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If you’ve ever “chosen up teams,” you know that the most important pick is almost always the first pick.  In our neighborhood, the only important pick was the first pick, no matter what sport we were playing.  If you wanted to win, you had to have Chris Earl on your team.  Chris wasn’t any bigger than any of us, but in every way he was better than any of us.  He could outrun us, out-pitch us, out-hit us and out-catch us.  The only time one of Chris Earl’s teams would lose in any sport was when Chris just got bored with winning.

For as long as I can remember, winning has been important to me.  I have mellowed some with age; I no longer run crying to my room when my son beats me in basketball.  But just the same, I still find it difficult to play something for the sheer joy of playing.  To me the only true joy comes from winning the game.  And here’s something else I’ve discovered about myself – I prefer to win big.  Sports fans sometimes have this debate amongst themselves: “Would you rather watch your team win a close game, a game where the outcome is in doubt right up until the last few seconds, or would you rather have your team win big, would you rather have your team win a blowout?”  I don’t have to think about that at all – I’d rather watch my team win big.  I’m old enough to have watched the 49ers win all five of their Super Bowls.  My favorite was not the come from behind 20-16 win over Cincinnati, when Joe Montana hit John Taylor for a touchdown with less than a minute to go.  My favorite was the 55-10 blowout of the Denver Broncos, still the largest blowout in Super Bowl history.  I enjoyed every second of that game all the more because from beginning to end I had no doubts whatsoever that the 49ers were going to win.

Now you may or may not care much about sports.  Or it may be that you are more mature than I am and you have learned how to play for the love of the game, win or lose.  But I know this to be true of all of us – when it comes to what’s really important in life, we all want to win.  In fact, when it comes to what’s really important in life, we want to win big.  We don’t want to enter the stretch run of our lives wondering whether or not we’re on the winning side.  We don’t want to wait until we’ve taken our last breath to learn if we’ve won or lost.  When it comes to what’s really important in life, we want to win, and we want to win big.

The last half of Romans 8 is without a doubt the highpoint of Paul’s letter to the church at Rome. Even if you’ve only been in church a handful of times in your life, you’ve almost certainly heard one or more of the verses we are studying today.  And in these verses Paul offers us some very good news – he tells us that when it comes to what’s really important in life, we can win big.  In Paul’s words we can be “more than conquerors.” (Romans 8:37)  
Listen to what Paul has to say in what are some of the greatest verses in the Bible:

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 those he predestined, he also called; those he called, he also justified; those he justified, he also glorified.

What, then, shall we say in response to this?  If God is for us, who can be against us?  He who did not spare his own Son, but gave him up for us all – how will he not also, along with him, graciously give us all things?  Who will bring any charge against those whom God has chosen?  It is God who justified.  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.  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.’

No, in all these things 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.  (Romans 8:28-39)   
 If God is for us, Paul asks, then who can be against us?  If God is for us, who has a chance of defeating us?  No one.  No one can beat us.  No obstacle can hold us back.  No hardship can pull us under.  If God is for us, we can’t lose.  When it came to a pickup baseball game in my home town of Edina, Minnesota, if you picked first you wanted to pick Chris Earl, because that meant your team was going to win.  And when it comes to life, and when it comes to death, there’s only one choice for your first choice – God.  If God is for you, if God is on your side, you can be sure that when it comes to what really matters, you will win in the biggest way.
So here’s the question – what does it mean to win?  When Paul writes that “in all these things we are more than conquerors through him who loved us,” what is it that we are conquering, what are we winning over?  Just what does the Bible mean when it tells us we can win at what matters? 
Here’s how I distinguish between those times when winning matters and when it doesn’t matter – if losing at something doesn’t matter, then winning doesn’t matter.  Most of us have played the game solitaire at one time or another, either with cards or on the computer.  So let me ask you – does it matter if you lose at solitaire?  Of course not.  If you lose, you just deal another hand.  No one gloats over you if you lose at solitaire.  No one laughs at you or taunts you – you’re playing yourself!  But the flip side is that if losing at solitaire doesn’t matter, then winning doesn’t matter either.  Do any of you play the Wii?  It can be a fun activity, playing tennis on Wii or playing golf on Wii, can’t it?  And the Wii actually adds a bit of real life to the game.  For example, if you play the Wii Fit and the computer thinks you’re out of shape, the computer will shame you!  It will point out how much weight you’ve gained or how long it’s been since your last workout.  But if you can get over being taunted by a computer game, does it really matter if you lose at Wii?  Of course not.  But the flip side is that if losing at Wii doesn’t matter, then winning doesn’t matter either.

