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Romans 8 
“The Great Promise” 

Romans 8:28-29 
Delivered during the COVID-19 crisis via Livestream at Central Baptist Church on May 17, 2020 

 
INTRODUCTION 

 (SHOW SLIDE 1) During this global pandemic, we are doing a series through the second 
half of Romans 8. 

o We are doing this because there is perhaps no better chapter in the all the Bible 
about how to face hardship and suffering than Romans 8.   

 Today we are going to see that faith in Jesus gives you the ability to face hardship and 
suffering in a way that our modern secular culture cannot.  On the one hand, modern 
secular culture is very realistic about suffering. It never says your suffering is all just an 
illusion, like Buddhism does.  Yet, on the other hand, modern secular culture cannot 
offer you any hope because it also says there is no purpose in your suffering.   

o Richard Dawkins, who is today’s most famous atheist, puts it like this: (SHOW 
SLIDE 2) “There is at bottom no design, no purpose, no evil, no good, nothing 
but blind pitiless indifference.”1  

 Dawkins is right: if there is no God then it follows that there is no purpose 
to your suffering.  (SHOW TITLE SLIDE 3) The universe doesn’t care that 
you feel lonely, lost your job, or that Covid has killed 300,000 people.  
This is all very hard to receive.  Life is hard enough, but modern secular 
thought makes it even worse because it says there is no purpose to your 
suffering.   

 Yet, it is right here that the Christian message is so different from modern secular 
culture for it declares that there once Jesus saves you there is purpose to the hardship 
and sufferings you face.  

o That purpose is described in the promise of Romans 8:28, which says, (SHOW 
SLIDE 4) “And we know that for those who love God all things work together 
for good, for those who are called according to his purpose.”  

 Paul says that what will save comfort you in the midst of suffering is 
knowing that there is purpose in your pain.   

 (SHOW TITLE SLIDE 5) So, in order that we might experience the great comfort of this 
promise I want to do three things with us this morning.   

o First, I want to look at what the promise is not saying.  Second, what the promise 
is saying.  Then finally, I want to wrestle with what the promise looks like in the 
struggles of real life.   

 
WHAT THE PROMISE OF ROMANS 8:28 IS NOT SAYING 

 So, in order to receive the great comfort of Romans 8:28 we need to begin by talking 
about (SHOW SLIDE 6) what the promise of Romans 8:28 is not saying.  

                                                      
1 Richard Dawkins, Rivers Out Of Eden: A Darwinian View of Life (New York: Basic Books, 1995), 133. 
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o We have to spend time on this because this promise is often misunderstood.  If 
we misunderstand it we will receive a false comfort and be let down.  Even 
worse, is when people use this verse in wrong ways that add to people’s pain.   

 So, what is Romans 8:28 not saying? 
 (SHOW SLIDE 7) First, Romans 8:28 is not saying, “the bad things in your life are 

actually good things.”  
o Paul is not saying, “hang in there and one day you will see that Covid-19 was 

actually a good thing.”  No, there is nothing inherently good about Covid-19.  It 
is a virus that is wreaking havoc in our world and causing death.  Do not ever use 
this verse to tell someone that their cancer is actually a good thing.  The Bible 
calls a spade a spade.  Cancer is bad.  Covid-19 is bad.  Death is bad. 

 We will see that Romans 8:28 promises that God will overrule the bad 
things and turn them for our ultimate good, but it does not say bad 
things are good.  

 (SHOW SLIDE 8) Second, Romans 8:28 is not saying, “God works for the good of 
everyone.”   

o Notice very carefully that God is working out all things for the good of those 
who love him and for those whom God has called to himself as part of his larger 
purpose of salvation.  Oh yes, God gives good things like food to everyone but 
this promise is far bigger than that.  For those who love God, every single thing 
in your life will work out for your ultimate good. 

 Here is one more reason to give your life to Jesus Christ. The great 
comfort of this promise is only given to true Christians.   

 (SHOW SLIDE 9) Third, Romans 8:28 is not saying, “If you love God, bad things won’t 
happen to you.” 

o When bad things happen to a Christian we are often are shocked by it and get 
really discouraged.  We say, “I love God.  This shouldn’t happen to me.”  
Underneath this is the false idea that becoming a Christian should make your life 
easier.  Paul never says bad things won’t happen to Christians.   

