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Romans 8:33-39
Part 1

It is God Who Justifies
Romans 8:33

Who shall bring a charge against God’s elect? It is God 
who justifies. 34 Who is he who condemns? It is Christ who 
died, and furthermore is also risen, who is even at the 
right hand of God, who also makes intercession for us. 
35 Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? Shall 
tribulation, or distress, or persecution, or famine, or 
nakedness, or peril, or sword? 36 As it is written: “For Your 
sake we are killed all day long;
We are accounted as sheep for the slaughter.” 37 Yet in all 
these things we are more than conquerors through Him 
who loved us. 38 For I am persuaded that neither death nor 
life, nor angels nor principalities nor powers, nor things 
present nor things to come, 39 nor height nor depth, nor 
any other created thing, shall be able to separate us from 
the love of God which is in Christ Jesus our Lord (Romans 
8:33-39)? 

Introduction

I have witnessed a remarkable evolution in the psyche of 
western ethics during my relatively short span of life.  Behaviors 
in the 1950s which would have brought shame and 
embarrassment are now endorsed by media, culture and 
government.  Observations of human behavior that would have 
sounded like an accusation are now a celebration.  

The spectrum of these behaviors is too wide to enumerate 
here, suffice it to say (beckoning back to Romans 1:29-32) they 
would include various forms of amorous; wicked, self-serving 
motives for our behavior; a covetous desire to have that which is 
not ours, malicious thoughts and behaviors toward others.    

The list goes on—some subtle sins, some not so subtle: 
envy, murder (or hateful thoughts) and its attending strife, deceit,  
gossip, haters of God (which has become quite a force in the 
current west—in the 50s a person might be embarrassed for 
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missing church—today it’s worn as an intellectual crown).  Pride 
was a vice, it is now a virtue; professional athletes have turned 
boasting into an acceptable art form imitated by children; the 
dishonoring of parents is standard counsel among secular 
psychologists.  We have gagged out a culture of undiscerning, 
untrustworthy, unloving, unforgiving and unmerciful pagans.  Not 
only are these virtues dismissed, but their antitheses have been 
have replaced them. For young people to admit, for example, they 
are seeking chastity can be socially mortifying.  

All this to say that the immensely comforting passage we are 
about to embark upon will only be of value to those who have a 
concern of how they are assessed by God.  One of the great 
dangers of living in a culture dismissive of the law of God as a 
standard for life is the extraction of the effectiveness of that law 
to show the human heart that there are a great many charges 
that can be legitimately leveled against everyone one of us.

Nature may tell us there is a God and even reveal His 
righteous standard and our inexcusable status before Him 
(Romans 1:18-21).  But that general revelation is like a letter that 
man is always pushing back in its envelope; it’s a guest who is 
seeking to put his foot in the house while the owner works hard at 
shutting the door.  The owner will seek to comfort himself by 
pushing back the notion that there is a God or that if there is a 
God, God doesn’t care about our behavior, or that God won’t act 
or that he is a good enough person to pass muster when the face 
to face encounter with God arrives.

The law of God in His special revelation (Scripture) is 
gloriously more effective at disabling the excuses, revealing that 
there is a God, He does care, He will act and none have the 
ethical chops to pass muster.

Therefore by the deeds of the law no flesh will be 
justified in His sight, for by the law is the 
knowledge of sin (Romans 3:20).

The law of the Lord is perfect, converting the 
soul;The testimony of the Lord is sure, making 
wise the simple (Psalm 19:7).
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Pitting general revelation against the special revelation 
(Scripture)1 John Calvin makes the observation:

…and it is also true, that God has put into the 
minds of men some knowledge of justice and 
uprightness; but in consequence of the 
corruption of our nature, the true light of truth is 
not to be found among men where revelation is 
not enjoyed, but only certain mutilated principles 
which are involved in much obscurity and doubt. 
David, therefore, justly claims this praise for the 
law of God, that it contains in it perfect and 
absolute wisdom.2

The law of God3 makes wise the simple and we need to wise 
up.  May the grace of God teach our hearts to fear that we might 
enjoy those very fears being relieved by the gracious message 
contained in this second half of Romans 8!  

