
Plain and Simple
Romans 8:28-30

I still remember when I started going to church on my own as 
a young Christian, leaving the Episcopal church which I had 
previously attended with my family as a child.  I was 15 or 16, a 
junior in high school.  The family of a friend from school invited 
me to go with them to their church, and since I was hungry to 
hear the word of God preached, I accepted the invitation gladly.  
They began taking me to church every week!

That was the first time I ever heard expository preaching—
preaching that was a simple and straightforward explanation of a 
particular Bible passage along with its application to my life.  And 
the Senior High Sunday school class I started to attend was really 
the first time I could say that I went to a Bible study.  I don’t have 
a lot of specific memories from the past since my mind typically 
doesn’t work that way, but I do remember the early weeks of that 
Sunday school class, sitting in metal chairs in a small classroom 
with 10 or 15 other people my age. And I remember one of the 
earliest lessons—Romans 8:28.  “And we know that all things 
work together for good to those who love God.”

Those early months at that new church were significant to me 
because, for the first time in my life, what I heard in church, from 
the Bible, was actually relevant to my life.  And easy to 
understand.  I always had something of a natural optimistic 
mindset, so Romans 8:28 was immediately attractive to me.  “All 
things work together for good to those who love God.”  That verse 
gave me hope, at a time in my life in which I really didn’t have the 
self-awareness to know what that really meant, or just how 
important it was.  But in my young and immature naivety, I got it!  
God is at work in my life, and he has a purpose.  A goal.  A plan.  
And all things work together according to that plan, for good.  

Thankfully, my life at the time was sufficiently free of any 
experience of trauma or great hardship, so I didn’t have to 
overcome any obstacles in order to embrace that reality of that 
promise.  So I embraced it.  Thankfully.  I was able to see it for 
what it was,

I.  A PROMISE, PLAIN AND SIMPLE.
Sometimes we make things too difficult to understand, too 

hard to grasp.  Too obtuse.  I had grown up in a church like that.  
It was all ceremonial, not very heart-felt, with nothing to stimulate 
my mind in the knowledge of God or his word.  So this plain and 
simple promise stood out.  “All things work together for good.”

There is a danger here, though.  A danger I would come to 
understand in the years that followed that early experience in 
Sunday school.  Actually, I would identify two dangers.  First, the 
danger of what we could label as moralism—in other words, 
moral encouragements that are separated from any reference to 
the gospel.  Something along the lines of the power of positive 
thinking, as if any such power actually exists.  Or similarly, the 
sense of power based solely upon an empty optimism.  An 
optimism that has no foundation, no substance in reality.  Just an 
empty urging to be hopeful.  It is shown in those who might say, 
even if with good-intentioned sincerity, “Oh, I know everything will 
turn out ok.”  

There are people who handle the difficulties of life with that 
sort of simplistic denial, and quote this verse to support that 
mindset of denial.  Just deny something bad might happen, just 
deny the existence of the feelings of hardship, deny the reality of 
the experience of anything hard, and everything will be fine.  But 
anyone who has endured the real struggles of life realizes that a 
simplistic response of, “Smile, God loves you” just doesn’t seem 
to cut it.  Nor does a hopeless and naive optimism that is not 
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grounded in reality or in a proper understanding of God’s 
providence.  Sometimes, from the perspective of our experiences, 
things don’t turn out ok.  Everything isn’t fine.  Sometimes people 
who are sick actually die.  Sometimes the worst case actually 
becomes the reality of the situation.  And sugar-coated denial of 
that reality using Romans 8:28 isn’t helpful at all.  In fact, if is 
exasperating to those who are suffering.

The second danger of this plain and simple promise is to use it 
as a sledgehammer.  To crush those who are experiencing the 
struggles of life.  To tell people who aren’t feeling the happiness of 
life that something must be wrong with them, as if they could flip a 
switch and everything will appear in rose colored glasses.  And if 
they don’t do that, they must be doing something wrong.  So a 
promise intended by God as a great encouragement becomes an 
oppressive burden that brings only exasperation.

So I don’t want to do either of those things, neither empty this 
promise of its foundation in the promises of the gospel, nor use it 
to condemn those who might not feel particularly happy with the 
circumstances of their present experiences in life.  But I do want 
to give hope…and encouragement.  Because these words are 
really quite glorious.  Life-changing, in terms of an overall outlook 
and perspective on life.  And Paul writes them as a personal 
encouragement to be shared with others, “And we know that all 
things work together for good.”

The foundation of that promise, as I would come to 
understand in the years that followed that Sunday school class, 
was in what I would come to know as the eternal purpose of God.  
His eternal purpose.  His decree.  We read of it in,

Eph. 1:11. “…the purpose of Him who works all things 
according to the counsel of His will.”

