What in the World is God Doing?
Part 30: What We Know
Romans 8:28
26 Likewise the Spirit helps us in our weakness. [Because] we do not know [are not knowing] what to pray for as we ought, but the Spirit himself intercedes for us with groanings too deep for words 27 [Because] he who searches hearts knows what is the mind of the Spirit, because the Spirit intercedes for the saints according to the will of God. 
28 [But] we do know [are knowing] that for those who love God all things work together for good, for those who are called according to his purpose. [Modified from ESV]
Though our pilgrim journey is through a sin cursed wilderness, the apostle Paul has brought us to a vantage point where we can see the majesty of the Salvation Mountains. He pointed out Mount Freedom, Mount Sonship, and Mount Heirship. Then he drew our attention to the grandest and most majestic peak in the range: Mount Glory.
Mount Glory is the end goal of our journey, the place of no more struggles with sin in us and around us (7:13-24). Paul, has been to Mount Glory and observed splendors we cannot begin to understand (2 Cor. 12:1-5). But Paul has also suffered in this wilderness far more than most people. He has been pummeled with stones and left for dead, beaten and whipped until barely alive, imprisoned countless times, shipwrecked, attacked by people outside and inside church, been betrayed by false friends, hunted by enemies, and endured long stretches without food, water, sleep, and proper clothing. “28 And,” he wrote “apart from other things, there is the daily pressure on me of my anxiety for all the churches” (2 Cor. 11:23-28). Yet, he insists that, “all things work together for good.”
Consider our guide. He has been to the very top of Mount Glory, witnessing things you and I could not begin to understand – things he was forbidden to tell us because they are so far beyond our present earthly abilities to comprehend. But from the top of Mount Glory, this man was put back down into the strife of wilderness to experience sufferings and struggles most of us will never know. 
Because he has seen the glory to be ours he tells us, “17 For our light and momentary troubles are achieving for us an eternal glory that far outweighs them all. 18 So we fix our eyes not on what is seen, but on what is unseen. For what is seen is temporary, but what is unseen is eternal” (2 Cor. 4:17-18).

There are things about our present desert pilgrimage we do not know: “…we do not know what to pray for as we ought…” (8:26). Paul just finished telling us something we don’t know: in light of the fullness of glory, we don’t know how to pray. Because of our limited understanding of our secure position in Christ we need help in prayer; otherwise, our prayer would tend to be merely a recital of pilgrimage woes. 

But in 8:28, he tells us something we DO KNOW: We know God is at work in all things for the good of those He has chosen to love Him and be loved by Him. We don’t know the details of what God is doing in our lives. We grieve over our sufferings – our sins of which the Spirit convicts us; the sins against us by others; the struggles and sufferings of those we love; the general brokenness of the world, brokenness so obvious that even unbelievers see it and struggle to fix it. 
“What in the world is God doing?” we say. (Hint: you might recognize the series title at this point.) Paul, having summited Mount Glory, is telling us all he can about what in the world God is doing for his children. He’s doing it by pointing out what we know. We know God has a plan because we are called according to his purpose.
“He teaches this quite simply. If God has ‘called [us] according to his purpose,’ he must have both a purpose and a place for us in it. Moreover, we know that everything will obviously work together for good in the achievement of that purpose. This is tremendous! Because of these truths this verse has been one of the most comforting statements in the entire Word of God for most Christians.”

But it is also a statement easily misunderstood when the surrounding verses are torn away. And sometimes, when we hear it, it can sound trite in the midst of our tragedy. This verse has a context; it has certain boundaries. But it also contains something limitless.
I. BOUNDARIES 
A. Believers Only
1. First, we have to understand that this promise has some built-in qualifications. The first qualification is to whom it applies. It applies only to those who love God, the ones called according to His purpose.
2. So then, I need to get busy loving God more if I want God to do good stuff for me; I need to give some love to get some good providence, right? That’s certainly one way this passage has been interpreted over the centuries.
3. But that’s NOT how Paul is qualifying this promise. Those “loving God” are those trusting into Christ’s perfect life and sacrificial death to earn them peace with God and a part in his purpose.
4. Paul speaks only rarely of Christians “loving” God,
 but the expression is widely used in the OT and Jewish literature to describe God’s people. 