In an effort to keep the message of this passage knit 
together I have chosen to approach this in a short series of 
sermons under the heading of More Than Conquerors from 
Romans 8:37.  In that phrase, I do not take it as the Apostle 
merely being hyperbolic.  I think it is well captured by Schreiner:

To be more than a conqueror over affliction, 
distress, persecution, and so on indicates that 
these enemies are actually turned to the good of 
believers through the power of God. 4

This morning we will set our sights on a single verse.

1 Earlier in Psalm 19 we read that the “heavens declare the glory of God” (Psalm 
19:1).

2 Calvin, J. (1998). Psalms (electronic ed., Ps 19:7). Albany, OR: Ages Software.

3 We recognize that the Law of God of which David writes can be said to contain the 
redemptive covenant of God toward our conversion.  But that does not reduce its 
superiority and clarity vis-à-vis God’s holy and righteous standard of obedience.  
There is nothing like the word of God when it comes to unveiling our condition.

4 Schreiner, T. R. (1998). Romans (Vol. 6, p. 460). Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books.
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Who shall bring a charge against God’s elect? It is God 
who justifies (Romans 8:33).

It would be quite a labor to find thirteen words (eight in 
Greek) in all of Scripture more consoling to those with a heartfelt 
concern of God’s assessment of them.  What we will seek to 
briefly answer in the remainder of our time is:

• What are the charges?  
• Who brings the charges and what does this look like?
• Who are the elect and how do you know if it is you?
• What is justification and how is it comforting to the elect?

What are the Charges?

Although the rhetorical nature of the question seems to force 
us to the conclusion that charges against the elect will carry no 
weight in the law court of God, charges do come nonetheless.  
And what is the nature of these charges?  The short answer is 
‘everything’.  

Surely there is not a righteous man on earth who 
does good and never sins (Ecclesiastes 7:20).

…as it is written: “None is righteous, no, not one; 
11 no one understands; no one seeks for God…
19 Now we know that whatever the law says it 
speaks to those who are under the law, so that 
every mouth may be stopped, and the whole 
world may be held accountable to God.5 (Romans 
3:10, 11; 19).

Even on our best days our best thoughts and actions have 
some significant level of carnality attached to them.  There is not 
a man living, even a Christian man, who is so sanctified that a 

5 The Holy Bible: English Standard Version. (2001). (Ro 3:19). Wheaton: Standard 
Bible Society.
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thorough examination of his heart and motives will not render a 
verdict of guilty.  

Time prohibits us from launching into the Ten 
Commandments in order to demonstrate (as easily as that would 
be) how we fall short of every one virtually every day.  The 
charges are a lack of love for God and lack of love for man, and 
undue love of self and all that entails.

Who Brings the Charges?

Our second, two-part question is who brings the charges and 
what does this look like?  Apparently the majority of the world did 
not receive Paul’s memo that God will not entertain charges 
against His elect because come in spades.  Little doubt this is one 
reason for Paul’s writing.  He knows the elect will be assailed with 
charges.  

Clearly, as established above, at some level the charges are 
legit—we are not falsely accused—we have done the crime—we 
have committed the sin, and still do!  From where do the 
accusations fly?  

At a very deep level the “accuser” is Satan who “accuses…
day and night before our God” (Revelation 12:10).  Satan 
accused Job of fearing God simply because of the creature 
comforts afforded him by God.  Satan accused Joshua the high 
priest as he stood before the angel of the Lord (Zechariah 3:1).  

At a primary level we see Satan as the accuser.  But at a 
secondary and more existential level—where it becomes a 
significant and distressful event in our lives—the accuser can be 
the world, our enemies, our friends, our church; whenever the 
dialogue is not designed for edification and restoration but for 
condemnation.  Of course, this can get fairly subjective.  When 
lovingly corrected I may, for a time, feel accused and condemned; 
an experience both parties must wrestle through with grace and 
wisdom.  But the charges come and we are once again reminded 
of our guilt.

Perhaps it’s at the internal level that the charges are 
pronounced most loudly—our own consciences which are acutely 
aware that we are law breakers and the devil, our enemies and 
even well meaning friends have a point.  We would like to dismiss 
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their accusations, but it’s not so easy.  We might find some solace 
when we comfort ourselves that their accusations are false and 
inaccurate.  But I believe it was Spurgeon who said that “we 
should not be too offended when falsely accused, for God knows 
the truth—He knows that our true offenses are much worse.”