We read there of God’s purpose.  His counsel.  His will.  
Those three English words all relate and refer to the same thing, 
translating three different Greek words all referring to the same 
thing.  God has a plan.  A predetermined plan.  An eternal plan.  A 
counsel.  A purpose.  And he “works all things according to the 
counsel of His will.”  For further understanding, that first chapter 
of Ephesians speaks of this plan of God “existing before the 
foundation of the world.”  That plan includes his purpose to 
redeem us, to save his people, those whom he chose in Christ 
“before the foundation of the world.”  That’s what Ephesians 1:3 
says.

And, therefore, in that context, Paul identifies the recipients of 
this promise, those who can rightly claim it for their own 
encouragement, those are able to know and can affirm in the 
context of God’s eternal decree “that all things work together for 
good.”  Paul identifies those people as,

A. Those who love God.
Verse 28.  The word is agape.  Paul is speaking not simply of 

those who believe in God or who might merely acknowledge his 
existence, but those who love God.  That is, of course, the very 
real definition of a Christian, a true believer, isn’t it?  Lovers of 
God.

Note well that Jesus uses this same language of love.  When 
he was asked a trick question, by a lawyer, intending to get him 
into trouble by what we call today a “gotcha” question, Jesus 
answered with plain and simple words.

Matt. 22:36  “Teacher, which is the great commandment in the 
law?”  

The idea was to create a no-win debate, an argument in which 
Jesus would end up offending one side or the other.  But this his 
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how he responded.
Mat..22:37 Jesus said to him, “‘You shall love the LORD your 

God with all your heart, with all your soul, and with all your mind.’ 
38 This is the first and great commandment.”

So that’s a Christian!  A lover of God.  That’s obedience to the 
law.  Loving God.  And that is the call of the gospel, even as it is 
the call of repentance to those who sin against the God whom 
they profess.  The invitation of the gospel is nothing less than the 
call to love God.

Remember Peter, with his great and awful rejection of Jesus, 
his rebellion again Jesus.  He denied Jesus, three times.  And 
when Jesus came to him afterward, to restore and forgive him, 
this was the question that broke Peter’s heart in repentance,

John 21:16 “Simon, son of Jonah, do you love Me?”

So that is where we need to begin this morning—with Jesus 
saying to you, to me, sitting here this morning, speaking to us 
through his word, “Do you love me?”  The great encouragement 
of God’s promise is that in his eternal plan, that which we 
sometimes call his secret will because he has not revealed it to us 
ahead of time, in the counsel of his will “we know that all things 
work together for good to those who love God.”

And, as verse 28 continues, “to those who are the called 
according to His purpose.”  In other words,

B. Those whom God has chosen for himself.
This isn’t a universal promise.  It’s not a hope that everyone 

can claim.  The “good” which God promises as he works all things 
together according to the counsel of his will, is, ultimately, the 
good of salvation.  Our redemption.  Surely that is the ultimate 
good, that you, a fallen sinner justly deserving the eternal wrath of 

God as the appropriate punishment for your sins, that you might 
be redeemed by the blood of the lamb.  And those whom God 
saves are those whom God has chosen.  That’s what he calls 
Christians, the chosen, the elect.  The called.

v.28

This is a common biblical identification of true believers, the 
called.  The elect.

Rom. 1:5  “Through Him we have received grace and 
apostleship for obedience to the faith among all nations for His 
name, 6 among whom you also are the called of Jesus Christ;  7 
To all who are in Rome, beloved of God, called to be saints: 
Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus 
Christ.”

Similarly, writing to Timothy,
2 Tim. 1:8 Therefore do not be ashamed of the testimony of 

our Lord, nor of me His prisoner, but share with me in the 
sufferings for the gospel according to the power of God, 9 who 
has saved us and called us with a holy calling, not according to 
our works, but according to His own purpose and grace which 
was given to us in Christ Jesus before time began, 10 but has 
now been revealed by the appearing of our Savior Jesus Christ, 
who has abolished death and brought life and immortality to light 
through the gospel.”

That’s a Christian, by definition, one called with a holy calling.  
Eph. 4:1  “I, therefore, the prisoner of the Lord, beseech you to 

walk worthy of the calling with which you were called.”

The language of our Confession of Faith and Catechisms 
makes this idea very clear with the language of effectual calling, a 
label they give to that work of God in actually changing our hearts 
with the fullness of this description, “convincing us of our sin and 
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misery, enlightening our minds in the knowledge of Christ, and 
renewing our wills, he doth persuade and enable us to embrace 
Jesus Christ, freely offered to us in the gospel.”