5. “It is … only through faith in the blood of Christ that we can love God. Until our faith gives us some assurance of reconciliation with God, we cannot have the confidence which is essential to loving God.” 

6. Loving God is a qualification met by everyone who belongs to Christ. “Loving God” sums up the basic inner direction of all Christians—but only of Christians.

7. So this is not a demand for Jesus followers to “try harder, love more, and earn more good.” It’s a description of how God works in the lives of all those trusting into Christ.

8. If you trust Christ this morning, then God IS working everything in your life together for good. Period.  End of story. But if you are trusting in your own good intentions and works, this promise is not yet for you. Your present ultimate destination is not glory, but eternal separation from the love of God; and there is NO GOOD in that.
9. For both believer and unbeliever, getting what you want in this life is not necessarily a blessing. Those who do not belong to Christ, Paul told us in Romans 1:24, are judged by God giving them everything they want: God “gave them over in the sinful desires of their hearts.”

10. THE punishment God doles out to those who reject Christ is that He gives them exactly what they want, what they desire, what they consider “good.” That means that “good” things like health, wealth, successful living, fame, and fortune are really very BAD things for those who do not love God.

11. Who are those that love God and receive true good? As we read further next week, we will see those who love God are the people God set his love upon in eternity past. God chose them and called them through the Holy Spirit; God gifted them with trust; God promises to carry them along into eternal glory.

12. Can you say that about yourself this morning? You can if you are trusting into Christ’s work for you? Because Paul is telling you this morning that God is always at work in the lives of his people.  He will never leave you or forsake you (Heb. 13:5, emphasis added).
13. Jesus promised, “27 My sheep listen to my voice; I know them, and they follow me. 28 I give them eternal life, and they shall never perish; no one can snatch them out of my hand. 29 My Father, who has given them to me, is greater than all; no one can snatch them out of my Father’s hand. 30 I and the Father are one” (Jn. 10:27-29 NIV, emphasis added).

B. Christlikeness
1. There is a second qualification of this great statement, “for those who love God all things work together for good, for those who are called according to his purpose.” 
2. How do we define the word, “good”?  Our old Adam 1.0 flesh defines “good” as “me getting what I want.” I want this illness to be healed; I want my business or my personal relationships to flourish; I want my children to be happy and successful so I can take pride in them. 
3. Tell me what to do to make that happen! Tell me what I need to get busy doing so I can make God give me my good things, and work all things for the “kingdom of me”!
4. Because we are curved in upon ourselves by nature, we want all good things to be united in us. That the desirable things in life might pull us in opposite directions (trading work/income for more family time, or exercise/health for something equally important) doesn’t seem good at all. Perhaps the things we think most important to our good are completely beyond our power. 
5. Our old Adam 1.0 hardware is pagan, curved inward. Paganism is condemned man’s attempt to manipulate circumstances to satisfy felt needs, to obtain personal desires. It is self-worship, self-glory, inward curvature that obscures what is truly GOOD.

6. So, again, WHAT IS “GOOD”? What in the world is God doing in me and with me when I am not getting MY way, MY wants, the desires of my heart that I am certain are “good”? 
7. To define God’s definition of good, we have to read v. 29, “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” (emphasis added).
8. God foreknew me to be conformed to my personal wants and desires, right? If I can name it, I can claim it. If I do good things, I will get my way, right? NO!

