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 This morning we come to the Golden Chain of Romans 

8:29-30.  This is the rock solid foundation that undergirds the great 

hope-filled promise of Romans 8:28.  How can we be confident 

that for those who love God all things work together for good, for 

those who are called according His purpose?  As the children of 

God, how can we be sure that a promise as great as that is really 

true?  Because of God’s unshakable purposes stretching all the way 

back into eternity past with His foreknowledge and predestination, 

and looking forward into our future eternity with Him in glory.   

 So there are some huge reasons why it’s important for us to 

see the unbreakable links in this Golden Chain.  This is not just an 

intellectual exercise in systematic theology.  This is our life, our 

hope, our joy, our confidence in who God is and all that He has 

done and will do for His children.   

The concept of predestination is often confusing and 

divisive.  But I hope this morning you will see it as glorious.  I 

hope you will see that it is Good News that God foreknew a people 

for Himself and predestined them to be conformed to the image of 

Christ.  This is not frustrating or discouraging news.  It is very 

good news! 

 It’s important for us to grasp this so we can rest in the 

promise of Romans 8:28.  We need a big vision of God’s 

sovereignty in order to have a sweet sense of peace in the difficult 

times.  It’s also important for us to grasp the significance of this 

Golden Chain so that we give God all the glory in our salvation.  

We can’t take any credit for ourselves, because God is the One 

who foreknew, predestined, called, justified and glorified.  Notice 

that God is the subject of every one of those verbs.   

 Therefore, let’s give our attention to these five great 

realities, for our own good in bolstering our assurance in the 

promise of Romans 8:28, and for the glory of God, that He might 

get all the credit He deserves.   

Foreknew 

 The first link is foreknowledge – “those whom [God] 

foreknew.”  What does it mean that God foreknew a group of 
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individuals?  If we simply look at the English word, “fore-knew,” 

we might easily conclude that this is merely a reference to having a 

prior knowledge about something.  And this is a common 

interpretation of this verse, an interpretation which puts human 

choice above God’s sovereignty.  The interpretation goes like 

this—and I’ll tell you why I disagree with it in just a moment.  1) 

God’s foreknowledge means that He looked down through the 

corridors of time to see who would make a decision to come to 

Christ.  2) Based on that foreknowledge, based on His prior 

knowledge of those decisions, God then predestined those 

individuals to be conformed to the image of His Son.  This view 

can be described as “conditional election” (as opposed to 

unconditional election, which is the view of this church – we 

believe that God chooses not based on anything in ourselves).  In 

the view of conditional election, God chooses individuals unto 

salvation based on certain conditions, based on their faith decision.  

God predestines those whom He can see beforehand will at some 

point, of their own free will, meet those conditions. 

 In a book edited by Clark Pinnock, entitled Grace 

Unlimited, one of the essays is entitled, “Conditional Election.”  

The essay is by a man named Jack Cottrell who is a professor at 

Cincinnati Christian University.  He writes, “Thus having set forth 

these conditions for being in Christ, God foreknows from the 

beginning who will and who will not meet them.  Those whom he 

foresees as meeting them are predestined to salvation.”
1
 

 That is what I would characterize as a man-centered 

interpretation which views human free will as determinative rather 

than God’s sovereignty.  Our choice is the ultimate factor.  God 

simply looks into the future to see who will choose Him, and those 

are the ones He chooses.  So it’s a way of affirming 

“predestination,” because it’s a biblical term, but maintaining the 

priority of free will. 

 The Living Bible of 1971 [not to be confused with the New 

Living Bible], which is a paraphrase by Kenneth Taylor, also 

reflects this interpretation.  This is a paraphrase which is not based 

on the original languages, but simply Taylor looking at various 

English translations and putting things into his own words.  And, 

as we see here, inserting his own theological viewpoints.  Here’s 

how he paraphrases verse 29, “For from the very beginning God 

decided that those who came to him—and all along he knew who 

would—should become like his Son, so that his Son would be the 

First, with many brothers.”  You see the way this interpretation 

                                                           
1
 Grace Unlimited, page 61.  Also see Grant Osborne’s commentary on Romans. 



3 
 

goes.  God knows ahead of time who will come to him, and He 

chooses that group and decides to conform them to the likeness of 

His Son. 

