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We come this morning to a great promise in Scripture, 

perhaps one of the most cherished and most quoted promises in all 

the Bible.  Think of the times in your life when you have read 

Romans 8:28 to yourself, or to someone else, or written it in your 

journal, or in a note of encouragement to someone else.  Think of 

the trials, the discouragements, you have faced or loved ones have 

faced, and you turn again and again to this great promise.  I’m 

eager for us to understand this promise even better, so we can cling 

to it all the more. 

 Last week we studied verses 23-27—hope and help.  

Verses 23-25 speak of the hope we have as adopted children of 

God.  We wait eagerly for adoption as sons, the redemption of our 

bodies.  And then verses 26-27 speak of the help we receive from 

the Spirit who intercedes for us when we don’t even know what to 

pray for. 

 This whole section, this whole chapter, is intended to build 

in us a tremendous hope in God.  Just think for a moment of the 

subsection of this chapter which we’re in right now—verses 18-30.  

Notice that this section begins and ends with glory.  In verse 18 

(and also at the end of verse 17) our sufferings are leading to glory.  

Also, we have the Holy Spirit, who is a guarantee (firstfruits, verse 

23) of that future glory, our future inheritance.  And the Spirit is 

interceding for us.  He helps us in our weakness.  And His prayers 

on our behalf will always be answered “Yes” by the Father.  

Therefore we know that all things are going to work for our good.  

Even when we don’t know what to pray, when we can’t see how a 

tragic event could do us a shred of good, the Spirit is groaning with 

us and interceding for us exactly according to God’s will.  And 

God wills to do good to His children.  God has a good purpose for 

His sons and daughters.  He intends to conform us to the image of 

Jesus Christ.  And in His omnipotent purposes, none of His 

intentions will be thwarted.  Those whom He predestined are 

called, justified and glorified.  So, from the glory of verses 17-18 

to the glorification of verse 30, this is all meant to give believers 

great hope and assurance. 

 The great promise of Romans 8:28 is in the midst of this 

section.  We’re going to spend our time this morning looking at 

just this one verse.  We’ll look at it in three parts.  There is the 

promise itself—“all things work together for good.”  And there are 
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the two descriptions of the group of people for whom this promise 

holds.  First, “those who love God.”  Second, “those who are called 

according to his purpose.”  It’s the same group of people, but Paul 

gives us these two descriptions, from two different vantage points.  

One from the human perspective—“those who love God.”  The 

other from the divine perspective—“those who are called 

according to his purpose.”  Let’s look at these descriptions first, 

and then we’ll come to the promise itself.   

Those Who Love God 

 It’s crucial to understand this, because the great promise of 

Romans 8:28 is not true for everyone.  The promise is not that all 

things work for good for everyone.  No, it’s for those who love 

God.  So each of us must consider the question this morning, “Do I 

love God?”  Is there a love for God in your heart, which God 

Himself put there, which is the result of being born again to a new 

life in Christ?  Romans 5:5 says that “God’s love has been poured 

into our hearts through the Holy Spirit who has been given to us.”  

If that has happened, then His love for us so transforms us and 

draws us into such an amazing relationship with Him, that we will 

certainly love Him.   

 1 Corinthians 8:3 is another place, like Romans 8:28, where 

Paul uses love for God as a way of defining those who are in a 

saving relationship with God.  He writes, “But if anyone loves 

God, he is known by God.”  And 1 John gives us some helpful, 

concrete ways of discerning whether this love for God is present in 

our lives or not.   

“If anyone says, “I love God,” and hates his brother, he is a liar; 

for he who does not love his brother whom he has seen cannot love 

God whom he has not seen. And this commandment we have from 

him: whoever loves God must also love his brother.” (1 John 4:20–

21, ESV)  

 You see, God’s love comes into our lives, and produces in 

us a love for Him (vertical), which also has a horizontal dimension 

in that we love others.  That’s an evidence of His love being 

poured out in our lives and our love for Him, that we love others.   