In a moment we will get to the great comfort in justification.  
But we must first recognize that these words of comfort are aimed 
at a specific group.  It is not a universal salve.  God has set His 
grace and good will toward the elect.  So it must be asked:

Who are the Elect?

Who are the elect and how do you know if it is you?  The 
word “elect” eklektos simply means to choose, select.  And there 
is no debate that God is the one choosing.  But it is about there 
that the agreement ends.  Pastor Mike Stingley used to tell me he 
had a friend/instructor who would say that God elects, Satan 
elects but man decides.  

Others will (with a little more biblical substance) say that the 
election is a corporate election.  God chose Israel as a corporate 
entity and He chose the church as an institution.  And there 
certainly is a sense in which this is true.  But it must be observed 
that if you don’t effectively choose at least some individuals, it 
becomes difficult to flesh out how corporate election works.  That 
is, if God didn’t effectively choose Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, how 
would there have ever been a chosen people?

God electing and Satan electing is, quite frankly, silly.  
Corporate election does not tell the whole story.  Scriptures 
clearly speak of individual election.  Paul will labor that point in 
the next chapter where he explains how God chose Jacob over 
Esau “that the purpose of God according to election might 
stand” (Romans 9:11).  

Some will argue that Jacob and Esau here stand as 
representatives for the choosing of nations.  Even if that is given, 
how does the choosing one nation over another solve what seems 
to bother people about election?  And, again even if that were the 
case, wouldn’t it still include the choosing of Jacob over Esau?  
The point, Paul seems to be making in the ninth chapter of 
Romans is God’s prerogative to make choices.
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One need only look a little further into Paul’s argument to 
see that it is not merely corporate election.  In chapter 11 Paul will 
make the distinction between Israel, who are a chosen people and 
the remnant of the faithful within those chosen people who have 
not bowed the knee to Baal (Romans 11:1-6).

Let us recognize that the blessings promised in this chapter 
(and elsewhere) belong to those individuals elected by God.  The 
curses against the faithless (as an individual) yet chosen 
(corporately) Israelite were severe.  The same could be said for 
the church.  There is a limited amount of comfort to be taken 
because of our church membership.  The promises contained here 
are for the elect.  

Years ago I was in a debate on this subject.  During the Q & A 
time a man asked how he could know if he was chosen, elect?  It’s 
a fair question.  You might be a church member (corporately 
elect), but are you, as an individual, the elect of God?  A much 
more important question for us to ask about ourselves!  What we 
are speaking of here really gets down to assurance—how do I 
know I am saved, in God’s favor?

Let me suggest that there are two ways to examine yourself 
to determine if this is you.  One, Paul had written of earlier in this 
chapter.  The Spirit of God “bears witness with our spirit that 
we are children of God” (Romans 8:16).   It is something we 
know by the Spirit of God.  If you were to ask my children how 
they know I’m their father they might be confused by the 
question.  They might point to family photos or say they have 
always lived in the house or some such explanation.  Those 
methods, of course, would not offer certainty that I am their 
father.  When it gets right down to it, they just know that I am.  I 
would argue that the Spirit offers even greater, deeper certainty 
that we are God’s children—His elect.  How do you know if you’re 
the elect of God?  You believe.

Secondly, recognizing our tendency to doubt what we 
believe, Peter offers a list of virtues (knowledge, self-control, 
steadfastness, godliness, brotherly affection, love) and tells us 
that these qualities ought to be on the increase.  It is in the 
pursuit of these virtues that we “confirm (y) our calling and 
election” (2 Peter 1:10).  If we live a life of rebellion, our own 
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poor behavior can cast a shadow of doubt upon the assurance 
that we are truly Christians.

When Paul writes to the Thessalonians, he brings together 
both points (their God-given response of faith, along with their 
godly behavior) as the fruit indicating they had been chosen of 
God.  He writes:    

For we know, brothers loved by God, that he has 
chosen you, 5 because our gospel came to you not 
only in word, but also in power and in the Holy 
Spirit and with full conviction. You know what 
kind of men we proved to be among you for your 
sake. 6 And you became imitators of us and of the 
Lord, for you received the word in much 
affliction, with the joy of the Holy Spirit, 7 so that 
you became an example to all the believers in 
Macedonia and in Achaia (1 Thessalonians 1:4-7).

