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We are coming off of an incredible weekend last weekend as 42 NCCers went public with their faith in baptism!  What an incredible expression of God’s grace! I was so thrilled that several hundred of you came out and were part of that event. If you missed it, I can’t wait for you to see the video, but I thought maybe we should take a moment and just congratulate those who got baptized and celebrate what God is doing.
There is no greater joy than seeing God transform one person’s life and He is doing it one at a time. Each one of us is a trophy of God’s grace. I’m so excited about what the Lord is doing.

We are going to jump into the series we’ve been in for six or seven weeks called ‘More Than Conquerors’ from Romans 8. Our goal is not to get through this chapter, our goal is to get this chapter through us. We are about to get to the end of it. One of my favorite phrases in the Bible: we are more than conquerors.  But this weekend, we are in Romans 8:28. I believe it is one of the greatest promises in the entire Bible.

Romans 8:28


And we know that in all things, God works for the good of those who love Him, who have been called according to his purpose, for those God foreknew, He also predestined to be conformed to the image of his Son, that He might be the firstborn among many brothers and sisters, and those He predestined, He also called, those He called, He also justified, those He justified, He also glorified.

Let me come right out and say it because while this is one of the greatest promises in the Bible, I also think it is one of the most misinterpreted, misquoted and misapplied. In fact, some people can use this verse of Scripture in a way that it wasn’t intended and it can produce tremendous shame or frustration even guilt in the person hearing it.  Here’s what this verse does not say.  It does not say that all things are good. Not everything that happens is good. 

Ten days ago in Colorado, there was a shooting in a movie theater and if you are anything like me, you can’t stop thinking about it. It was beyond sad. How can something like that happen? There is nothing good about what happened in that movie theater ten days ago. 

This does not say that all things are good. The truth is, bad things happen to good people. This week was a normal week for me where I encountered a lot of situations in a lot of people’s lives that aren’t good. A few minutes before service, I bumped into a friend of mine who is homeless. He spends his days on crutches, missing the lower part of one of his legs. Over the years, we’ve had wonderful conversations. I love this guy. I love his spirit. He has a great heart and a great outlook on life. He caught me and said, ‘Pastor, I feel like I’m under a cloud. I feel like I’m cursed. I feel like the enemy is coming after me and I don’t know what to do.’  And it one of those deals where I don’t always know what to say but for what it’s worth, I felt like the Lord gave me a little word and I said, ‘I’ve been there too and I don’t have all the answers but here’s what I know, every day I’ve got to go back to the foot of the cross and remind myself that God loves me enough to send his Son, his sinless Son, to die for me and I need to be reminded that my sins are nailed to that cross and that even if everything is going wrong, I have the righteousness of Christ in my life.’

And I got a letter from someone that is battling cancer, and the family is trying to rally around, but it is tough. And a letter from someone who sent me a video of someone who shared their testimony and somehow the Lord used a book I wrote to minister to this girl in this cage of shame she had been in and she shared about being sexually abused as a young girl and how it was so hard to forgive and overcome that, but how the Lord has brought healing to her and brought wholeness to her. Then I got an email from a couple that I married many moons ago and they wanted to let me know that they are getting divorced. 

So this week, I encountered these situations and the question is – how do you juxtapose that reality with this verse? Well, again, not all things are good. Listen, bad things happen. I feel like sometimes we blame God, but let’s be very careful right here because I know that you might be thinking to yourself, if God is good and God is sovereign, then why do these things happen. And the Bible has an answer for that. We live in a fallen world and God has given us free will. I don’t really know how else to say this but sinful people do sinful things, and sometimes good people suffer the consequences for it. 
There are lots of categories here and I don’t have time to get into all of them but I do want to tell you that I do believe that God is good and I do believe that in all things, God can take what is bad, what is evil, what is wrong, and somehow, if we submit to Him, He can take those things that are bad and bring something good out of them. It doesn’t mean that those things were good, but God can bring good out of them.

