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Read Romans 8.22-31 aloud. Pause. Read the
text once more, slowly.
According to Paul, in what ways is God present
in our times of difficulty and distress? Seek to
find as many ways as possible.
Do any of these ways surprise you? Could you
explain?
What do you think people understand about God
being present in times of difficulty and distress?
In what ways, if any, do their actions reveal
these beliefs?
Consider the various ways Paul has said God
is present and read Romans 8.31 aloud. What
deeper or new weight, if any, does this verse bear
for you? Could you elaborate?
How might the experience of difficulty change in
light of God’s presence?
Experiencing any difference in our periods

I am for you
Connecting:
45 minutes
(The

following questions are intended to provide your
group with a way of connecting with one another so that
you might partner in the work

•
•
•

God

is doing in your lives.)

In what ways did God move in your life this week? In
what ways did you respond to him?
What was your biggest challenge this week? In what
ways, if any, did you invite God into this challenge?
How honest have you been with us?
(Graciously thank group members for their
honesty if they state they have held back.)

Getting Started:
10 minutes

•

is difficult, filled with the periodic, and
sometimes constant experience of hurt and pain.
When life hurts, do you find it easier or more
difficult to see God at work in your life? Could
you elaborate?

•
•
•

•

Life

Diving Into the Text:
60 minutes
(The following questions are intended to provide your group with a
simple road map through the text. Feel free to use these questions in ways
that best fit your group and the dynamics of your own meeting.)

•
•

the notes, discuss the concept of
predestination. Try to avoid dogmatic positions,
acknowledging that the idea itself involves
God’s gracious movement in ways beyond our
understanding.

of distress rests upon the ability to see and
experience God in these times. What might
noticing God in these seasons look like? Consider
the option provided in the Real life for you
section. What might this practice look like in
your life? What, if anything, keeps you from

•

seeking to notice God?

very idea of an eternal and powerful divinity making plans

Consider closing by engaging in the recommended
noticing exercise coupled with a prayer of thanks.

and purposes which far exceed our own makes the possibility

understand what he has revealed because God is not limited to

Predestination

Predestination is the biblical teaching
that our sovereign God who is eternal and all-powerful
doctrine of

establishes and executes his plans and purposes which
far exceed any which people might devise.

God’s purposes and use of predestination

difficult at best. We are only able to know God’s plans insofar
as he reveals them, and even then many times we struggle to

Context and Background
The

of understanding

The

classic

formulations of this doctrine are found in the writings
of Augustine of Hippo and John Calvin, although various
patristic, medieval, reformation, and modern scholars have
also written upon the topic. This doctrine offers many
vexing logical difficulties which in turn bring about severe
pastoral difficulties, particularly in comforting those who

have experienced bereavement or trauma. This has led to
much debate and conflict over the doctrine with some

Christians rejecting it outright in any form. For instance,
John Wesley the founder of Methodism rejected all forms
of this doctrine and Martin Luther, though strong in his
feelings that the doctrine was biblical, rejected stronger
forms like those found in the writings of Augustine and
Calvin.
On the widest level, predestination is God’s gracious
ordering of all that comes to pass (Ephesians 1.11, 22;
Psalm 2). In a narrow view, predestination involves God’s
choosing of a select people for himself. Some scholars have
associated the doctrine of reprobation, the willful leaving
of people in Sin (Romans 8.29-30), with this narrow view
because it reflects the logical opposite end of the continuum,
but one need not do so as this creates numerous logical and
biblical conundrums involving the availability of redemption
and the sufficiency of Christ’s sacrifice on the cross.

Part of the difficulty with predestination is that while it is
clearly found in both the Old and New Testaments, there
is no single word used to speak of the concept. Sometimes
the concept refers to God’s gracious ordering as calling,
counseling, foreknowing, or conscious choosing (Jeremiah
49.20; 50.45; Isaiah 14.24; Numbers 16.5, 7; Ezekiel
20.5; Romans 8.29-30; Ephesians 1.5, 11; Matthew
24.22; Colossians 3.12). Because there is no single word,
there exists no single semantic range upon which to build

an understanding of the concept, but rather, interpreters
must seek to find common themes across these various
texts, each having its own unique context. Second, the

that which bounds us, such as physics, logic, time and space.

Perhaps the greatest difficulty with the wider understanding
of predestination occurs when one pushes the doctrine to
its logical end which leads to a deterministic position which

borders on fate. God becomes the author of evil and every
trauma endured by humanity. This engenders a sense of

helplessness in people and directly contradicts God’s gracious
and merciful nature. No good solution exists for this position
other than to acknowledge that God is good and that he is
graciously ordering events in a way that exceeds our ability to

understand, and to acknowledge that while God can control
everything, at times he does limit himself which means that in

the case of trauma and evil we may be experiencing the logical
results of Sin and not

God’s will. However, this position

creates its own dilemmas which are taken up in debates
concerning the nature of evil (Theodicy).

