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Introduction
This weekend we’ve been thinking about Christian hope: the cast-iron certainty that God loves us, plans to bless us, and one day will make us like Jesus, so that we enjoy perfect physical life with him as his brothers and sisters forever – and there is absolutely nothing anyone can do (including us) to prevent this plan or stop God’s love that drives it.
Each time we’ve tried to note that it’s not easy maintaining such hope: our on-going sin tends to erode it (Is God really at work within me?). Life in a falling-apart world tends to erode it (Is God really going to bring it all together?). And the seeming chaos of life makes us wonder if God is really in control.
And we’ve tried to address these honestly, not least because there are answers that we can talk back to our hearts with. And that’s also true with another thing that tends to erode our Christian hope, which I’m going to call ‘setbacks to the gospel’.
The Bible claims that the big story of the world is God is gathering a people to himself. And we heard yesterday from people we interviewed that it’s this hope that energises folk to go to Barrow or Carlisle, Kendal, Morecombe, Toxteth.
But here’s the thing: if that is God’s purpose, why would the church be declining in places like the West? That it is declining is indisputable. Of course, individual churches are growing and today is always a good day to share the gospel. But if you want to read more on this, read John Stevens’ book. Or read the news, which is full of Christians facing discrimination, hostility and even hot persecution.
So is the big story of the Bible true? Are we on the right side of history? What is going on? Well, I love the way Romans 8 finishes – with five unanswerable questions. 
My wife, Alice, is a barrister and she would say that the trick with cross-examining is to ask a series of questions where there really can be only one answer - and this leads the witness to affirm something that they might not otherwise have done so. When she’s caught them contradicting herself, rather cruelly her final question is often, ‘So, would you like to tell the court whether you are lying now, or were lying in your signed witness statement?’ Barristers aren’t always the most constructive people to talk to! 
Well, at the end of Romans 8 the Apostle Paul has his own series of questions to which there is only one answer. But his purpose is not to trap us, but to give us the most bulletproof hope. So let me run through them. First, from v31,
(1) If God is for us, who can be against?
This is an argument from God’s power. It’s saying that if God has purposed something, nothing is going to prevent it.
So we can line up all the things that cause us to worry about whether our hope is well founded: the mood of the government, the slant of the media, the attitude of our local schools, the rulings of judges. And we can take sober stock of the tiny size of our church, the limited reach of Evangelicalism, and so on. And we don’t need to pretend about these things. 
But then we look at God. And what God says to Job comes to mind: ‘Where were you when I laid the earth’s foundation?’ That’s perspective, isn’t it? The cultural changes that are sweeping through the United Kingdom. You know they are just passing shadows, don’t you? When people, for instance, redefine marriage or gender, you don’t think they really are redefining these things, do you? Really in terms of human history, these are just passing shadows – and it’s not fun being under the shadow, but let’s not see it for any more substantial than it is.
God has a purpose, to gather a people to himself. And we by grace are part of that people. By grace he is for us. It is his purpose to bless us. Tell me, who can stop that? Second question, from v32:
(2) He who did not spare his Son, how will he not also graciously give us all things?
That phrase, ‘did not spare him’ might put our minds on a certain track, because it’s a phrase used in the story of Abraham and Isaac. And it’s one of the strangest stories in the Bible, because in it God tells Abraham to do something that everywhere else in the Bible we’re told he detests: namely offer a human sacrifice.  
Here’s the story: we’re told that God wanted to put Abraham’s faith  to the test. So he said to him, ‘Take your son, your only son, whom you love – Isaac – and go to the region of Moriah. Sacrifice him there as a burnt offering on a mountain I will show you.’
And for Abraham those must have been the most painful words he ever heard in his life, because his very identity depended on this son. It’s not just that Isaac himself was dear to him, or that Abraham and Sarah had waited for and prayed for this son for most of their lives. God had made to Abraham promises of a people, a place, the whole world being saved through him, which depended entirely on Isaac, and Abraham had built his life on those promises: he’d left his family, his home and everything he knew for this.
So when God called Abraham to sacrifice Isaac, God was calling him to cut his own heart in two. Can we imagine that long day with his son, loading the donkey, cutting the wood, climbing the hill, fielding Isaac’s questions? Can we even dimly imagine the pain Abraham went through?
But he was willing. And it was the great sign of his faith in God and God’s goodness. So at the end, as God stayed Abraham’s hand from bringing the knife down and provided a lamb in Isaac’s place, God could say, ‘Now I know (for sure) that you love me, you truly love me, for you have not spared your son, your only son, but were willing to give him up for me.’