Every year, I celebrate two birthdays. One is November 5th, the day I was born. The other one is July 23rd, that’s the day I should’ve died. If you’ve been a part of NCC, you’ve heard this once or twice. But for me, July 23rd is probably the most significant day on the calendar because it was 12 years ago on July 23rd when I got up on a Sunday morning with severe abdominal pain. I could barely get to church. I got up to try to preach and got one sentence out and ended up doubled over in pain. I literally walked out of the Union Station movie theater doubled over and went to the doctor and the doctor put me in an ambulance and sent me to the hospital. I ended up in the emergency room at Washington Hospital. Here’s the deal, I had been to the doctor four times that week but they didn’t take me seriously. It wasn’t really a misdiagnosis, they just didn’t believe that anything could be seriously wrong with me, so they failed to give me the testing or the exams that they should have. So by the time Sunday evening rolled around, at midnight, they put me in an MRI and it revealed that my intestines had ruptured and that my body was literally being poisoned to death. At 2:00 a.m. a surgeon came in and I was practically unconscious from the pain. I don’t know if you’ve ever been where you want to be here for my loved ones but God I wouldn’t mind dying right now! The pain was so severe and the doctors came in and I could tell by the look in his eye, it was serious and he said they were going to take me in for surgery. I couldn’t even react to it. Lora had been there all night but had gone home because we had Parker and Summer, who were young at the time. We didn’t think it was anything that dramatic and the next thing I know, I’m in surgery and then on a respirator for two days. I have no recollection of those two days. My intestines are literally outside my body as I try to fight for my life. In retrospect, it is interesting to me that the doctor who did the surgery, his name, I saw it on his little name lapel, was spelled J-E-S-U-S. Undoubtedly pronounced Hesus but I took a little bit of comfort in that. So somehow God spared my life. When I say I should have died, that was the medical prognosis and if anything had gone differently, I very well could have died at Washington Hospital Center 12 years ago. I lost 25 pounds in a week and that was the beginning of the longest year of my life. The doctors needed to do a colostomy because they had to cut out a foot of my intestines and that entire year was really spent either preparing for or recovering from surgery. It was so hard emotionally, physically, even spiritually, it was like, God how could this happen? Then at the end of the day, I’m left with a scar the length of my abdomen. I was say that July 23rd, 2000 was probably the worst day of my life. 12 years later, I would say that July 23rd, 2000, hands down, the best day of my life! Would I ever want to go through it again? No! I wouldn’t wish it on my worst enemy but I wouldn’t trade it for anything in the world. Why? God did some things in my life through that experience that brought me closer to Him, that I think made me more like Him. I think God began to form some character in me and began to help me understand my raw dependence upon Him. I remember going home the first night and going into my kids’ rooms as they slept and thinking ‘I can’t believe that my kids were almost without a dad.’  And I think it was just because I was thinking about it, I mean, I’ve driven by Washington Hospital Center hundreds of times, but on Thursday night, I drove by with Parker, we had just gone to see a movie and on the way back happened to be going down Michigan Avenue and I almost started bawling while driving the car. I had to fight back the emotion and I don’t even know what it was, but I said to Parker, ‘Parker, your dad almost died here.’ And then it hit me and I think it is because I’m enjoying being a dad so much right now. It is pure joy watching my kids as they get a little bit older and grow up and as I see them make some choices. There are frustrations but it is joy at seeing my kids grow up. It is weird and maybe as a dad I shouldn’t have even said this to my son but it just popped into my mind, I said, ‘Parker, if I had died, you wouldn’t have ever even known or remembered your dad.’  It was like this moment. Summer certainly wouldn’t have because she is a year and a half younger and Josiah wouldn’t even exist!  That would stink!  
I don’t know how to say this but I’ve found some of the worst things that happen to us can, over time, if we allow God to work his purposes, become some of the best things that have ever happened to us. Am I saying that those things are good? No! What I am saying is that we know that in all things, God works for good for those who love Him and are called according to his purpose. Do we believe it or not? Do we believe God is good? Do we believe that God has a purpose? Do we believe that He is working his purpose or not?
Now the words here ‘work together’ is a Greek word where we get our English word ‘synergy.’ It is this idea of different elements coming together that somehow have a catalytic reaction that produces something positive.  Maybe this example would help. Sodium chloride. Individually, those two elements are actually pretty dangerous in the wrong form for the wrong quantities, but you put those two things together and you have a nice steak right here and you shake that little sodium chloride shaker and you get something worth chewing on! Salt is awesome! I love it. Same thing with this, how many of you have ever sat down and asked for a cup of flour?  But you love sugar too so give me a couple of cups of sugar. Then, oh, and raw eggs and pure oil. Give me a swig of oil. All of those things individually are terrible, right! But I love cake! And I love cookies! I love what happens when those things work together to create something else. I think sometimes when we are in a difficult season or when something bad happens, we become microscopic.  We become so focused on what’s happening and what we don’t like about it that it is very difficult for us to get any kind of perspective and see what it is that the Lord might be doing. But if we could back up, what we would see is that sometimes God is working these things together in a way that will serve his purposes.  There are some lessons that can only be learned and there is some character that can only be formed in those difficult situations. We’ll talk more about that in just a moment.