9. What God considers “good” is that we be conformed to the image of his Son. That is glory! “Christ in you, the hope of glory” (Col. 1.27). Whatever else we will encounter when we summit Mount Glory, we will find ourselves looking directly at, and being like, the Lord Jesus Christ. “We shall be like him, because we shall see him as he is” (1 Jn. 3:2).
10. As faithful a servant as Moses was in his earthly life, he could not look into the face of God without being consumed. God had to hide him in the cleft of a rock and cover Moses with God’s own hand as he passed by; Moses could only see God’s back as the pre-incarnate Son walked past (Ex. 33:22).
11. But now as you sit here this morning, Moses sees Christ face-to-face. One day you who trust into Christ will see Jesus as he truly is, in all his glory. And his glory will be your glory. THAT is THE GOOD for which God works all things in your life.
12. That is the very purpose of Creation. WHY did God create the cosmos? He created life, the universe and everything so that Christ might be the firstborn among many brothers. THAT is THE answer to the question, “What in the world is God doing?” God is producing Christ-like people to share His glory with Him!
13. God is making a people for himself, a people who were once not his people. A kingdom of subjects purchased out of the kingdom of darkness and death and brought into His glorious light. And God accomplished that greatest of good through the most horrible thing the cosmos will ever witness.
C. Bad Stuff Happens
1. The third qualification, or boundary, of this verse is that God uses bad stuff to good ends. Bad stuff happens and will continue to happen to you in your pilgrimage through this fallen wilderness world.
2. Would you think to call death good? Would you find ANYTHING good about the vengeful, torturous death of a perfectly innocent man whose life was nothing but total perfection – perfect love for God and man, even the very men torturing him to death?
3. In light of Calvary, can you begin to glimpse how God uses horrible things to accomplish his good in you and for you? If God used Adam’s sin to glorify his Son before the entire universe, how will he not use EVERYTHING in your life to conform you to Christ’s glorious image?
4. As one teacher says, “this text does not teach that sickness, suffering, persecution, grief, or any other such thing is itself good. On the contrary, these things are evils. Hatred is not love. Death is not life. Grief is not joy. The world is filled with evil. But what the text teaches—and this is important—is that God uses these things (and others) to effect his own good ends for his people. God brings good out of the evil, and the good, as we saw, is our conformity to the character of Jesus Christ.”

5. This will make Paul cry, “Oh, the depth of the riches and wisdom and knowledge of God! How unsearchable are his judgments and how inscrutable his ways!” (Rom. 11:33).
6. God even takes our sin, just as he did with Adam and Eve, and uses it for good! Even those horrible things you do to yourself and to others, God uses to bring glory to Christ by making you more like his Son. 

7. So repent of your sin, thank God for covering you with Jesus’ perfection, and move on in praise and worship and joy! Be reckoning yourself dead to sin and alive to Christ because that is the Holy Spirit at work in you as he carries you along to Mount Glory.
D. Knowing, Not Feeling
1. The final qualification, or boundary, of this verse is found in the verb we know (“we are knowing”). Paul says, if you are trusting into Christ this morning you have known this, and you do know this, and you will keep on knowing this.
2. Remember he has been teaching us what the Holy Spirit does in our lives. He just finished telling us the Spirit prays for us with the perfect knowledge of our present needs with our glorious future in view
3. So we know God is working in and through all things because we have the indwelling Holy Spirit testifying to us of Christ’s glory and our sure and certain hope of glory. 

4. Notice, Paul doesn’t say “we FEEL all things to be good.” In the flesh, we often we don’t feel good; even more often we don’t SEE any good in our circumstances at all. In the flesh, it seems as if we are being ground into the dust as our hopes and dreams are crushed; we are dragged toward life’s swirling, sucking eddies of despair.
5. People, even church people, will turn on you and stab you in the back in the most vicious and unexpected ways. No matter how healthy you may be, illness can overtake you in a heartbeat. Your business may tank. You will watch your hopes and dreams vanish in the wind of life “under the sun.”
6. That will NEVER feel good because humans were not created for pain and suffering. We were created for glory. But, in the midst of suffering, the Spirit will testify to you about Jesus; He will intercede for you; and you WILL KNOW that God is at work for your good to conform you to Christ’ image.

7. You KNOW because, “The Spirit himself bears witness with our spirit that we are children of God, 17 and if children, then heirs—heirs of God and fellow heirs with Christ, provided we suffer with him in order that we may also be glorified with him” (8:16-17).

