
Romans 8:28-39 
So What? The Doctrines of Grace and Assurance 

 
INTRO: I was in the 4th or 5th grade, and we had just gotten home 
from school. We were still in the car, and my mom told me that my 
piano lesson was in 30 minutes or an hour. I responded, “So…what?” 
I distinctly remember meaning by those words, “So what are you trying 
to tell me, what do you want me to do with that information?” But my 
mom heard me say “So what” in a disrespectful tone of voice, as in 
“Who cares?”, and sent me immediately to my room until piano. 

When I think of that story, I think of the seminary professor 
who used to tell his students that as they preached every sermon, they 
ought to envision him sitting on the back pew with his arms folded 
across his chest and with a scowl on his face, with a big white thought 
bubble over his head, with the words written in bold black letters, “SO 
WHAT?” I think he intended both of the meanings that I just 
mentioned: “Who cares?” (Why is what you’re saying so important, 
why should I listen to you) and “What do you want me to do with what 
you’re saying?” His point was that the preacher must establish that 
what he’s saying needs to be heard, and he must ensure that he doesn’t 
remain only on the level of explanation – here’s what the text means – 
without dropping down to the boots-on-the-ground level of 
application – here’s what you need to do in response to this truth. 

If you’re just joining us, for the past five weeks we’ve been 
thinking about the doctrines of grace, also known as the five points of 
Calvinism. I’ve been seeking to unpack the truth of each one 
individually, and show how God desires to unleash their power in our 
lives. Since these things are true, then so what? When grace really 
comes home to us, how should our lives be transformed, how should 
we then live, what shall we say to these things, to use Paul’s words in 
Romans 8:31? I’ve been trying to apply each point each week, but for 
the next two weeks I want to dig a little deeper on two particular 
applications: assurance and humility. If I had more time I would also 
think about holiness, evangelism and worship. All five should flow out 
of the heart of those who embrace the doctrines of grace. 
 This morning I want to think with you about one of the most 
important and practical fruits of grace, yet one that is so often rejected 
or abused – assurance of salvation. Some teach that to have assurance 
of one’s salvation is presumptuous; you can never know for certain if 
you belong to God and will be in heaven when you die, they say, 

because even if you have salvation now you might lose it at any time. 
On the other hand, some presume; they think they can have Jesus as 
Savior but not follow him as Lord, or they are formalists, going 
through the motions of religion, having a form of religion but denying 
its power. These have a false assurance of their salvation, when they 
should have none at all because they really aren’t saved.  

I have no desire to dispense assurance so cheaply that goats 
and weeds live securely in their sin. But neither do I want true 
Christians, the sheep and the wheat, to think that assurance is 
unattainable. John writes in I John 5:18, “These things I have written 
to you who believe in the name of the Son of God, so that you may 
know that you have eternal life.” And Peter says in II Peter 1:10 that 
we should “be all the more diligent to make certain about His calling 
and choosing us.” Assurance is something that God desires His 
children to have – yet so many Christians live day by day without 
assurance, in anxiety and fear, wondering if God loves them, 
wondering if they’ll get into heaven when they die, wondering if they’re 
doing enough to get God to accept them. Their mindset is like a senior 
in high school who’s wondering if their resume and ACT score and 
GPA and essay were good enough to get the college of their choice to 
accept them – the Christian life can become all about padding the 
resume, making the grades, doing more than the next person, so that I 
can convince God that He would be crazy not to have me in His 
kingdom. Even if you don’t actually think this in a boastful sort of way, 
if you’re wracked by doubts/despair about your salvation, about not 
being good enough, then often at the depths of your heart what you’ll 
find is a view of God and salvation that is utterly based on works.  