 Dr. Martin Seligman wrote a book that I read seven or eight years ago called Learned Optimism. In that book, he talked about this idea of an explanatory style. He said all of us have one. An explanatory style is the manner in which you habitually explain to yourself why events happen. Stick with me because I think this is significant. You are going out on a date and you get to the restaurant at 7:00 pm sharp and you are waiting for your girlfriend but she doesn’t show up. 10, 20, 30 minutes, what do you do? You start formulating explanations for why she isn’t there. And there are a variety of options to you, you could think she stood you up. That might produce a feeling of anger. You could jump to the conclusion that she doesn’t love you and you could get all sad. Or you could think she was in an accident and that would cause anxiety in you. You could come up with the explanation that she is working overtime so that she can pay for our meal producing feelings of gratitude, naive but gratitude. You could think to yourself that she is with another man and then you’d get these feelings of jealousy or you might think to yourself, ‘I was looking for the perfect excuse to break up with her’ and feel relieved!  Every experience you have, there are all kinds of explanations that are available to you. What I want you to understand tonight is that your explanations are more important than your experiences. I believe that. I don’t believe it is what happens to you, it is how you react to what happens to you. You’ve heard me to say this before, it is a lot easier to act like a Christian than it is to react like a Christian. But it are those reactions and those explanations that I think are so critical.
Dr. Seligman said your way of explaining events to yourself determines how helpless you become or how energized, or maybe I would say synergized, you become when you encounter everyday set-backs as well as momentous defeats.

I think there is a great example of explanatory style in Genesis 50:20. Do you remember the story of Joseph? He was betrayed by his brothers. They fake his death and they sell him into slavery. He ends up in Egypt and is falsely accused of something he doesn’t do and gets thrown into prison.  I know you know that story and you think it’s bad, but did you realize that this was 17 years from bad to worse for 17 years? Most of us have a 17 minute threshold! We are talking about 17 years and the feelings he must have felt. I don’t know how he ever got to the point of being able to forgive his brothers or even forgive the false accusations or even trust God. ‘God, how could You let this happen to me? I did the right things.’  But one thing leads to another and he ends up in a powerful position in the Egyptian administration and lo and behold, one day his brothers show up because they are starving to death because of the famine.  And he ends up saving their lives. Here is what he said to them. Genesis 50:20
You intended to harm me but God intended it for good, the saving of many lives.

Listen, there are going to be a lot of people in your life that mean you harm, that intend to do things to you and there is a very real enemy who is out to kill, steal and destroy. But here is what I believe, they may intend harm but God can bring good out of those situations. You say well that’s easy for the writer of Scripture to claim or for God to proclaim from on high, but listen, if there is any example of this, is it not Jesus? Is there anything more tragic, any greater injustice than the sinless Son of God being crucified at the hands of those He has created? Yet even in that situation, that is as tragic as you can get, God takes a symbol of torture, a Roman cross, and it becomes a symbol of hope, a symbol of love, the most widely recognized symbol of forgiveness, the symbol of grace. And it is at that cross that we find forgiveness, salvation, hope, wholeness, healing. It is where we find everything we need. But it doesn’t happen if He doesn’t go to the cross.
And we know that in all things, God works for the good of those who love Him, who have been called according to his purpose
Here’s what I believe, even if the worst thing in the world happens to you, I believe that you can become a better person because of it. Again, I’m not saying it was a good thing but with God’s grace and God’s help, the devil can take his best shot at you, the worst thing in the world can happen to you and God can still take that thing and make you into a better person. You can become kinder, you can become stronger, you can become wiser. What I’m trying to say is you can become more and more like Jesus.

Dare I remind us at this point that that is what it is all about.

Verse 29

for those God foreknew, He also predestined to be conformed to the image of his Son,
The word ‘predestined’ is a big theological word, one that has sparked, oh just a little controversy between theological camps, so why don’t I go ahead and resolve it! Or not! But I have a few thoughts. I have such a strong sense of destiny because I believe that God is ordering my footsteps. I believe that God has plan and purposes. I am his workmanship created in Christ Jesus to do good works prepared for me in advance. I believe that God is in control. I believe that God is calling the shots. I believe that God is still on the throne. I believe that God is setting you up all the time. I believe that God is doing all of that, and that’s part of predestination.