The

greatest difficulty with the narrow understanding of

predestination occurs when one entertains any version of the

doctrine of reprobation. Any understanding of predestination
linked with reprobation creates a God who willfully creates

Hell.
Theologian Karl Barth sought to resolve this by arguing
that God has “chosen” or predestined all people for salvation.
However, while assuaging our conscious of serving a cruel
God, this position directly contradicts texts like Romans
8.29-30. Perhaps a better position is found in the Old
Testament presentation of God choosing Israel. In the Old
Testament, God chose an entire people, apart from any merit
on their own, and ensured their redemption so that through
them God might reach and bless the rest of humanity (Genesis
12.1-3; Deuteronomy 7.6-10). In this view, election has to
do with redemption and it does involve God willingly choosing
some people for redemption. However, it avoids the issues
of reprobation because it demonstrates that God’s choosing
people only to willfully punish them eternally in

involves a wider desire to redeem all of creation and his

willingness to work through humanity to do this. This view
is possible when surveying the Scriptures as a whole and not

just building an understanding of predestination solely upon
the writings of Paul.

The Text

where they have tasted what is coming but are left waiting

Romans 8.22-31: God is there in the pain
Romans 8 marks an important transition in Paul’s letter,
moving the discussion from humanity under the power of

Sin

to humanity being renewed by the

Holy Spirit. Life

with the Spirit frees one from the condemnation deserved
under Sin

(Romans 8.1) and frees one from old patterns

of being so that a new life patterned on the life of Christ
might be taken up (Romans 8.2-17). The good news is that
those who are led by the Spirit in this manner will one

day share in the glory of Christ himself, the overarching
theme of the entire chapter, people experiencing the glory
of God. However, Paul notes that those who take up the
life of

Christ

experience the fullness of his life which

included suffering. Paul does not touch upon the reason for
suffering although he will later make allusions to the Fall

(Genesis 3). What he does say is that believers should not
expect to live lives free from suffering. They are pursuing
the life of Christ. Christ suffered. Therefore, they too
will suffer (Romans 8.17). These sufferings involve more
than periodic trials but involve the common sufferings of

humanity: bereavement, financial setbacks, trauma, and
frustration.

The experience of suffering is not limited to humanity but
extends to the entirety of creation. At this point, Paul
appears to allude to God’s cursing of the earth (Genesis
3.17-18), a point which is underscored with his allusion
to pains of childbirth (Romans 8.22; Genesis 3.16). When
humanity fell, God linked creation to the experience of
humanity under Sin. There has been some debate as to God’s
reasoning but it likely involves God’s desire to place creation
under humanity’s care and dominion (Genesis 1.26).
Paul describes the suffering of both creation and
humanity as groaning, a word which implies deep internal
frustration, an internal sigh beyond words. He notes that
this deep frustration is felt by those who have the firstfruits

of the Spirit, a phrase which refers to the initial experience
of redemption, the very possession and sealing by the Holy

Spirit (Ephesians 1.13-14). Having the Spirit, believers
know that life is meant to be more and that this more

involves the complete redemption of their bodies, a complete
renewal of the moral, spiritual, and physical dimensions.

This is the hope (assurance of a certain future) possessed
by believers, but it is just that, a hope. By definition, hope
is something which is yet to come, not something presently
had. Therefore, believers are caught in an in-between state

for its fullness, a waiting marked by deep pain and frustration
in life.

Ever the pastor, Paul moves to provide comfort to those who
experience this now-but-not yet way of life. His comfort
consists of the assurance that God is present in this struggle,
particularly in the experience of pain. Paul notes that the
Spirit helps “in the same way.” The most logical antecedent
is the reference to sighing, the deep pain and frustration
believers feel, a point emphasized in the following reference
to the Spirit’s sighing. With this phrase, Paul makes an
incredible claim concerning the Holy Spirit, one not commonly
found. This claim is that the Holy Spirit which possesses the
believers has so united himself with them that he feels their
pain. This is more than an empathy but a literal sharing in

the experience. As believers are deeply frustrated and pained
by the difficulty of life, so too does the Spirit feel and
share in this experience. However, more than just sharing in

this experience, the Spirit moves to help. While the normal
experiences of life often leave the believer muddled in their
thinking, unsure of the “best” solution to ask of God, the Holy

Spirit knows the very will of the Father for people and his
groaning involves a deep intercession beyond words for the
accomplishment of this will in the life of believers. What Paul
claims here about the

Holy Spirit is simply amazing, for he

claims not only that the creator of the universe shares our

pain, thus understanding our dilemma, but he knows and calls
out for the solution in ways we cannot even imagine. Simply
put, he wants what is best for us.