How do you know you’re the elect?  You believe, and act 
accordingly.  We’ve come all this way, speaking of charges and 
how legitimate they can be; where they come from; who the elect 
are; but we haven’t addressed the depth and rich blessing of the 
rhetorical question, which really amounts to “who dares bring a 
charge against God’s elect?”  It is reminiscent of Zechariah 3.

Then he showed me Joshua the high priest 
standing before the angel of the Lord, and Satan 
standing at his right hand to accuse him. 2 And 
the Lord said to Satan, “The Lord rebuke you, O 
Satan! The Lord who has chosen Jerusalem 
rebuke you! Is not this a brand plucked from the 
fire” (Zechariah 3:1, 2)?

Whether it’s the devil, the world, our friends, our church or 
our own consciences—those who accuse the elect of God with an 
eye toward their condemnation (rather than correction) need to 
be rebuked.  Why?  In a line, “It is God who justifies.”  
Justification!  What is that?
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What is Justification?

What is justification and how is it comforting to the elect?  
What is and is not justification was at the heart of the 
Reformation.  It is because God justifies that He will allow no 
accusation against us.  When it comes to our sin the Devil has a 
point, the world has a point, our own consciences have a point, 
but in light of justification, God won’t hear it.  What is justification 
dikaion?  Strictly speaking it carries the idea of making something 
right, but it does much deeper.  What is justification and how is it 
a course of great comfort?  If I can summarize questions 70 and 
71 of the Larger Westminster Catechism, justification:

• Is an act of God’s free grace unto sinners (Rom. 3:22, 24-25, 
Rom. 4:5).

• In this grace God pardons all our sins and accepts us and 
accounts us as righteous in His sight (2 Cor. 5:19, 21, Rom. 
3:22, 24, 25, 27, 28).

• Our justification has nothing to do with anything we have 
done or what God has done in us (Tit. 3:5, 7, Eph. 1:7).

• It is the perfect obedience and full satisfaction of Christ, by 
God imputed (credited) to us and received by faith alone 
(Rom. 5:17–19, Rom. 4:6–8; (Acts 10:43, Gal. 2:16, Phil. 3:9).

• All of this satisfaction was provided by a surety; a surety 
which God Himself provided in his own and only Son…
imputing his righteousness to them (us) and requiring 
nothing of them (us) for their (our) justification but faith, 
which is also his gift (1 Tim. 2:5–6, Heb. 10:10, Matt. 20:28, 
Dan. 9:24,26, Isa. 53:4–6,10–12, Heb. 7:22, Rom. 8:32, 1 Pet. 
1:18–19).

• Their (our) justification is to them (us) of free grace (Eph. 
1:7).

All this to say that when God calls a guilty and polluted 
sinner—a sinner He is in the process of transforming—He sees in 
that sinner, simultaneously, both their sin and their righteousness 
in Christ.  And Christ is our “surety” engyos (Hebrew 7:22) of 
this.  Surety carries the idea of one taking responsibility for 
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another.  But the word goes deeper, it also expresses the quality 
or condition of being sure…a means of assurance or safety.  

It is like the small, perhaps very small, child in the car who 
does not question where they are going, the safety of the journey 
or the love of the one at the wheel.  They look at their mom or 
their dad at the wheel and rest assured that they will arrive.  
These things are all a given.  It is in this manner that we look 
away from ourselves and to Christ, knowing that all the 
accusations, all the storms and difficulties will not, cannot keep us 
from God’s favored status, for it is God who justifies.

Questions for Study

1. Why is it important that a proper understanding of the law of 
God prevail in the church and culture?  Where is the law of 
God most accurately presented?  Compare and discuss 
general and special revelation (pages 2-4)?

2. What are the “charges” that can be brought against people 
when it comes to our obedience to God?  Of what is man 
guilty (page 5)?

3. Who brings the charges against us?  Have you had this 
experience?  How have you handled it (page 6)?

4. Who are the elect and how do you know if you’re among 
them (pages 7-9)?
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5. What is, and is not, justification and how is this comforting to 
the elect (pages 9, 10)?
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