I heard this story this week, it was the craziest thing. I read about a couple that were engaged to be married and a week before the wedding, they were going through each other’s family photo albums and there is this one when the bride was just a little girl and she is at Disney and it catches his eye because she is in the foreground of the picture posing with one of the seven dwarves, and behind her in the background is his dad pushing a stroller with him in it as a little kid!  They were both like What! They wouldn’t meet each other for 15 years after that. He said that was a nice confirmation before the wedding. Oh my goodness! You read something like that and you don’t know how to explain it, but can I come out and say this? There was a moment when I knew that Lora was my destiny, that we were predestined to be married. It took her much longer to figure that out. But I’m not going to stand up here and say that there is necessarily one right person for another person. I think it has less to do with that. I don’t think it is about being in the right place at the right time. I don’t think it is even about finding the right person or doing the right job. I think it is just about being the right person even in the wrong situations. It is about doing the right thing. It is about doing what we can do and that is allowing the character of Christ to be conformed within us. 
When it comes to predestination, we get all bent out of shape about whether to move here or there, now or then, this person or that person, should I turn right or left, should I wear the green or blue? We get so stuck on the circumstantial will of God. And even when we pray, we ask God to change this or that or that person. But listen, prayer has less to do with changing circumstances, now it can, but it has more to do with changing us. It is not about what you are doing or where you are going, it is about who you are becoming. The beautiful thing about predestination is I don’t think you have to get all bent out of shape. I think it is much simpler than what any of us really think. What are we predestined to? To be conformed to the image of his Son.  Guess what? You can do that here or in India. You can do that anywhere, anytime, anyplace. You can do it when you are feeling so blessed by God that you are overwhelmed with gratitude and you can do it when you are in the worst circumstance of your life and you wonder where God is. In all of those situations you can be conformed to the image of Christ. That is what it is all about.

Here’s our problem, I think by default, most of us live and pray as if God’s chief objective is our personal comfort. It is not. God’s objective is his glory and sometimes that involves pain. In my estimation, the greatest miracle, it’s not viewed that way because it has happened about 8 million times lately, but it’s the miracle of birth. What an unbelievable miracle. If you’ve ever been through it, it is mind boggling to me. Is there anything more painful than giving birth? Is there any possibility that somehow there is a relationship between some of that pain and some of what is produced through it?

I think there are two kinds of people in the world, two different models. No pain, no gain, or the no pain, no pain. I think a lot of people fall into the no pain, no pain category. Just leave me alone and let me be comfortable and I’ll fall Christ when it is convenient and I’ll do the right thing when it is easy. Then we get all bent out of shape because we think the will of God should get easier. I want to tell you something, parts of the will of God do become easier because you train the willpower and the Holy Spirit begins to fashion character within you because you establish good habits, God habits, but I’m also learned that the will of God does get harder. God will ask you to do harder and harder things so you continue to be in a position where you desperately need God.  So it doesn’t get easier, it gets harder. And I think sometimes we feel like that the spiritual realm should be an exception to everything else. 

By the way, NFL training camps kicked off this week, and all God’s people said Amen!  Football season is around the corner. I can’t wait! The Redskins, if you are a Skins fan, picked up a nice draft pick who is going to bring a little excitement to the nation’s capital.  I saw him at the National Prayer Breakfast and from what I could tell from a long distance away, what an eloquent and devoted follower of Christ. A good guy, he wears a t-shirt, he has a motto, I see it on Twitter sometimes: No pressure, no diamond. I like that! It has now become an Adidas t-shirt. No pressure, no diamond. But we want the diamond without the pressure. It is this idea that it is the pain that brings the gain. I don’t think you can experience conformity to Christ without adversity.
I think it was Dr. Martin Luther King who said, ‘What doesn’t kill me makes me stronger.’

This week I overheard Lora having a conversation about teacup kids, this new terminology about kids who are showing up on the college campus and folks on the college campus don’t know what to do with these kids because if they don’t get an A, they break down and cry and all over with. They just can’t handle adversity or can’t seem to handle relational stress. The whole theory is because they grew up in incredibly over-protective, helicopter parent kind of family. They played tee-ball where every hit was a home run and everybody scored.  Then they get to college and the reality is that not every answer is right and not every hit is a home run. In attempting to over-protect, almost like taking a caterpillar out of its cocoon too soon so that it really can’t form into a butterfly, that process of metamorphosis really can’t happen. I know as a parent sometimes I’ve just got to let my kids go through it. It’s the hardest thing in the world to stand back, as a parent. Parker was borrowing a bike and it got stolen and I could have paid it off but I couldn’t. I had to let him learn those lessons and I’ve got to let them go through some of those things. Parents, sometimes, I’m learning, when you are pretty sure your kids are going to make a mistake, sometimes you need to let them make that mistake. Of course there are situations where the mistake is irreversible or life-threatening, please step in! But in the littler things, it is all about letting your kids develop some of that emotional tenacity and strength and perseverance. 