But there are some things in life that matter a great deal.  In fact, there are times when losing matters so much that losing isn’t an option.  The only option is to win.  And in those things, Paul tells us, we can be more than conquerors when we make sure that God is on our side.  
We Can Win Over Suffering
So what can we win over?  First, Paul tells us back in Romans 8:18-24, we can win over suffering.  Paul opens with these words in verse 18: “I consider that our present sufferings are not worth comparing with the glory that will be revealed in us.”  We’ve all had the experience of going through something hard and seeing that difficulty turn into something better.  Maybe you suffered through calculus or French or chemistry.  Every assignment seemed to be more miserable and frustrating than the one before.  But you persevered and you passed the class, and because you passed that class you got to get into a program that has taken you places in life you never thought you would go.  Or maybe you suffered through an injury.  You hurt your back, and the pain was excruciating.  So you had surgery, followed by weeks of recuperation, followed by months of physical therapy that stretched your endurance to its limits.  But you persevered and when it was all over you were pain-free and able to do things you hadn’t been able to do in years.  And as you look back on those hard times you can say to yourself, “It was worth it.  What I have now was worth the suffering I went through.”
But there are many times in life when it doesn’t work that way.  There are many times when life is hard, and there is no visible upside, no discernible benefit.  There are times when we suffer, and it seems very much like suffering gets the best of us.  There are times, it seems, when suffering wins.
Philosophers sometimes talk about two sources of suffering, two kinds of evil – moral evil and natural evil.  You may never have used those words, but you’ve probably used those ideas before.  Let’s say, for example, that you’re talking to a friend about your faith in God and your friend says, “How can you believe in God when there’s so much evil in the world?”  You ask your friend to clarify, to give you an example, and your friend says, “Well what about the Holocaust?  How could a good God allow Hitler to exterminate six million innocent people?”  And you might say something like this, “Well that wasn’t God’s fault.  That was Hitler.  God gave Hitler free will, just like he gives you and me free will, and Hitler exercised his free will to cause great suffering.”  And that’s what philosophers mean by moral evil – evil caused by the evil moral choices of human beings.
But the harder question for many of us is the question of natural evil.  Natural evils are those evils that occur as a result of natural processes – earthquakes, floods, droughts, fires, many birth defects, and so on.  When we suffer from natural evil, there seems to be no way to let God off the hook.  There seems to be no way to make sense of it.  When we suffer from natural evil, it very much seems that suffering wins.
But listen to what Paul teaches us in these next few verses of Romans 8:

I consider that our present sufferings are not worth comparing with the glory that will be revealed in us. The creation waits in eager expectation for the sons of God to be revealed.  For the creation was subjected to frustration, not by its own choice, but by the will of the one who subjected it, in hope that the creation itself will be liberated from its bondage to decay and brought into the glorious freedom of the children of God.

We know that the whole creation has been groaning as in the pains of childbirth right up to the present time.  Not only so, but we ourselves, who have the firstfruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly as we wait eagerly for our adoption as sons, the redemption of our bodies.  For in this hope we are saved.  (Romans 8:18-24) 
 Notice how Paul describes creation, how he describes nature.  He says that creation is “subjected to frustration,” that creation is in “bondage to decay,” and that creation “has been groaning as in the pains of childbirth right up to the present time.”  So what’s Paul talking about?  He’s telling us that creation, like us, is suffering.  He’s telling us that the world we see, the world we live in, is not as God intended it to be.  Not only are we fallen creatures; we live in a fallen creation.  And because we live in a fallen creation, in a creation that is in bondage to decay, creation suffers and we suffer.  
If you’ve read the book or seen the movie “The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe,” you already know how C.S. Lewis has illustrated this concept for us.  When the sons of Adam and the daughters of Eve fell into sin, do you remember what happened to the world of Narnia?  It became a land of ice and snow.  Even the animals froze like statutes.  It was a world, Lewis writes, where it was always winter but never Christmas (a land some call “Minnesota”).  And when Aslan, the lion who is a figure of Jesus, sacrifices his life to redeem the inhabitants of Narnia, do you remember what happens in Narnia?  The snow and the ice melt away, and everything that is dead comes alive.  Creation is liberated from its bondage to decay.