8. Paul was no sentimentalist. He had been persecuted, beaten, stoned, and shipwrecked. He was attacked and consistently slandered by both Jew and Gentile. Paul didn’t share “bragamonies” of how wonderful the world was, or how pleasant his ministry felt.
9. On the contrary, he reported that he had been “hard pressed on every side … perplexed … [and] struck down” (2 Cor. 4:8–9). But Paul came through the things that pressed down and perplexed him precisely because he KNEW God was working out his own greater and good purposes through these events.
 So he was not in despair or destroyed.
10. That is why he could write Philippians as his “Ode to Joy” from the depths of a Roman prison. The Spirit testified to Paul of the glory to come in Christ.
11. Yet, at the end of his life, as Paul awaited execution as the human reward for all his Godly labors, he told Timothy that “all who are in Asia turned away from me” (2 Tim. 1:15). Paul lost the “nickels and noses” contest. How do you think that made him FEEL?
12. Dear hearts, it is not what you FEEL that counts; it is what you KNOW! Not getting your way is NOT necessarily suffering. Getting your way when you are not known and loved by Jesus is judgment. But, “There is therefore now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus.”
13. Before glory comes groaning. Before Mount Glory comes Mount Calvary. Before the crown comes the cross. But the Spirit WILL carry you onward and upward to glory. If I wasn’t absolutely confident of that fact, I would not waste one more second in this pulpit. I don’t always FEEL it; but I KNOW it, and my bones burn for you to know it!
14. You who trust into Christ this morning DO KNOW it; and you can be comforted as the Spirit testifies to you that, “in all things God is working for the good of those who love him.”
II. UNLIMITED “ALL” 
A. All Means ALL
1. So this great sentence has limitations. It is only for people known by Christ. The “good” is not me getting my way, but God conforming me to Christ’ image. Bad stuff happens but God uses the bad stuff to glorify himself. I don’t always FEEL good about bad stuff, but I KNOW I am being carried along into glory.
2. BUT, there is something absolutely unlimited in this verse, something without ANY boundaries whatsoever! It is the phrase in all things. 
3. “This tells us that all things that have ever happened to us or can possibly happen to us are so ordered and controlled by God that the end result is inevitably and utterly our good. Even the worst things are used to make us like Jesus Christ.”

B. Even Sin
1. This verse gives us the sure and certain knowledge that we cannot ruin God’s purpose for us! “All” really means all! So it includes even our sins.

2. Sin is terrible. It always (eventually) leaves a very bitter taste in the mouths of those who belong to Jesus. It always (eventually) has painful consequences you must and will endure.

3. You don’t and won’t always hate your sin. You might be quite addicted to the buzz of it. But you will come to hate the hangover, the guilt and the wreckage of it.
4. Yet even those sins, those you do and those done to you by others, God will use in your life to conform you (and other believers around you!) to the image of Christ Jesus.
5. He makes use of sin to show Christians our weakness and frailty. And he even works through sin to save his people. This does not excuse our sin, but it does cause us to look for how God is working through it— how we might be able to echo Joseph, who told the brothers who had sold him into slavery: “You intended to harm me, but God intended it for good” (Genesis 50: 20).

Recently I read a story of a village in Cambodia that was once a stronghold for the evil Khmer Rouge who rained down genocide a few decades ago.
 The village is so associated with that evil regime that none of its people ever leave the village for fear of being killed by victims of that long and brutal national nightmare.

These villagers are outcasts in their own country, prisoners hated for the sins of their fathers. And yet, a Westerner who visited a Christian church service in that village found one of the most vibrant worships experiences she had ever witnessed. “They were excited, expectant, enthusiastic, enthralled.”

When the visitor asked a local about this unexpected joy in the midst of so much oppression, the local said of these saints, “They believe that God is the only one that wants them. And so they want him.”

Do you see that? Do you hear it this morning? THAT IS THE GOOD! 
… You who seek God, let your hearts revive. For the Lord hears the needy and does not despise his own people who are prisoners. Psalm 69:32-33
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