I think we’ve got a lot of teacup Christians who can’t handle doubt, can’t handle pain, conflict, adversity. I remember when I went to the University of Chicago and my faith was challenged. It was like a frontal attack on my faith in so many different classes and it was so hard but what I realized is I knew what I believed but I didn’t know why I believed what I believe. I had to go through a season of doubt. I had to drill down so that I could come out the other side and my faith could be stronger because it had been tested and tried and proven.

The same thing with our faith in Christ. We’ve got to go through some of those things, but we’ve got to do it knowing that Romans 8:28 is true.  

I have an explanatory style and it is simply Romans 8:28, I believe all things, God works for the good of those who love Him, who have been called according to his purpose
Let’s bring this to a close. I don’t think Jesus died on the cross just to keep us safe. I believe He died to make us dangerous. God’s plans and purposes for you are way beyond just that you would be comfortable, way beyond that you would live a life with the least disturbance. Is it not true that the past of least resistance is the path of least satisfaction? What is our objective in life? What are we really going after? Until you come to the point that you’ve sold out and your life is all about bringing glory to the Lord Jesus Christ, then you are going to find yourself in situations that don’t make sense and that seem like dead ends and that seem pointless and counterproductive, but when you come to the discovery that it doesn’t matter where you are, what you are doing, what situation you are in, this is an opportunity to glorify God, the game changes. 

I remember several months ago when an NCCer was diagnosed with a tumor. We had this amazing conversation. Were we praying that God would heal her? Yes. But I loved her heart in it. She said, ‘I’m praying that God would be glorified. And if that means that God would be glorified by healing me and that testimony would impact other people, then so be it, but if that means that it would mean me walking through this and showing the grace of God as I walk step by step leaning on Him, then so be it.’  See, it is not our job to determine those circumstances, it is our job to make sure we are bringing glory to the Lord Jesus Christ.

I think many of us have converted our relationship with God. We want God to serve our purposes but that’s not what this passage says.

all things, God works for the good of those who love Him, who have been called according to his purpose
In fact, sometimes your purposes need to fail so that his plan can prevail in your life. What are we going after? Isn’t it interesting that over these next two weeks, we will celebrate Olympic athletes who will have one shot at very momentary glory? They will train, many of them all day every day for six or seven days a week 365 days a year for four years, for a race in some instances that will last 10 seconds or a swim that will last maybe 30 seconds or a routine that might last 30 seconds or even a game that might last 2 hours, but four years of their lives devoted for that purpose, just that momentary glory.
Listen, the day is coming when we will enter into a realm that the Bible calls heaven, a place where it says there will be no more death or mourning or sorrow or pain. God will wipe away the tears and the fallen world will be fallen no more. There will be a new creation, and as this passage goes on to say, we aren’t just justified now but we will be glorified. We will get glorified bodies, bodies that will be like anything we’ve experienced. I believe our senses will be glorified. We will see colors that we can’t perceive now. We will be able to hear angels singing because God will give us a glorified auditory cortex. I think heaven is going to be this situation where the possibility of sin doesn’t exist anymore. But right now, we are not there. That day is coming but between now and then, we’ve got to lean and lean hard and keep leaning on the promise that we’ve been given, that all things, God works for the good of those who love Him, who have been called according to his purpose.

We’ve got to endure a little bit of pain for his gain. We’ve got to bring glory to our Lord Jesus Christ. At the end of the day, that’s all that matters. When you stand before God, all that will matter is what you have done for God.
Father, we come before You this weekend and pray that You would let your Word take root and bear fruit in our lives. God would You speak to our own individual circumstances where our explanatory style maybe falls short where we have explained things the wrong way. God I pray that we would dial in and download the promise that this Scripture, that Romans 8:28 would become a promise that is buried in our hearts, that is written on our minds, that God we would live with an expectancy knowing that even when we can’t explain or when we don’t understand, when we are having a tough time, we would still hold onto that truth, that all things, God works for the good of those who love Him, who have been called according to his purpose.  In Jesus name, Amen. 
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