Paul continues that the Father knows and understands the
desires of the Spirit and works in conjunction with the desires
of the Spirit in every circumstance for the good (redemptive
purpose) of those who are in relationship with him. This is
not a statement that God understands all situations to be
good, but is a declaration of God’s redemptive activity in
every situation. While Paul’s claim is encouraging on its face,
experience seems to dictate otherwise. Believers often see no
purpose or presence of God in the bitterness of daily life.
Paul understands this and notes that God’s purposes extend
beyond the present experience of the believer. God’s activity
and presence began in God’s gracious choosing of the believer
for redemption and then bringing about the first parts of this
redemption as he called and justified them. These actions,
fully reliant upon the powerful sovereignty of

God speak

to the certainty of God finishing his work of fully redeeming
the believer, bringing them to the experience of glory. Thus,

the believer has assurance that God is working and will
work redemptively in the present by looking and seeing his
redemptive present in the past.

Real life with Blake:
This past year has been the hardest year of my life. I
believe I have said that before, but I didn’t know what I
was talking about. I spent the better part of the past year
being a single dad because of Rachel’s three surgeries,
two on her back, even as I wrestled with my own declining
mobility as I experienced the onset of Still’s Disease and
its vicious partner, inflammatory arthritis. Just this
past week, I had to buy a “walking stick”—I am not yet
ready to say “cane”—to help me walk on my less-thanbetter days. Needless to say, I have had my moments of
discouragement over the preceding months. I won’t say
I was despondent, but some days despair looked like the
only viable option. Deep inside, I longed, and still long
for something different. I want to feel whole, strong,
to run again. That these are gone hurts in a way that
is beyond description. Perhaps you know what this hurt
feels like even if you can’t describe it. We all do. You
don’t have to have been diagnosed with a degenerative
arthritis or had the bad run of cards I have to hurt in
this manner. Life just happens, and life is hard for all
of us, and it hurts. The question is, particularly in these
seasons, where is God? Where is God when it hurts?
I am learning to understand that God is with me, there,
even when it hurts. That I hurt in a way I cannot describe
does not mean God has left me. Hurting like this is part
of living in a fallen world. Jesus hurt like this. We want
to be like him. So, should we be surprised that we too
hurt? However, God is with us in our hurt, and not just
with us. God is part of our hurt. What I mean is, God
has so united himself with us that he feels what we feel.
He shares our pain. He is so with us that he wants to
experience life with us, to share the load. This sharing
of the load is not about making it lighter or having the
ability to understand our pain. His sharing of the load
enables him to know what is needed the most, and he
begins to work for what is needed the most, even when
I can’t see it. That I am a child of God demonstrates the
active work of redemption on my behalf, a redemption
which involves my body and not just my soul. So, the God
who has worked is therefore still working. If I will pay
attention, careful attention, I can see him, working in my
hurt, for my good.

Real life with You:
In the famous words of M. Scot Peck, “Life is difficult.”
In our lives, we are met by an assortment of difficulties
ranging from the mildly frustrating to the deeply
traumatic. Many times these difficulties surprise us,
although a careful consideration of the life of Christ
and our desire to take up his life should remind us that
Jesus experienced more than his share of difficulties.
Remember the cross? So, difficulty and the hurt it brings
about is a part of life, but we long for it to be different.
In our longing, we often want to know what God is doing
about it.
The truth is that God is there, with us, in our hurt. He
has so united himself with us that he shares our pain and
works for the full redemption of our bodies, not just our
souls. It is perhaps in our moments of greatest difficulty
that we can see him at work if we are willing to look.
So, how do we go about looking? The easiest way is to
look backwards rather than trying to catch him in the
moment, though this is possible when you have practiced
looking long enough. Consider ending your day by setting
aside 10 minutes to be quiet and alone. When you settle
yourself, consider asking God to show you where he
was throughout your day. It might surprise you that
experiences from the day will come to mind, a smile from
a friend, a small kindness from a stranger, the laughter
of a child. These and many others will begin to parade
through your mind, a series of “I was there, and there,
and there” moments. This is not a time for the conviction
of Sin, although you may feel a sense of condemnation.
These feelings are not of God as he does not condemn us
(Romans 8.1). Thank God for showing up and for being
part of your day. The more you do this the more you will
begin to notice that God shows up even when you hurt,
or perhaps especially when you hurt.
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