And friends, v32 says that is how to look at the cross. We can look at Jesus as the true and better Isaac and we can look at God the father as the true and better Abraham. And we can look at his love to us as absolutely proven. 
For he too had one son, only he had known and loved and received perfect love from him for all eternity. And he sent this son into the world and had to watch for three and thirty years his son’s long walk to a cross-marked hill outside Jerusalem.
He had to listen to his son in the garden, pleading with him that the cup be taken away. He had to watch Judas lead the mob to Jesus, the clank of armour and swords and spears and cudgels. He had to endure them tieing Jesus up, spitting on him, hitting him in the face, whipping him, laughing at him, scourging him with bone and metal, stripping him, nailing him to a cross – knowing that at any moment he could send 10,000 angels and stop it.
He had to watch his son hang there and suffocate. And then he had to do something even worse: he had to turn his back on him. He was his only son.
And they both of them did it for love for you and me. So God said to Abraham, ‘Now I know that you love me, you truly love me, because you were willing to give up your son.’ But how much more can we say to God, ‘Now we know that you love us, for you did not just risk your son, you gave him up for us all.’
And the argument of v32 is from the greater to the lesser. Imagine you are very wealthy and you have a daughter engaged to a nice guy – and they don’t have two pennies to rub together. And this is your only daughter and when it comes to the wedding you somewhat lose all perspective. You say, ‘Honey, let’s push the boat out. I’ve hired the most expensive wedding planner in the world and I’ve written her a blank cheque to lay on the best celebration she’s ever put on. She’s going to hire St Paul’s Cathedral and the Savoy hotel for after. She’s booked you a one month honeymoon in a nine star hotel in the Seychelles. And I’ve paid for it all up front.’
And now imagine your daughter saying, ‘Mum/Dad, that’s amazing. But we can’t go ahead, because I’ve just realized I don’t have money for some shoes.’ What would you say? And so what does our Father say to us, having given his only Son for us?
Do you honestly think that if you lack something, that is not for your good? Or if you have something you’d rather not have, that is not for your good – when this is your Father?
(3) Who will bring any charge?
And now we come to what Jesus’ death on the cross achieved. The verse speaks of a charge, and in a sense we do well to fear a charge against us. 
There is in all of us a deep instinct to seek to justify ourselves. We want to prove ourselves to be in the right, we want to win the argument, we hate to be caught out. It’s almost as if our whole life we are on trial. 
The Bible says that we feel that way because objectively it’s true: one day we must appear in God’s court. And he is a just God. And on that day Satan (the word means ‘accuser’) will bring a long charge sheet against each one of us – a list of things we have done but shouldn’t and should have done but failed to. And in the deepest level of our subconscious we know this; and that’s why everyone is so busy trying to prepare their defence: gathering achievements for that day to show off to God, and gathering witnesses for that day to say, ‘He’s not such a bad fellow …’.
But we all know it’s not enough. And merely being assured of God’s power (v31) and God’s love (v32) is not enough to give us hope – if we know that we must also encounter God’s justice – and fear that we are on the wrong side of it and there is a prosecutor out to get us.
But the good news of v33 is that God has found a way. He can say of me (for instance), ‘Brian (, you are OK by me. You’re in the right. I’m pleased with you. You are justified in my sight.’ And he’s found a way of doing that without in any way lying or compromising on his perfect justice, through the cross. 
For Jesus, who lived the perfect life credits that life to us, and on the cross pays for the wicked lives that we have lived. And because God is just, he cannot punish the same sins twice. So now God’s justice works not against us but for us. And we can boldly come into God’s courtroom, which now is a family room, and say, ‘Father, I belong here, because there are my sins paid for and here is my perfect life.’
And really the trial is essentially over – already. The only Judge who matters is the one has already justified us. But Paul’s not done yet: v34
(4) Who is he that condemns? 
‘Christ Jesus, who died – more than that, who was raised to life – is at the right hand of God and is also interceding for us.’
I love the facts here: he died, he was raised, he is at the right hand of God, and what is he doing now? He is praying for us. We read of the Spirit praying for us earlier in the chapter, and now the Son. Talk about friends in high places. 
I like to imagine that within the infinite Godhead, a God of unlimited love and capacity, there is a kind of conversation moment by moment about me, about you – where the Father, the Son and the Spirit are intimately involved in working all things for our good.
It is the ultimate inner ring. And we have our man (Jesus, one of us) in that circle, always making our case – as if he needed to, which he doesn’t because the Father is already for us. And this God runs the universe. Do you see how very safe we are?