 And then the next few verses in 1 John continue like this: 

“Everyone who believes that Jesus is the Christ has been born of 

God, and everyone who loves the Father loves whoever has been 

born of him. By this we know that we love the children of God, 

when we love God and obey his commandments. For this is the 
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love of God, that we keep his commandments. And his 

commandments are not burdensome.” (1 John 5:1–3, ESV)  

 If you love God you will also have a love for your brothers 

and sisters in Christ.  And you will also have a love for God’s 

commands and a desire to obey Him—with the reminder included 

there that God’s commandments are not burdensome.  His 

commands are given in love, and they are obeyed in love.   

 Here are some simple and very important ways to examine 

your life to see if you are part of the group of people who can cling 

to the promise of Romans 8:28.  Do you love God?  It’s one thing 

to give lip service to this.  But do you really love God, and is that 

love evident in various ways in your life, in your desire to obey 

God and in your love for others?  Our love for God is not perfect in 

this life, but it will bear fruit. 

Those Who Are Called by God 

 Lest the definition of this group of people be too subjective 

or too fragile (since our love for God is imperfect), Paul adds 

another descriptor, which is objective and rock solid.  From the 

human perspective, it’s those who love God.  From the divine 

perspective, it’s those who are called by God.   

 What does it mean to be called by God?  There’s an 

important distinction to make here between a general call and an 

effectual call.  What I do in my preaching is a general call.  What 

we do in evangelism is a general call for people to repent and 

believe the Gospel.  This call goes out to anyone and everyone.  

We are summoning individuals to believe.  Some do.  Some don’t.   

 In the parable of the wedding feast in Matthew 22, the word 

“called” is used in this general way.  “For many are called, but few 

are chosen.”  There’s the general call of invitation.  But then 

there’s the effectual call that does not merely invite, but effectually 

draws a person to God.  This is how Paul uses the word “call.”  For 

instance, in Romans 1 he refers to the church in Rome as those 

“who are loved by God and called to be saints.”  And in 1 

Corinthians 1, he introduces himself as “Paul, called by the will of 

God to be an apostle of Christ Jesus, and our brother Sosthenes, To 

the church of God that is in Corinth, to those sanctified in Christ 

Jesus, called to be saints together with all those who in every place 

call upon the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, both their Lord and 

ours:” (1 Corinthians 1:1–2, ESV)  

 Are you catching the meaning here?  The called, in the way 

Paul uses the term, does not include everyone who has heard the 
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gospel message, and then they’ve chosen either to accept or reject 

it.  No, the called are those who have been effectually drawn to 

Christ, drawn into the family of faith, the church.   

 When you or I call someone to believe in Jesus, they may 

or may not respond positively to that.  But if, through our 

proclamation of the Gospel, God calls a person to Himself, that 

person is most definitely going to respond in repentance and faith.  

God’s call is always effective.  God’s call is powerful.  God’s call 

overcomes all resistance and hesitancy and rebellion and doubt.  

God’s call creates new life, new sight, new desires.   

 Therefore, the description in Romans 8:28 of “those who 

are called according to his purpose” should be yet another 

encouragement to us and a reason for hope.  My inclusion in this 

great promise does not rest awkwardly on the level of my love for 

God—I love Him, I love Him not.  If that was it, then my 

confidence in this promise would wax and wane according to how 

I perceive my love for God.   

 But, praise be to God, we have this other description as 

well, from the divine perspective, that God called me to Himself, 

according to His purpose.  And He who called me will never let me 

go.   

The Great Promise of God 

 Now let’s get to the actual promise.  The first thing we 

notice, if we compare translations, is that it’s worded in at least a 

couple of different ways.  The ESV says, “all things work together 

for good.”  The NASB has, “God causes all things to work together 

for good.”  The NIV says, “in all things God works for the good.”  

Don’t get tripped up over these differences.  There is a textual 

variant in the Greek here, but the point is the same either way.  

Surely, Paul would not say that all things, of their own accord, 

apart from the providential plan of God, work together for good.  

So even in the ESV rendering, “all things work together for good,” 

it’s clearly implied that God is the One causing this to happen.  

God is One making this promise to us, and He will uphold it.   

