s reason this through together.  First, it is true that God loves everyone.  But it is wildly out of context to claim that Paul is speaking here of God’s common love for all people instead of his special love for those who he has chosen.  To whom is this chapter addressed?  To those who are “in Christ Jesus” (v1).  To those who “love God, who are called according to his purpose.”  So, in this context, when Paul speaks of “the love of Christ” he’s speaking about more than God’s common love but His special love for his adopted sons and daughters—those he has chosen, those for whom he sent his son, those who he has called into his family, those he has justified, those he has reconciled to himself.  From the context, we can know that this promise—that nothing can separate us from the love of Christ—is not a generic promise to all people but a special promise to God’s people.  Just as Paul’s promise that “in all things God works for the good” is a special promise to those “who love him, who have been called according to his purpose,” so the promise that “nothing can separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus” is a special promise to those whom God has chosen.    

Further, to think that this passage is speaking of God’s common love for all people is to take one of the most beautiful, meaningful, and encouraging passages in scripture and turn it into something meaningless.  If Paul is saying that God will continue to love you through trouble and persecution and danger and death, but only to the same degree that he loves everyone else, then what’s the big deal?  What makes the passage so meaningful is that it promises that nothing can separate us from the special love that God has for his chosen people.  

But what’s the connection between God’s special love for his people and salvation?  We find that in Ephesians 2:1-4:

1As for you, you were dead in your transgressions and sins, 2in which you used to live when you followed the ways of this world and of the ruler of the kingdom of the air, the spirit who is now at work in those who are disobedient. 3All of us also lived among them at one time, gratifying the cravings of our sinful nature and following its desires and thoughts. Like the rest, we were by nature objects of wrath. 4But because of his great love for us, God, who is rich in mercy, 5made us alive with Christ even when we were dead in transgressions—it is by grace you have been saved. (Eph 2:1-4)

It was because of God’s “great “love for us” that he “made us alive with Christ even when we were dead in our transgressions.”  It is this “great love”—this special saving love that God has for his chosen people—from which we can never be separated.  And, if it is true that we cannot be separated from God’s special love, doesn’t it follow that we also cannot be separated from the effect of that love:  our life in Christ?   

Well, that’s it for Chapter 8.  What a beautiful passage of scripture, from the beginning promise—“Therefore, there is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus”—all the way through to the promise we just studied:  “For I am convinced that neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons; neither the present nor the future, nor any powers, 3neither 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.”  It took us nine lessons to get through it, but I hope you agree that it was time well spent.  [If short on material, read through chapter 8 one more time.]
Next, we move into a new section of Romans, covering Chapters 9 through 11.  In this section, Paul is going to explain God’s plan and provision concerning the Jews, His original chosen people.  He’s also going to address a very important objection to everything he’s been saying thus far.  Can you think of what it is?  Take various answers.  Here it is in a nutshell:  What about God’s promises to Israel?  Didn’t God promise Israel that they were His chosen people?  Are you saying, Paul, that God has changed his mind?  Or only that he has broken his promise?  We’ll take a look at Paul’s answer beginning next week.
continued to look at verses 28 through 31:

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.  

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.”   Who is that? That’s us!  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.  

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…”  

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.  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.  

What does God mean when he talks about our good?  Being conformed to the likeness of his Son.  Is that the same thing we think of when we think about “good?”  No—we look for comfort, health, wealth, the easy life.  He wants to make us like Jesus in every way.  What does that look like?  Fruit of the Spirit.  Obedient to the Father.  Servant.  Gentle and Humble.    How does He produce these things in us?  Through the work of his Spirit.  Through our circumstances and experiences.  He wants us to be patient, so he makes us wait.  He wants us to be humble, so he attacks anything that feeds our pride.  He wants us to be compassionate, so he leads us to suffer hardship.  These things don’t seem good to us, but over time they produce the ultimate good in us:  making us like Jesus.

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.”

Back in verse 3, Paul said “For what the law was powerless to do in that it was weakened by the sinful nature, God did by sending his own Son in the likeness of sinful man to be a sin offering.”  Do you see the symmetry?  First, God conformed his son to the likeness of man; now, he is working to conform men to the likeness of his son.  
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 (which would include everything, since God is omniscient), but also includes the idea of God giving prior consent or favorable or special recognition to that event.  Scripture tells us that God knew us before the creation of the world 

For He chose us in Him before the creation of the world to be holy and blameless in his sight  (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.
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 “through the gospel” (2 Thess 2:14) “out of darkness and into his wonderful light” (1 Peter 2:9); 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.  