     I disagree with that interpretation for many reasons, and we 

don’t have the time this morning to go into all the issues related to 

this debate.  But let me give you some background to this term 

“foreknew” and then point out something from the context here 

that will illumine what Paul is talking about.   

 First of all, the term itself has a rich Old Testament 

background that cannot be overlooked.  If you’re very familiar 

with the Bible, you have come to understand that the word “know” 

sometimes means much more than just having certain information 

in your mind.  Genesis 4:1, “Now Adam knew Eve his wife, and 

she conceived and bore Cain.”  Something happened there that’s 

more than just having facts in your mind.  We can see that this 

word speaks of covenant love.  In that context, it is the physical 

intimacy of marriage that is an expression of a life-long 

commitment to one another.  Which, by the way, is why sex is for 

marriage.  Sex is a physical expression of covenantal love, and 

God created sex to be a blessing within the context of the sacred 

union of marriage. 

In the broader use of this word “know,” it speaks of 

covenantal love.  And thus the word is used to describe God’s 

covenantal commitment to His chosen people, the Israelites.  In 

Amos 3:2 the Lord says, “You only have I known of all the 

families of the earth . . .”  Now, this obviously doesn’t mean that 

God was unaware that other nations existed on the earth.  It means 

that God had chosen them.  In these contexts, to know is to choose, 

to love, to enter into a covenantal commitment.
2
     

 And the New Testament uses this kind of language as well.  

For instance, right here in Romans, just a couple chapters later, 

Paul writes of Israel, “God has not rejected his people whom he 

foreknew” (11:2).
3
  You see, this foreknowledge is not simply 

knowing facts ahead of time.  (It is used in the New Testament in 

that way in a couple of places, referring to things that people 

already knew).
4
  God’s foreknowledge is more than just having 

prior knowledge of certain facts.  His foreknowledge involves 

choosing, loving, determining to save. 
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 See also, Hos 13:5; Jer 1:5; Ex 33:17; Gen 18:19 

3
 See also Acts 2:23; 1 Peter 1:2, 20 

4
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 And that leads to what I want to highlight from Romans 8.  

The verse is not speaking of God foreknowing actions or events or 

decisions, but people.  It’s not “what he foreknew,” but “whom he 

foreknew.”  He didn’t just know something beforehand.  He didn’t 

just know that so-and-so would come to Christ.  He foreknew 

individuals.  This is speaking of His sovereign choosing of 

individuals unto salvation. 

Predestined 

 An objection to what I have just said is that this makes 

foreknowledge and predestination basically synonymous.  And 

why would Paul say the same thing twice?  But, while these are 

certainly related, they each have a unique emphasis.  The statement 

that God foreknew speaks of His covenant affection.  It’s like 

saying He chose beforehand.  He loved beforehand.  The statement 

that God predestined speaks of the goal, the plan, the destiny for 

which God choose us.  This is plain in verse 29, “he also 

predestined [for what?] to be conformed to the image of his Son . . 

.” 

 Now let’s talk some more about predestination.  Some 

people hear predestination as a bad word, as a divisive word.  

Unfortunately, this issue has often been divisive.  But it is a 

biblical word.  It’s right there in the text, and not only here, but 

many other places as well. 

 Ephesians 1 is another great passage that speaks of God’s 

sovereign choosing and predestination. 

“Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has 

blessed us in Christ with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly 

places, even as he chose us in him before the foundation of the 

world [that statement seems to be parallel with God foreknowing 

us], that we should be holy and blameless before him. In love he 

predestined us for adoption [the predestination is referring to what 

God predetermined for us, what He planned for us; in this verse, 

it’s adoption, similar to the statement in Romans 8 that He 

predestined us to be conformed to Christ, our older brother] as 

sons through Jesus Christ, according to the purpose of his will, to 

the praise of his glorious grace, with which he has blessed us in 

the Beloved.” (Ephesians 1:3–6, ESV)  

“In him we have obtained an inheritance, having been predestined 

according to the purpose of him who works all things according to 

the counsel of his will,” (Ephesians 1:11, ESV)  
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God chose us before the foundation of the world, he 

predestined us, and the description there in Ephesians 1:11 is so 

beautiful and powerful.  We were predestined “according to the 

purpose of him who works all things according to the counsel of 

his will.”  Isn’t that amazing!  The “all things” of Ephesians 1:11 

makes us think of the “all things” in Romans 8:28.  God works all 

things according to the counsel of his will, and He is working all of 

it together for our good.   