Implication for Unbelievers 

Another thing to consider in this promise is what it implies 

for those who do not love God, those who are not called, those 

who remain in their sin and never turn to Christ?  If all things work 

together for good for those who love God and are called according 

to His purpose, then what does this mean for those who never 

repent and believe?  Well, it means that the very opposite will be 
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true for them.  For those who remain at enmity with God, all things 

work to their eternal condemnation.  Those who may seem to be 

enjoying many blessings in this life, may simply be digging 

themselves into a deeper and deeper pit.  They may be on a road 

that leads to hell.  As Paul said earlier in Romans, in 2:4-5:  

“Or do you presume on the riches of his kindness and forbearance 

and patience, not knowing that God’s kindness is meant to lead 

you to repentance? But because of your hard and impenitent heart 

you are storing up wrath for yourself on the day of wrath when 

God’s righteous judgment will be revealed.” (Romans 2:4–5, ESV)  

 That’s the road that many people are on—going through 

life presuming on God’s kindness, but not repenting of sin.  

Therefore even the very good things in life, the kindnesses of God 

to them (health, prosperity, comfort, pleasure) are just leading to 

destruction.  R. C. Sproul sums it up well: “the tragedy for the 

Christian is a blessing for eternity, but the blessing for the pagan is 

a tragedy for eternity” (Romans, pg. 283).  

 So we should recognize that Romans 8:28, which is such a 

comfort to believers, is also a severe warning to unbelievers.  

Because if you do not love God, if you have not been called 

according to His purpose, then you are outside of this promise.  

And to be outside of this promise is a very scary place to be.   

 May everyone here this morning want desperately to be a 

recipient of this promise!  You can be.  Submit your life to God.  

Tell him what a fool you’ve been in going your own way.  And 

take hold of the forgiveness that comes through Jesus Christ. 

Definition: Good 

The next thing for us to think about is the word “good.”  

What does Paul have in mind with this word?  What do you have 

in mind when you hear the word “good”?  It could mean all kinds 

of things.  There are many “good” things we might think of.  But 

what is the good, specifically, that this promise is referring to?   

 The next verse answers that question for us.  “For those 

whom he foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the 

image of his Son, in order that he might be the firstborn among 

many brothers.”  That’s the good promised to us.  We’re going to 

be conformed to the image of our older brother, Jesus Christ. 

 We are not at liberty to define the good of Romans 8:28.  

We can’t rip this promise out of context and say that God is going 

to work through all the circumstances of our lives to make us 

healthy, wealthy, successful and comfortable.  That’s not what it 
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says.  And that’s surely not what it means.  The good that God has 

in store for us is the good of being shaped into the likeness of 

Jesus. 

 We have to understand this rightly, or our expectations are 

going to be way off.  If we take this to mean that everything is 

going to work together for our increasing wealth and comfort in 

this life, then we’re going to end up questioning whether God’s 

promises are true.  Because trials are going to come.  And if we 

have a very narrow, selfish, materialistic view of what is “good for 

me,” then we’ll end up shaking our fist at God and saying, “You’re 

not keeping Your promise.  What happened to Romans 8:28?”  The 

truth is: God knows what is good for us far better than we know 

what is good for us.  And the good He has in store for us requires 

many uncomfortable and painful things which we would never ask 

for.     

Another reason we have to understand this rightly is 

because we need to be motivated in the right way by this verse.  

This is not a promise that should move us toward ease, or comfort, 

or laziness, or apathy, or passivity, thinking that God is working all 

of this for good, therefore I can just sit back comfortably and 

watch it all happen.   

No, a promise like this should move us toward risk.  It 

should move us to show compassion for others.  It should prompt 

bold evangelism.  It should motivate us in fighting sin and 

pursuing holiness.  It’s a promise to make us persevere in the 

struggles of this life, and to do so with hope.  Think of it: we have 

nothing to lose.  We have everything to gain.  And therefore this 

promise should give us a radical freedom and fearlessness in life.   