This morning I want us to look at Romans 8:28-39, to see how 
the doctrines of grace are – or should be – the foundation of the 
believer’s assurance. In this passage we have not only one of the 
clearest statements of the doctrines of grace, but also Paul’s own 
reflection on why they matter – and he goes immediately to the 
assurance they bring us. “What then shall we say to these things?” 
When Paul speaks of “these things,” in the context he’s referring back 
particularly to verses 28-30 (which speaks of unconditional election, 
irresistible grace, and the perseverance of the saints), as well as to all 
that he has written in this chapter about the grounds of hope in the 
midst of suffering. And I think you can fairly sum up what he’s saying 
in two points: Christians can have assurance in spite of our sin (31-34); 
and Christians can have assurance in spite of our suffering (35-39). 



I. We can have assurance in spite of our sin. 
 One of the things that causes God’s people to struggle with 
assurance the most is the existence of indwelling sin and remaining 
corruption. I’m not talking about unrepentant wallowing in sin – in 
those passages I just quoted from John and Peter, the context of our 
assurance is clearly a pursuit of holiness by grace. Even here in Romans 
8:12-13 Paul makes clear that if you are living according to the flesh, 
you must die; whereas if by the Spirit you are putting to death the deeds 
of the body, you will live. Our Westminster Confession beautifully 
explains that true assurance is a three legged stool, “founded upon the 
divine truth of the promises of salvation, the inward evidence of those graces 
unto which these promises are made, the testimony of the Spirit of adoption 
witnessing with our spirits that we are the children of God.” You won’t 
have a strong assurance if you don’t look within and see evidence of 
the graces of faith and love unto which God’s promises are made. But 
even those who are putting to death the deeds of the body are still 
constantly finding deeds of the body that must be put to death! And 
Satan loves to use our sin against us, and to try to get God to use it 
against us. In Zechariah 3 there is an amazing picture of how this 
works. Zechariah saw in a vision Joshua the high priest standing before 
the angel of the LORD, and Satan standing at his right hand to accuse 
him. God, have you seen this about him? Did you not realize that he 
has these sorts of thoughts, and says these kinds of words, and does 
all manner of evil, and leaves all sorts of things undone that You’ve 
commanded him to do? Revelation 12:10 calls Satan “the accuser of 
the brethren, he who accuses them before God day and night.” 
 But what does Paul say here? “If God is for us, who can be 
against us?  32 He who did not spare his own Son but gave him up for 
us all, how will he not also with him graciously give us all things?  33 
Who shall bring any charge against God's elect? It is God who justifies.  
34 Who is to condemn? Christ Jesus is the one who died-- more than 
that, who was raised-- who is at the right hand of God, who indeed is 
interceding for us.” Look at all the ways Paul piles on the reasons why 
you can have assurance even in spite of your remaining sin. 
 First, the cross of Christ. The very God against whom you are 
sinning is the one who sent His Son to die for all your sins. He did not 
spare His Son any humiliation, any suffering, any shame, so that divine 
justice might be fully satisfied by Him. God the Father is the one who 
delivered His own Son over for us all, Jews and Gentiles, all of those 
who are foreknown, chosen, called, and justified. Yes, Judas delivered 