 Becoming a Christian made many parts of his life worse: he was beaten, 
stone, flogged, imprisoned, and eventually had his head cut off.  Oh yes, 
God promises to remove all bad things from your life when Jesus returns 
but we must not be shocked or discouraged when bad things happen 
because we still live in this fallen world. 

 (SHOW SLIDE 10) Fourth, Romans 8:28 is not saying, “If you love God, more good 
things will happen to you than bad things.” 

o Again, many Christians think, “Ok, some bad things will happen but now that 
I’m a Christian more good things will happen.  I lost my job but God must want 
to give me a higher paying job.”   

 God may do this but this verse does not promise that you will have more 
good things in your life than bad things. 

 (SHOW SLIDE 11) Finally, Romans 8:28 is not saying, “You will always feel like God is 
working things out for your good.” 
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o Notice that Paul does not begin by saying, “And we always feel deep inside that 
God is working all things out for good.”  He says, “And we know.”  When bad 
things happen we often do not feel like this promise is true, but true faith means 
using your mind to reflect on the truth of what God has said. 

 We see this in Paul’s life.  He didn’t go around saying how pleasant life 
was or how wonderful it was to be beaten and thrown in prison.  He said, 
(SHOW SLIDE 12) “We are afflicted in every way . . . perplexed . . . 
persecuted . . . struck down (2 Cor 4:8-9).  But what carried Paul through 
bad things and bad feelings—and what will carry you—is the knowing 
what this promise actually says. 

 
WHAT THE PROMISE OF ROMANS 8:28 IS SAYING 

 So that’s enough on what the promise is not saying.  Let’s turn now in the second place 
to talk about (SHOW SLIDE 13) what the promise of Romans 8:28 is saying. 

o Let’s dig into this promise and look at each word and phrase. 
 First, notice the word (SHOW SLIDE 14) “work.”   

o The almighty and powerful hand of God is always at work. 
 Where is God at work? God is always at work in (SHOW SLIDE 15) “all things.”  What 

does “all things” include?  Answer: all things!  In the context he has talked all the ways 
we groan in our bodies and the sufferings we face. He is going to go on to talk about 
tribulation, distress, persecution, and even death itself.   

o The powerful hand of God is at work in every single circumstance of your life, no 
matter how small or big, no matter how bad, even if it is cancer, injustice, or 
death itself.   

 Who is God always working for?  His people.  Again, notice that God is not working all 
things out for the good of everyone.   

o Paul says it is (SHOW SLIDE 16) “for those who love God” and “who are called 
according to his purpose.”  

 We are now ready to ask the most important question: What is God always working to 
achieve in the lives of his people?  

o The answer is that God is working all things together for our (SHOW SLIDE 17) 
“good.”  What does that mean though?  Is God promising to always change your 
circumstances from bad to good? Is God always working to make you more 
money? Is that the good?   

 Paul does not define the “good” in this verse.  But notice that little word 
“for” at the beginning of verse 29.  That word means that verses 29-30 
are an explanation of verse 28.  He defines the “good” that God is 
working all things in your life toward in verse 29.  (SHOW SLIDE 18) READ 
29 - 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. 

 Don’t stumble over the word “predestined.”  It means something is fixed.  It is certain.  
What is certain is that God is always working to overrule all things so that they result in 
his people being conformed to the image of His Son, Jesus Christ. 
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o That word “conformed” is the Greek word “morphe” from which we get our 
word “metamorphosis.” A caterpillar undergoes a metamorphosis when it is in 
the cocoon and comes out as a beautiful butterfly.   

 God is over-ruling all events to cause a metamorphosis in his people – to 
transform us from fallen human beings who sin and die into glorified 
human beings who, like His Son, exist in eternal happiness with God 
himself. 

 (SHOW TITLE SLIDE 19) Oh, what a glorious promise.  I need this metamorphosis. I need 
my ugly old sinful nature of impatience, anger, and self-absorption to fall away like the 
old body of a caterpillar.  I need to be changed so that like Jesus I resist temptation and 
sin.  I need to be transformed so that I reflect the strength and gentleness of Jesus, the 
mercy and fairness of Jesus, the honest and loving way he speaks, and to have a heart 
like his that always delights in God my Father. 

o I don’t need five tips on a better life or three strategies to be a better person.  I 
need a complete metamorphosis and—praise God—Romans 8:28 declares that 
God is working all things, not just for us to have a bit better life but that we 
would be completely transformed, that we would be set free from all the 
ugliness of sin and emerge in the beautiful likeness of our Saviour.  