The called are the chosen.  They are the elect.  And to them, 
as God’s special people, as those who also love God, there is this 
great encouragement.  God brings all things to pass according to 
the counsel of his will, and in that great purpose “all things work 
together for good.”

Now, let’s go on in terms of the context of that encouragement 
with the realization that Paul gives to us,

II. GOD’S OWN DEFINITION OF “GOOD.”
As I said at the outset, we can’t claim this promise with a 

universal expectation that God will do everything that we think is 
good.  And we can’t hide from that reality.  From our perspective, 
within our own experiences, there are any number of 
circumstances that would seem to contradict the hopeful optimism 
of this great verse.  So let’s understand that promise in the 
context in which it is given to us, with God himself defining what is 
good.

And what is good, above all else?  What, in us, in our lives, 
with reference  to us, is identified as the greatest good that we 
could possibly experience?  I would simply answer,

A. Making us to be more like Jesus.
Paul is entering into the discussion of predestination, surely 

but sadly a source of much disagreement and controversy among 
professed Christians over many centuries.  Many of the 
arguments and debates have not been helpful, but all too quickly 
divisive.  But look at how Paul presents the whole idea of 
predestination.  Not as an isolated or abstract doctrine intended 

simply for our minds to consider in terms of doctrinal formations of 
what we call the reformed faith.  No, something much greater.  
Predestination is presented to us as a given, not just a bare 
foreknowledge on God’s behalf, but a foreknowledge based on 
the previous determination of his will.  His choice and decision.  
And that choice which God made, before the foundation of the 
world, is presented to us here in the context of its purpose.  So 
the idea is not simply that God predestines those who will be 
saved, but rather that God predestines those whom he will make 
more like Jesus!  And that is the focus with the encouragement of 
this promise that all things work together for good. 

v.29a

That’s God’s purpose.  That’s his plan.  That is the counsel of 
his will, to make us more like Jesus, to conform us to the image of 
his only begotten son.  And that is the work of the gospel.  That is 
the overriding goal of the Christian’s life and the purpose for 
which God has established the church and its ministry, that we 
might be made more like Jesus!  And as a minister of the gospel, 
that is my focus as I labor as a pastor as well, that God’s richest 
blessing would be upon my ministry when he makes you more 
like Jesus.  That is our goal, and that is God’s promise.

2 Cor. 3:18  “But we all, with unveiled face, beholding as in a 
mirror the glory of the Lord, are being transformed into the same 
image from glory to glory, just as by the Spirit of the Lord.”

And with that transformation of our hearts, our character, 
comes another purpose of God that fills out his own definition of 
what is God.  God works all things together for good such that he 
is,

B. Identifying us as brothers and sisters of Jesus.
Look at the whole of,
v.29

Page  of 4 7



That’s how God defines good!  That is the context in which this 
great verse is of such great encouragement and hope.  
Regardless of how we might evaluate the circumstances of our 
lives, as those who love God and are the called according to his 
purpose, this is his purpose, that you and I would be included 
within his family, brothers and sisters of Jesus.

Jesus is the only-begotten, we enter the privileges of the 
family of God by adoption, but the family identity becomes the 
same—“that [Jesus] might be the firstborn among many 
brethren.”  He would have many brothers and sisters.  God would 
have many whom he would call his sons and daughters, all those 
who would love him and have been called according to his 
purpose.

So, beloved, if God has redeemed you, if God has saved you, 
then this is his great purpose—he will make you more like Jesus.  
John gives us virtually the same encouragement in,

1 John 3:2. “Beloved, now we are children of God; and it has 
not yet been revealed what we shall be, but we know that when 
He is revealed, we shall be like Him, for we shall see Him as He 
is. 3 And everyone who has this hope in Him purifies himself, just 
as He is pure.”

The encouragement of Romans 8:28 is that God, in his 
providence, brings everything to pass according to the counsel of 
his will.  And what he has revealed to us about that purpose, that 
secret will, is that “all things work together for good.”  In other 
words, God will make you more like Jesus. Surely, there is no 
greater good than that.

Then Paul continues, expanding a bit on this idea of our 
salvation, our redemption.  And in verse 30, we read of a great 
connection between all the aspect of our eternal salvation.  This 

verse gives the foundation of what is often labeled the order of 
salvation, or ordo salutis if you read theological books that use 
the traditional Latin words.  It is as I would put it,

III. GOD’S PERFECT PATH OF SALVATION.
So this is how all things work together for good for the elect.  

Quite simply, those whom he elected, predestined unto life, are 
the same ones who are called.  Effectually called.  Transformed 
and renewed by the power of God.  And those who enter into that 
work of God we call salvation are justified.  Their sins are forgiven 
and they are accepted as righteous.  And then in verse 30, the 
astounding words are written, words of such great hope and 
confidence,

v.30 “…whom He called, these He also justified; and whom He 
justified, these He also glorified.”