 Just take a moment to think about God working all things 

according to the counsel of His will.  Think about how untrue that 

statement is of us.  I know that I certainly can’t work all things 

according to the counsel of my will.  Things don’t always go the 

way I want them to.  My plans don’t always work out the way that 

I envision them beforehand.  My plans are often thwarted.  My 

attempts at this or that are stifled.  Not so with God!  His plans are 

never thwarted.  Whatever He chooses to do, He does.  Nothing 

can keep God from accomplishing what He decides to accomplish.   

How should this truth be an encouragement to us?  First, 

we should be encouraged to know that God is in control.  The 

destiny of our universe is not left to chance.  There exists an all-

good, all-powerful God who is working all things according His 

good plan.  And secondly, as this verse states, we should be 

encouraged to know that we were predestined “according to the 

purpose of [this God] who works all things according to the 

counsel of his will.”  This ought to give us great assurance, 

because it wasn’t a mere human who planned your salvation, and it 

wasn’t a god who works most things according to the counsel of 

his will.  Rather, it was the sovereign, Almighty God who chose 

you before the foundation of the world.  He is the One who chose 

you and predestined you.  He is the One who decided in eternity 

past that He was going to save you.  And His plans are never 

frustrated.   

 One of the objections that comes to our minds when we are 

thinking about predestination is the question of human freedom.  If 

God choose beforehand, if God predestined certain individuals for 

salvation, then what becomes of our free choices?  In order to 

answer that question, we have to remember what we learned earlier 

in Romans 8 about the depth of human depravity.  We have to 

remember the bondage of living according to the flesh.  And that’s 

where we all were before God called us to Himself.   

“For the mind that is set on the flesh is hostile to God, for it does 

not submit to God’s law; indeed, it cannot. Those who are in the 

flesh cannot please God.” (Romans 8:7–8, ESV)  
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What we have to understand is that when the Fall into sin 

happened, when Adam and Eve disobeyed God in the garden of 

Eden, true freedom was lost.  The Fall into sin plunged all of 

humanity into the pit of bondage to sin.  So when we say, “What 

about our freedom?” an appropriate response would be, “What 

freedom?” 

 When we understand sin, then we understand that what we 

need is not just an offer of salvation to which we might or might 

not respond.  That’s not enough.  Because if it’s merely an offer, 

we most definitely will NOT respond.  What we need is for God to 

come and get us.  

 James Montgomery Boice, who is with Jesus now [he was 

a great pastor in Philadelphia], summed it up really well when he 

wrote, “Predestination does not take away freedom.  It restores it.”
5
  

 This is what I want all of us to see this morning.  God’s 

sovereignty in salvation is not bad news.  It’s good news!  

Anything less than this would be bad news, because then the 

security of our salvation would rest on our fickle decisions.  But 

it’s good news to know that the Almighty, Sovereign God has 

chosen to save and will save and nothing can thwart His plans.  He 

has chosen to liberate His people from bondage to sin and bring 

them into true freedom. 

 If you struggle with this teaching, if you struggle with the 

idea of predestination, I want you to know that you are welcome 

here in this church, and that all of us struggle to some extent, or 

have struggled with these biblical truths.  You are in good 

company.  We don’t want to be argumentative about this or mean-

spirited in any way.  What we want to do is affirm the truth, and do 

so in a loving and God-honoring way.  My desire for all of us is to 

embrace more and more these weighty and glorious truths about 

our God.  We cannot fully understand His ways.  But we can 

rejoice that He has saved us, in spite of ourselves.  He has 

overcome our rebellion.  He ran after us when we were running 

away from Him.  And so we should rejoice that He choose to do 

this, even from before the foundation of the world, and that He 

predestined us to be conformed to the image of His Son.  

 What He predestined us for, namely, to be conformed to the 

image of Christ, is the good promised to us in verse 28.  All things 

are working together for our good, which means, all things are 

working together to conform us more and more to the image of 
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God’s Son, which will lead, finally, to us being glorified with 

Christ.  That’s our destiny.  God predestined us unto that.  That 

aim is for our good, and it is also for the glory of Christ, 

manifesting His preeminence as the firstborn among many 

brothers.  He is our older brother—our perfect older brother.  And 

as we become more and more like Him, our lives will serve to 

reflect the splendor of who He is. 