There is coming a day, the Bible assures us, when God will win over suffering.  He will win over the suffering caused by moral evil and he will win over the suffering caused by natural evil.  And when God wins over suffering, so will we.  There is coming a day when our present sufferings will not be worth comparing to the glory that will be revealed in us.

I’m so glad many of you got to meet Maria Istoc, our missionary to France, when she was here last month.  Maria was born with a number of physical disabilities.  She was unable to walk until she was 8.  She’s had 12 major surgeries.  The doctor told her she wouldn’t live past the age of 16; she’s now 60.  Her mother told her she wished she’d never been born.  Maria is 4 foot 2 inches; in many ways her life is a constant struggle.  She has severe scoliosis that makes every breath a challenge for her.  And her life is never going to get easier.  But suffering has not won over Maria.  Maria knows that there will come a day when her present sufferings will not be worth comparing to the glory that will be revealed in her.  Maria has given her life to loving God and to loving people; she has given her life to sharing her faith in God with her lost friends; she has given her life to helping young university students grow in their faith.  Maria has given her life to what really matters, and she is winning.

And one day, Paul tells us, Maria’s body will be redeemed.  Look again at verse 23: “Not only so, but we ourselves, who have the firstfruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly as we wait eagerly for our adoption as sons, the redemption of our bodies.”  Frankly most of our suffering is physical suffering.  We have toothaches, backaches, foot problems, shoulder injuries; we’re nearsighted and hard of hearing; we have autism, we struggle with learning disabilities.  And the Bible never says this – the Bible never says, “Your body doesn’t matter.  Your body isn’t important.”  The Bible says your body is important, so important that God has promised that there is coming a day when he will redeem your body.  He will heal it, restore it, and perfect it.  Paul talks more about this in 1 Corinthians 15 if you want to read more, but the point is this – your physical suffering will not win.  Pain and hardship and disability will not have the last word.  Your body will one day be redeemed.  
And then look at perhaps the best known and most loved verse in Romans 8 – verse 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.”  Now we need to read this verse carefully.  The verse does not promise that God is going to work all things for the good of every person on the planet.  This is not some kind of a “it will all come out in the wash” blanket promise covering all humanity.  The promise applies to those who love God; it applies to those who have been called by God, to those who are living out God’s purpose for their lives.  If that’s you, then this is a promise to hang your hat on.  If you love God with all your heart, and if you are devoted to living out God’s purposes for your life, then you can be assured that God will work for your good in every thing you go through.  I personally take great comfort in this verse.  When the dentist does a root canal on the wrong tooth, and when I then get an infection from a root canal I didn’t need, I am consoled by the fact that God is working that discomfort and frustration for my good.  
But let’s also understand this – Romans 8:28 does not promise that God will explain the process to us.  And Romans 8:28 does not guarantee that God will work in all things to make us wealthy or to make us healthy or to make us comfortable.  If that’s what this promise means, then God has a lot of explaining to do to Christians all around the globe who love God with all their hearts and who live in absolutely miserable situations.  No, the good God is working for is not necessarily material good we will enjoy on this side of eternity.  But the promise remains – we will win over suffering.  One day God will work all things – hard things, painful things, scary things, and frustrating things – for our good and for our glory.  One day we will discover this to be true, that our present sufferings are not worth comparing with the glory that will be revealed in us.
We Will Win Over Sin
And here’s something else we will win over, something that matters a great deal to you and me – we will win over sin.  Notice what comes right after this great promise in verse 28: “For those God foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the likeness of his Son, that he might be the firstborn among many brothers.  And those he predestined, he also called; those he called, he also justified; those he justified, he also glorified.”  
Do you ever set goals for yourself?  Most of us do, although only 3% of Americans actually write down their goals.  Parents, do you ever set goals for your kids?  We did, although I don’t think we ever wrote them down, and I imagine most of you have set goals for your kids as well.  In Romans 8:29 God has written down his goal for his kids.  God’s goal for you is that you be conformed to the likeness of his Son, so that Jesus will be the first of many.  God’s goal for you is to be as loving as Jesus, to be as full of joy as Jesus, to have as much integrity as Jesus, to be as humble and kind and caring as Jesus, to be as committed to justice as Jesus, to be as pure as Jesus, to be as forgiving as Jesus.  God’s goal for you is that you win over sin.