In the very plain words of, 
Phil. 1:6. “He who has begun a good work in you will complete 

it until the day of Jesus Christ.”

That is the promise of God.  That is the ultimate good, God’s 
ultimate purpose and plan.  Beginning with,

A. God’s predestination of his people.
So let’s look at that path a bit more closely.  The idea is that 

our salvation begins in the mind of God.  It begins with the choice 
of God, the determination of God.  And we know from Scripture 
his motive, why he makes that choice.  And we know the answer 
to the inevitable question of why he didn’t choose everyone, the 
humble question of why did he choose me and not someone else 
who is not a Christian?  There is a clear, one-word answer to that 
question of why.  There is a clear, one-word definition of the 
ground and foundation of predestination.   It is the word grace!  
And as Christians, that grace of God shown to us is the reason 
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we ought to be so filled with gratitude and thanksgiving.
Eph. 1:3  “Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus 

Christ, who has blessed us with every spiritual blessing in the 
heavenly places in Christ, 4 just as He chose us in Him before the 
foundation of the world, that we should be holy and without blame 
before Him in love, 5 having predestined us to adoption as sons 
by Jesus Christ to Himself, according to the good pleasure of His 
will, 6 to the praise of the glory of His grace, by which He made 
us accepted in the Beloved.”

To the praise of the glory of his grace!  That will be my focus in 
any conversation I have with people struggling to understand or 
even accept this doctrine, as it was the focus of my mind when I 
first considered seriously this passage in Ephesians 1.  I hesitated 
believing in predestination for a short while.  It seemed too foreign 
an idea to be possible.  But as I understand the meaning of grace, 
I came to understand that this was the only way I would have 
been saved.  For God loved me before I ever loved him.  And that 
idea resonated in my mind. 

That’s God’s perfect path of salvation.  It begins with his 
choice, a choice of love, his personal choice to love me, 
“according to the good pleasure of His will, 6 to the praise of the 
glory of His grace.”  Then the second step, which is also a work of 
God, but an evident and obvious one so that we can know those 
whom he has chosen.

v.30  “Moreover whom He predestined, these He also called.”

B. God’s effectual calling of his people.
I’ve already made reference to this idea of calling, what we 

identify as effectual calling to emphasis what is plain in the Bible, 
that when God calls someone to salvation, that means he brings it 
about.  He changes their heart, gives them a new heart.  He 
enables them to see and to hear, and to believe.  And so they do!

Thus as I’ve already noted, this idea of calling is a word used 
to define the whole of our salvation. 

Eph. 4:1  “I, therefore, the prisoner of the Lord, beseech you to 
walk worthy of the calling with which you were called.”

Then, as we have studied in previous weeks in this book of 
Romans, there is,

C. God’s work of justification.
The judicial decree by which our sins are forgiven.  And more 

than that, Jesus’ own perfect righteousness is credited to us.  So 
not only are we declared to be “not guilty” before the judge, but 
we are then also declared to be righteous!  Jesus’ righteousness 
is credited to us, imputed to us.  And we are received by God as 
righteous in his sight.  

And then, the climax.  The ultimate goal and purpose arising 
out of the exercise of God’s grace in predestination.  The ultimate 
definition of what it means for all things to work together for good.  
This is the greatest good you could possibly imagine.  Verse 30, 
those “whom He justified, these He also glorified.”  It is,

D. God’s promise of future glory. 
All things do “work together for good to those who love God, to 

those who are the called according to His purpose.”  Because this 
is his purpose, that you who believe in Jesus, you who love God 
and show yourselves to be those whom God has chosen, you will 
be glorified.  You will be made perfect in glory, body and soul.  
Perfect in glory.  You will be like Jesus, conformed to his image.

And that is the foundation for the encouragement Paul gives in 
the rest of this great chapter that we will study in the coming 
couple of weeks.

Phil. 1:6  “He who has begun a good work in you will complete 
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it until the day of Jesus Christ.”

v.30 “Moreover who he predestined…these He also glorified.”

Paul is so certain of that that he writes it in the past tense, as if 
it has already taken place.  So sure and certain is his promise.

We will go on in the weeks to come to see how that promise is 
of such encouragement to us in the daily distress of life in this 
age, but for today, may this plain and simple promise of God be 
yours.  May this confidence be yours.  May you know what Paul 
knows.

v.28  “And we know that all things work together for good to 
those who love God, to those who are the called according to His 
purpose.”
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