Called 

 The next link is calling.  Verse 30, “those whom he 

predestined he also called.”  I talked about this in the sermon on 

verse 28, that Paul uses the word called in the sense of an effectual 

call.  We need to distinguish between the general call of the 

Gospel, and the effectual call.  Let me try to define these again.   

There is the general call of the Gospel, which goes out to 

anyone, calling people to repent and believe.  Some do.  Some 

don’t.  The general call is a broad invitation.  It’s what we do in 

evangelism and in preaching.  We call people to repent and 

believe.  This calling is received with the ears, but it is often 

rejected by the mind and heart.   

But the calling which Paul speaks of here in these verses is 

the effectual call of God.  The effectual call, as opposed to the 

general call, always results in a change of mind and heart.  It is 

effective.  It produces the desired effect.   

The great illustration of this is when Jesus raised Lazarus 

from the dead.  None of us have the power to do that.  We might 

say the words, “Lazarus, come out.”  But we don’t have the power 

within ourselves to make those words actually bring the dead to 

life.  But when Jesus spoke those words it was an effectual calling 

forth of a dead man unto life.  Jesus said, “Lazarus, come out.”  

And the Gospel of John records that “the man who had died came 

out, his hands and feet bound with linen strips, and his face 

wrapped with a cloth.  Jesus said to them, ‘Unbind him, and let 

him go.’” (John 11:43-44) 

 That is a physical picture of what happens spiritually every 

time an unbeliever comes to Christ.  There is this powerful calling 

forth of a spiritually dead person unto spiritual life.  God does this.  

Those whom he foreknew and predestined he also called. 

We know Paul is speaking of the effectual call, not a 

general call, in Romans 8:30 because all those who are called are 

justified.  Not all whom I call or you call are justified.  But all who 
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are called by God’s sovereign saving power will believe and be 

justified. 

Justified 

And this leads us to the next link—justification.  God’s 

sovereign, effectual call brings about regeneration, which is a 

spiritual new birth resulting in new desires.  And the person who is 

born again immediately believes on Christ and repents of sin.  And 

it’s by that belief that one is justified.   

We spent a lot of time studying justification in chapters 3, 

4, and 5 of Romans.  By way of reminder, look at Romans 3:23-26. 

“for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, and are 

justified by his grace as a gift, through the redemption that is in 

Christ Jesus, whom God put forward as a propitiation by his 

blood, to be received by faith. This was to show God’s 

righteousness, because in his divine forbearance he had passed 

over former sins. It was to show his righteousness at the present 

time, so that he might be just and the justifier of the one who has 

faith in Jesus.” (Romans 3:23–26, ESV)  

Justification is a legal term.  It’s a courtroom term.  It refers 

to being declared righteous in the sight of the Judge.  For a person 

to be justified in God’s sight involves being united to Christ which 

means God will look at Christ’s death as paying the penalty for our 

sin and He will look at Christ’s perfect life as our righteousness.  

That is the very good news of justification, and it happens to all 

those whom God calls. 

Glorified 

Finally, we come to the last link in this Golden Chain—

glorification.  “Those whom he justified he also glorified.”  Notice 

the way Paul links each of these terms together so tightly, even 

putting them all in the same tense (even though glorification has 

not happened yet).  He repeats the terms in a very deliberate, 

intentional way, showing that everyone in the one category is also 

part of the next category.  If Paul had written this differently, the 

connections might not be as obvious.  If he had said, for instance, 

“God foreknew some people, and predestined some people, and 

called some people, and justified some people, and glorified some 

people.”  But instead he repeats the terms to show that everyone in 

the one group is part of the next group.  “Those whom he foreknew 

he also predestined . . ., those whom he predestined he also called, 

and those whom he called he also justified, and those whom he 

justified he also glorified.” 
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This is what gives us such tremendous assurance.  Nobody 

is going to drop out.  God will not let us go.  If God has called you 

to Himself, given you new life such that you are repenting of sin 

and trusting in Jesus, then you can have confidence that you will 

make it all the way to the end.  You will continue repenting and 

believing, until your belief turns into sight when you enter Jesus’ 

presence to be with Him forever. 

Our glorification is what we long.  As Paul wrote earlier in 

this chapter, in verse 23, “we wait eagerly for adoption as sons, the 

redemption of our bodies.”  Having new, redeemed bodies will be 

part of our glorification.  And being finally fully conformed to the 

image of Jesus will also be part of our glorification. 