 So you see, modern secular thought offers you no comfort because it 
says your suffering has no ultimate purpose.  But Romans 8:28 says that, 
for the Christian, there is no such thing as purposeless suffering because 
God’s purpose is to over-rule all things for the ultimate good of his 
people, which is their total and complete metamorphosis into the image 
of God’s own Son. 

 
WHAT THE PROMISE OF ROMANS 8:28 LOOKS LIKE IN THE STRUGGLES OF REAL LIFE 

 So that is what the promise is not saying and what the promise is saying.  With all that 
teaching done, I now want to talk in the final place about (SHOW SLIDE 20) What the 
promise of Romans 8:28 looks like in the struggles of real life.  

o We really need to wrestle with this because—despite the teaching we have just 
received—most Christians still have two serious questions.  Unless we answer 
these two serious questions we cannot receive the full comfort of the promise. 

 The first serious question is this: (SHOW SLIDE 21) How can all things be working for my 
good when many things are clearly working in the opposite direction?   

o We can see how some things might be working for our good but what about 
things going in the complete opposite direction. 

 (SHOW TITLE SLIDE 22) Think about the gears on a watch.  When I was kid growing up in 
the 80’s and early 90’s, everyone wanted a particular kind of watch called a Swatch 
Watch.  I had a couple of them and found one of mine this past week.  The thing that I 
always loved about Swatch Watches was that they often made them so you could see 
the gears in the watch.  You could see it from the front or the back. (SHOW SLIDE 23)  

o I would sit in class or in church and marvel at how all those gears work.  One gear 
is going one direction but another is going completely against it and still another 
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is going against that.  There are dozens of these tiny gears that are all seemingly 
going against each other and yet they all work together to perfectly tell the time. 

 I have no idea how that works, but of course the watchmaker 
understands it all.  In the same way, Romans 8:28 is calling you to find 
comfort in the fact that even when you see the gears of your life going in 
the wrong direction, God is the great watchmaker of your life, and he is 
working to ensure all the gears of your life are working for your ultimate 
good. 

 To put it in a slightly different way, notice the difference between how verse 26 begins 
and how verse 28 begins.  In verse 26 Paul says, (SHOW SLIDE 24) “we do not know 
what to pray for.” Here Paul is saying that there many times in life when you have no 
idea what is going on.  You are confused and perplexed.  Everything seems to be going 
against you.  You do not even know what to pray for. 

o Yet, in the midst of all that you do not know Paul says there is one thing that you 
can know.  Verse 28 begins by saying, (SHOW SLIDE 25) “We know that for 
those who love God all things work together for good.” 

 What tremendous comfort and hope!  You can say, “I do not know why 
all this happening and don’t even know how to pray about it but I know 
this one thing: in spite of everything that is happening and in spite of 
the fact I cannot understand it, I know that God is working to over-rule 
all of this so that it turns out for my supreme and ultimate good.”   

 (SHOW TITLE SLIDE 26) But even after all this, there is one more serious questions that 
that we must wrestle with for it is the most powerful question of all and unless we 
answer it, we will never receive the comfort of Romans 8:28 because this question will 
always undermine our ability to believe it is true.  We say, “Okay, I get all of this but 
there are things that happen that are not just bad; they are evil.”   

o (SHOW SLIDE 27) Can we really say that the good of Romans 8:28 includes the 
truly evil and horrific things of life?  

 Does it include Covid-19, abuse, dying of cancer, and are we saying it 
even includes sin?  

 (SHOW TITLE SLIDE 28) Firstly, remember that Romans 8:28 does not say any of these 
things are good in and of themselves.  Far from it.  Everywhere the Bible says something 
like abuse or death are evil.  The promise is not saying they are good.   

o The promise is saying God will work to overrule such evil so as to turn it around 
for the ultimate good of your final and complete happiness as one who is made 
like Jesus and dwells with God forever. 