It’s like that great quote by Jim Elliott, “He is no fool who 

gives what he cannot keep to gain what he cannot lose.”  That’s the 

kind of life this promise should produce.  Jim Elliott risked his life, 

and lost his life, in the cause of taking the gospel to an unreached, 

savage people in Ecuador.  But he was no fool to do so.  It was all 

part of God’s good plan.  Through the trials of his missionary work 

he was gradually being conformed to the image of Christ.  And 

then, when his life was violently taken from him, he entered God’s 

presence and was completely conformed to the image of Christ. 

The promise of Romans 8:28 should free us to risk and to 

love and to sacrifice and to forgive and to fight sin and to 

persevere.  It would be wicked to use this promise as an excuse for 

passivity.  Rather, use it as a means to remain steadfast and as a 

motivation to take risks for the cause of Christ. 
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All Things 

Lastly, let’s talk about the “all things” of this promise.  

What are the “all things” that work together for our good?  The 

most obvious, in the context, is suffering.  Verses 17-18 mentioned 

suffering.  Then we’re told that the creation has been groaning 

together in the pains of childbirth, and we, too, are groaning 

inwardly as we wait for adoption as sons, the redemption of our 

bodies.  So there are the sufferings of this present time that are 

certainly included in the all things that God is working for our 

good.  We suffer with Christ in order that we may also be glorified 

with Him.  This may come in the form of persecution.  It may also 

come in various ways simply as a result of living in a creation that 

has been subjected to futility.   

Later in Romans 8 there are some great rhetorical questions 

that reiterate what this promise is saying.  Verse 31 says, “If God is 

for us, who can be against us?”  And the answer, of course, is: 

nobody can be ultimately against me.  Even if people hate me and 

do me harm, even that is going to work for my good because God 

is for me.  God is going to use even the sins of others, in order to 

conform me to the image of Christ. 

And then another great rhetorical question in verse 35, 

“Who shall separate us from the love of Christ?”  The answer: 

nothing.  And Paul lists many of the things which cannot separate 

us from the love of Christ: tribulation, distress, persecution, 

famine, nakedness, danger, sword, neither death nor life, nor 

angels nor rulers, nor things present nor things to come, nor 

powers, nor height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation . . . 

none of it will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ 

Jesus our Lord.  That seems like a pretty exhaustive list to me.   

None of the things that threaten your hope, none of the 

things that tempt you to despair, none of the things that threaten to 

steal your joy, none of those things will ultimately do you any 

harm, if you are one who loves God and has been called according 

to His purpose.  In fact, all of those things that hang like a cloud 

over your head, are in fact chipping away at your self-reliance, 

your pride, your selfishness, your greed, in order to conform you 

more and more to the image of Christ. 

We should clarify, before we close, that Paul is not saying 

“all things are good.”  He’s not saying that the hatred someone has 

for you is good.  He’s not saying that the hurtful words or actions 

that people have inflicted on you are good.  No.  There is much 

evil in the world, and Paul is certainly not calling evil good.  The 
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wonder and the mystery of it all is that the Almighty God works 

through evil things in order to bring about much good. 

The Cross 

The chief example we have of this is the death of Jesus on 

the cross.  Was it good for the Jews to demand His death?  Was it 

good for Pilate to deliver Him over to death?  Was it good for 

Judas to betray Him?  Was it good that the soldiers nailed Him to 

that cross?  Was it good that the crowds mocked Him?  No!  These 

were among the most wicked acts in all of history.  And, from one 

vantage point, this was the most tragic event in all of history—the 

murder of the perfect Son of God.  It was the grossest travesty of 

justice that the One sinless Person who ever walked the face of this 

earth was condemned and crucified as a criminal.   

And yet from another vantage point that horrendous event 

is what gives us a solid hope.  Because in God’s good plan that 

tragic death had been designed beforehand to be the means of our 

salvation.  It was on the cross that God punished our sin, so that He 

can justly refrain from punishing us.  It was on the cross that God’s 

wrath was satisfied, so that His wrath is no longer against us.  

Therefore, be assured, brothers and sisters, that God is also 

sovereign over the most grievous atrocities that have happened in 

your life.  He is powerful to use even the most hurtful of life’s 

circumstances for your good.  As sure as Jesus’ resurrection 

followed the agony of His crucifixion, so too will our glorification 

follow our present suffering. 