“Beloved, we are God’s children now, and what we will be has not 

yet appeared; but we know that when he appears we shall be like 

him, because we shall see him as he is.” (1 John 3:2, ESV)  

 We’ve seen this Golden Chain, beginning with God’s 

foreknowledge in eternity past and stretching eternally into the 

future of our glorification in heaven.  In closing, I want to mention 

again how this Golden Chain should affect our lives.   

Comfort 

First of all, it should give us comfort because these realities 

are what undergird the hope-filled promise of Romans 8:28.  The 

fact that God is totally sovereign over my salvation and every other 

detail of this universe is an amazing comfort to us.  Everything, 

even the trial you are experiencing right now, will work toward 

your eternal good—your conformity to Christ and your 

glorification with Him. 

And we can have tremendous assurance of our salvation, 

even through the ups and downs of circumstances and the ups and 

downs of our own fickle emotions.  Almighty God is the One who 

has chosen to save us and will save us to the end. 

Prayer  

Secondly, the truth of these verses should spur us on to 

pray for the salvation of our unbelieving friends and family 

members and co-workers and neighbors.  I’m thinking specifically 

here of the effectual call.  We need God to speak into the lives of 

unbelievers to call them to Himself.  We can share the Gospel with 

passion and winsomeness, but nothing will happen if God doesn’t 

act.  So we should pray to God to do that. 
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 J. I. Packer makes a point of this in his little book entitled, 

Evangelism and the Sovereignty of God.  I mentioned earlier how 

the idea of God’s sovereignty in salvation can be divisive.  Many 

people object to the idea that God chooses whom He will save.  

But Packer challenges that objection by observing that we all pray 

for the conversion of unbelievers, assuming that God can and does 

actually save people.  Here’s what Packer writes,  

“In what terms, now, do you intercede for [unbelievers]?  . . .  You 

ask God to work in them everything necessary for their salvation.  

You would not dream of making it a point in your prayer that you 

are not asking God actually to bring them to faith, because you 

recognize that that is something He cannot do.  Nothing of the sort!  

When you pray for unconverted people, you do so on the 

assumption that it is in God’s power to bring them to faith.  You 

entreat Him to do that very thing, and your confidence in asking 

rests upon the certainty that He is able to do what you ask. . . 

.Thus, by your practice of intercession, no less than by giving 

thanks for your conversion, you acknowledge and confess the 

sovereignty of God’s grace. . . .  On our feet we have arguments 

about [the sovereignty of God], but on our knees we are all 

agreed.”
6
 

 He makes a great point there, which should help us to 

rejoice in God’s sovereignty and should also spur us on to pray 

boldly.  Understanding God’s sovereignty in salvation should 

never hinder prayer or evangelism.  It should make us bold in 

prayer and bold in evangelism. 

God’s Glory 

 And lastly, it’s important for us to grasp these biblical 

truths in order that we thank and praise God for what He has done, 

rather than trying to steal some of that credit for ourselves. 

I read a story about a man who shared his testimony on a 

particular occasion, and he shared it in a very God-centered way, 

along the lines of what we’ve been seeing in these verses.  The 

man shared about how God had sought him and called him and 

saved him.  Afterwards someone came up to this man and said, “I 

appreciated all you said about what God did for you.  But you 

didn’t mention anything about your part in it.  Salvation is really 

part us and part God.  You should have mentioned something 

about your part.”  And the man who had shared his testimony said, 

“Oh yes, I apologize for that.  I really should have said something 
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about my part.  My part was running away, and God’s part was 

running after me until he caught me.”
7
 

That’s a fitting response—a response that highlights God’s 

goodness in choosing to save hard-hearted rebels like me and you.   

I think a fitting conclusion to this sermon is found in the 

words of Paul at the end of Romans 11.  These words reflect the 

awe we should have in view of God’s mysterious ways.  And these 

words are also a great expression of praise to God for His 

sovereignty. 

“Oh, the depth of the riches and wisdom and knowledge of God! 

How unsearchable are his judgments and how inscrutable his 

ways! “For who has known the mind of the Lord, or who has been 

his counselor?” “Or who has given a gift to him that he might be 

repaid?” For from him and through him and to him are all things. 

To him be glory forever. Amen.” (Romans 11:33–36, ESV) 
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