And to emphasize that one day you and I will have complete victory over sin, notice the verb tense Paul uses in verse 29 when he says, “those he justified, he also glorified.”  I know, this sounds a little like English class, doesn’t it?  Sorry about that.  But if you look at verse 29 you will notice that the words predestined, called, justified and glorified are all in the same tense, what Greek scholars call the aorist tense.  The aorist tense is used to refer to something that happened at a single point in time, usually in the past.  That makes sense when it’s talking about being called, for example – at a point in time, God called us.  At a point in time, God justified us, he made right our wrongs, he repaired through the death of Jesus the damage done by our sin.  But glorified?  Why would Paul say it like that, why would he refer to our glorification, or our perfection, as something in the past?  Because that’s how certain our victory over sin is.  We will win over sin.  The day is coming when we will be just like Jesus.
We Will Win Over Separation
One more thing we will win over, one more thing that really matters – we will win over separation.  We will never be separated from God’s love.  Listen again to the inspired words of God himself, as recorded by the Apostle Paul:

If God is for us, who can be against us?  He who did not spare his own Son, but gave him up for us all – how will he not also, along with him, graciously give us all things? … Who shall separate us from the love of Christ?  Shall trouble or hardship or persecution or famine or nakedness or danger or sword? … No, in all these things 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.
When I was in India in April, living in a very different culture, often being the only Caucasian in sight, I felt a certain sense of separation.  I wasn’t in a setting where I could just pick up the phone at any time of the day and call my wife and talk to her about my day and tell her I loved her.  So at night I would put on my iPod and listen to a couple of my favorite love songs and imagine Brenda being there with me. And while that in some ways helped, in some ways it just made the separation more pronounced.  
But I can say this – as isolated and as separated as I felt in many ways, I knew in my heart that I could never be separated from the love of God.  The room I slept in was butted up against the apartment of a Hindu family that each night engaged in what sounded to me like some very weird chanting.  The first night was especially strange for me, since I was jetlagged and had arrived in the middle of the night, without the benefit of daylight to help me get my bearings, so I just laid in bed and listened to this chanting and crying and smelled the burning of incense, wondering what in the world was going on.  And as you can imagine, I prayed.  And as I prayed the truth of these verses became very real to me.  I was separated from my family by about 8000 miles and 13 time zones, but nothing could separate me from the love of God.  And nothing can separate you from the love of God.  Not trouble or hardship; not persecution or famine or nakedness or danger or the sword; not death or life; not angels or demons; not the present or the future; not height or depth, nor anything else in all creation.

The subtitle of this series is “How Grace Works.”  Do you remember this definition of grace: “Grace means there’s nothing I can do to make God love me less, and there’s nothing I can do to make God love me more.”    If you have picked God to be the first one on your team, if you have made God your No. 1, you can know that when it comes to what matters, you will win and you will win big.  You will win over suffering, you will win over sin, and you will win over anything that threatens to separate you from the love of God.  So as we close this morning, I’m not going to ask you to make any commitments or to give anything or to set any goals.  All I want us to do as we close this morning is to enjoy this truth, that there is nothing you can do to make God love you less, and there is nothing you can do to make God love you more.
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