God’s power, God’s love, God’s justice, God’s Son. But there’s one more basis for our assurance that this passage brings – and is what speaks to the apparent backward steps of the gospel. And that is God’s honesty. Bear with me on this one. v35
(5) Who shall separate us from the love of Christ?
‘Shall trouble or hardship or persecution or famine or nakedness or danger or sword? As it is written:
“For your sake we face death all day long;
    we are considered as sheep to be slaughtered.”’
In verses 35-39 the emphasis is on the love of God: three times, at the start, middle and end. But in the midst we get this stuff about trouble. And v35 is by no means some kind of rhetorical flourish.
55 times the word ‘trouble’ is used in the New Testament – I think always relating to what Christians face.
Hardship: here’s Paul in Acts 14: ‘Then they returned to Lystra, Iconium and Antioch, strengthening the disciples and encouraging them to remain true to the faith. “We must go through many hardships to enter the kingdom of God,” they said.’
Persecution: Paul in 2 Timothy 3:12 – here’s a nice Bible promise to stick on your wall: ‘Anyone who wants to live a godly life will be persecuted…’
Famine: in Acts the first Christians endured a severe one. Nakedness and danger: Paul himself experienced for following Jesus. The sword: tradition says that’s how he died.
And maybe you think, ‘This is a funny sort of love of God to show!’ And yes, I suppose it is. It is not, as we commonly suppose, a sentimental love of all hugs and kisses or an indulgent love of ‘I just want you to be happy’. This love is different: it is purposeful, long-sighted, tenacious and not least willing to allow his people to go through bad things.
v36 draws this out with a quotation from Psalm 44. And I think it will help us to turn it up now.
[Read v1-3]. This is the nation of Israel, God’s people, speaking of victories and triumphs in the past. And v4-6 ascribe confidence in God to do the same in their day: [Read].
But v9 [Read v9-16]. And it seems so pointless – it seems like no good can come of it. v17 [Read v17-22].
The commentator, Derek Kidner writes: ‘The suffering of God’s people here is not a punishment so much as a battle-scar. It is the price of loyalty in a world at war with God.’ That’s what the list in v35 was – and that’s what I guess many of us experience in our lives – the price of loyalty in a world at war with God. So the Psalmist ends: v23 [Read v23-26].
Do you see? It’s not love or suffering; love or setbacks to the progress of the gospel. It’s love and suffering; love in the context of setbacks to the progress of the gospel.
But here is what we can tell ourselves: that if God has told us the truth from the very start about one of them, don’t you think he is about the other? God being honest like this about what we should expect hardly helps him sell faith in Jesus, does it? But for those who do trust him, what assurance it can bring. 
We are in the grip of one who loves us – not a sentimental love, not an indulgent love – a love that is deeper, higher, wider and longer, sovereign in fact, with eternal purposes. And if you dare to hope in anything in this world, put your hope in that. 
Conclusion
I want to close with a story I heard Tim Keller once tell. Tim Keller is a Christian pastor and writer who has been a help to many of us in things like church planting. And much of his experience came from himself planting a church in New York. 
But I’d never really heard how he got there. Now he would say he only really thought of planting a church because the Presbyterian denomination to which he belonged was very into it.
And the only reason he was a Presbyterian was that in his last term at theological college he was taught by a Presbyterian – the only one in that theological college. And that Presbyterian was at the college because at the last minute he’d been granted a visa for that term. And the only reason he’d been granted a visa was because the college principal had been praying about it with a student, whose father happened to be President of the United States. And Gerald Ford was only President because the previous one, Nixon, had had to resign. And the reason he’d had to resign was because of Watergate. And the reason Watergate blew up was because a cleaner happened to find a recording device in an office. And the only reason she spotted the bug was because a door that was normally shut had been left open a couple of inches. So, did you follow that? Two inches of door leads to us blessed by Redeemer Presbyterian Church. 
Now friends, we’ve only got two options for understanding this. Either we can say it is all chaos. There is no meaning to your life or mine but what we invent for them. Nothing is solid, nothing is secure. There is no love at the heart of the universe.
Or we can bow before this awesome God, who is so wise, so loving, so in control of the details that he can use two inches of door and a whole US Government to put one person or another exactly where he wants them. Which means he has put you exactly where he wants you. And he has a good purpose for your life.
Which do you want to believe? Because in the light of his power, his love, his justice, his son and his honesty, I’m going to go with v37: 
‘No, in all these things[even gospel setbacks] we are more than conquerors through him who loved us. For I am convinced that neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons, neither the present nor the future, nor any powers, neither height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord.’
Let’s pray.
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