 When thinking of horrific things like we just mentioned the best place to go is the foot 
of the cross.  There is no greater example of horrific evil than the torture and murder of 
the incarnate and innocent Son of God.  There is nothing worse than creatures 
crucifying their Creator.  This is the darkest moment in history when every gear seemed 
to be going in the wrong direction.   

o Not one single person who witnessed it could see any great plan of God being 
worked out.  The soldiers mocked Jesus as a pathetic king.  The disciples fled.  
Peter denied Jesus and wept.  Judas hung himself.  Even Jesus’ mother simply 
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wept.  The evil human powers and the evil spiritual powers had won for as Jesus 
himself said of them, “this is your hour, and the power of darkness” (Lk 22:53). 

 If there is one place in history where we could make a case that all things 
do not work together for good it is in the violent, horrific, and evil murder 
of Jesus Christ. 

 And yet nowhere is it clearer that God has the power to over-rule all things than in the 
death of Jesus.  Despite all evidence to the contrary the cross was great undoing of evil.  
At the cross Jesus disarmed the evil powers.  At the cross Jesus bore our sins in his body 
so that anyone who believes in him is forgiven, reconciled with God, and promised an 
eternity of joy.   

o All seemed lost but God raised Jesus from the dead.  In that moment God’s new 
world was launched.  Now God is working all things toward the complete and 
total salvation of his people so that we are made like Christ and will dwell 
forever in a state of eternal bliss. 

 The words of Joseph capture this so well.  His brothers threw him in a pit and sold him 
into slavery in Egypt but God over-ruled all this and made Joseph second in command 
only to Pharaoh in order to save many people’s lives from a famine.   

o And so when Joseph saw his brothers again many years later he said to them: 
(SHOW SLIDE 29) As for you, you meant evil against me, but God meant it for 
good, to bring it about that many people should be kept alive, as they are 
today” (Gen 50:20) 

 Because of Romans 8:28 we can say this to everything in our lives.   
o (SHOW TITLE SLIDE 30) Cancer, you have destroyed my body and may even kill 

me, but God is over-ruling you.  I am learning more about the hope I have in 
Christ and if you kill me you will only give me what I want most, which is to be 
with Christ.   

 Cancer, you mean evil against me, but God is working it for my ultimate 
good. 

o Unemployment, you are filling my life with anxiety and stress, but God is over-
ruling you.  You are driving me to my knees and I am learning more than ever 
before to trust in God for all things.   

 Unemployment, you mean evil against me but God is working you for my 
ultimate good. 

o Abuse, you have wounded me in the deepest part of who I am, but God is over 
ruling you.  I am learning about God’s healing power and am rejoicing even more 
in the great hope of the resurrection body God will give me—a body that will be 
free of the effects of trauma that lives in a world in which the wrongs are made 
right. 

 Abuse, you mean evil against me, but God is working it for my ultimate 
good. 

o And to my sin that I struggle so much with I say, “You are truly evil.  You promise 
so much pleasure but you only mean evil against me.  But sin, God is even using 
you to for my supreme good.  I am learning to see through your lies.  Your bitter 
taste is only making the taste of God’s grace sweeter.  I knew God’s love and 
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grace in theory before but now, like the prodigal son, I have experienced what 
it.” 

 Sin, you mean evil against me, but God is working even my bitter failings 
around for my ultimate good. 

o And Covid-19 you intend much harm in our lives but we can already see that God 
is over-ruling you for our ultimate good.  We are learning to trust only in God for 
we see that nothing else is secure.  We are learning not to take gathering 
together in worship for granted and so our worship will be even sweeter when 
we return.  We are more aware of our own mortality which is forcing us to pray 
more for unbelievers and to make sure we are right with God through Christ. 

 Covid-19, you mean evil against us, but God is working even you out for 
our ultimate good. 

 
CONCLUSION 

 Oh what comfort there is in this promise!  Trials and hardships are certain to come our 
way.  We do not understand them.  We cannot comprehend why they happen.  There is 
much we do not know.   

o But there is one thing we do know and in this one thing we find comfort.  We 
know—we know!—that in all of these things God is working for our ultimate 
good; that is, to achieve our complete and final salvation when we shall emerge 
from the cocoon of this life completely transformed into the likeness and beauty 
of our Saviour Jesus Christ. 

 
 
 