Jesus over to the Jews, and Pilate delivered Him over to be crucified, 
but they could do nothing apart from God’s predestinating purposes. 
And this is an argument from the greater to the lesser – if God gave 
His own Son, how will He not freely give us all things – all things 
necessary for our sanctification and ultimate glorification. He will bring 
you home to glory. And when you get there, you will find – and you 
can know for certain this day – that the entry fee has been paid in full. 
Jesus has paid the price for all the sins of all His sheep, therefore there 
is nothing left for you to pay, nothing left for you to earn, to atone for, 
to answer for. All the charges have been dealt with fully. And to prove 
this beyond a shadow of a doubt, He raised His Son from the dead, 
showing that He accepted His sacrifice on our behalf – “Christ Jesus 
is the one who died, more than that, who was raised…” 
 But Paul goes on – your election and justification: “Who will bring 
any charge against God’s elect? It is God who justifies; who is to 
condemn?” Not only has God chosen us before the foundation of the 
world, but He is both the one whose holy law was broken and the one 
who justified us. There was no third party justifier, like your health 
insurance company paying a part of your medical bills. You sinned 
against God, the very same God who justified you & declared you 
righteous. So when Satan brings a charge against you, God doesn’t say, 
“Oh no, I didn’t realize that about them, I must have overlooked that!” 
Because He overlooked nothing! He knew everything there was to 
know about your sinfulness and guilt, past, present, and future, and He 
freely chose you and forgave you and justified you anyway. The decree 
of election and the decree of justification are irreversible. And so when 
Satan accuses Joshua in Zechariah 3, it’s God Himself who rebukes 
Satan and clothes Joshua in clean garments: “The LORD said to Satan, 
"The LORD rebuke you, Satan! Indeed, the LORD who has chosen 
Jerusalem rebuke you! Is this not a brand plucked from the fire?" 3 
Now Joshua was clothed with filthy garments and standing before the 
angel. 4 He spoke and said to those who were standing before him, 
saying, "Remove the filthy garments from him." Again He said to him, 
"See, I have taken your iniquity away from you and will clothe you with 
festal robes."” No one can bring a charge against God’s justified elect. 
 Finally, the intercession of Jesus. Who can condemn us, when God 
has justified us on the basis of Jesus’ finished work, and Jesus continues 
to intercede for us at the right hand of God? The Father loves His Son, 
and gives Him everything He asks for. If Jesus died for people who are 
not fully and eternally and gloriously saved, then He suffered in vain. 



And that certainly is not the case. It’s not just unconditional election, 
irresistible grace, and the perseverance of the saints that give us 
assurance, but limited atonement/particular redemption as well. Every 
sin of every one of His sheep was laid on Him, and He paid them all. 
He is our Defense Attorney, standing up against Satan’s prosecutions, 
arguing that He has paid for all our sins, and they cannot be used 
against us to condemn us. He loves us perfectly, all the way to the end. 

**The week before I graduated from LSU was a crazy week, as 
you can imagine. One day I was in a hurry, and needed to get my mail 
or something, so I just parked alongside the Union in a no parking 
spot, ran in, ran out, and when I came out I saw that I had a parking 
ticket. Usually not a big deal, except that you can’t walk if you have any 
outstanding parking tickets. So I had to add to my list of stuff to do 
going to the parking office to pay my fines. There was a charge against 
my account, and if I had tried to walk, the parking ticket lady could 
have justly stood up and said, “Do not give him his diploma, he still 
owes $37.50.” And she would have been right. But our sin is not some 
paltry sum like that; it’s an infinite sum, because it’s been committed 
against an infinitely holy and just God. Yet Jesus has paid it all for His 
sheep on the cross; God Himself has chosen us and justified us, 
accepts Jesus’ sacrifice and His intercession on our behalf. Since God 
the Judge and Christ the Defense Attorney are on our side, who can 
stand against us? Who can oppose us? Who can hinder our salvation? 
Who can defeat God’s sovereign and gracious purposes? This is the 
assurance you can have if you are trusting in Christ Jesus!  

Yet if you don’t know Jesus this morning, then the words of 
this passage are sober. If God is against you, who can be for you? If 
your sin is not pardoned by the holy God, then how will you escape – 
if He didn’t spare His own Son, do you think He will spare you who 
reject the cross as the only way of salvation? Flee to Jesus, and know 
pardon, know forgiveness, know the assurance that comes from 
trusting in Him and being justified forever.  
 
II. We can have assurance in spite of our suffering.  
 There’s another way our assurance is threatened – not just by 
our sins, but by our suffering. Often when we suffer, we are tempted 
to doubt – to doubt God’s goodness toward us, to doubt God’s love 
for us. If God really loved me, if Jesus really loved me, I wouldn’t be 
experiencing this pain and sorrow right now. Yet look at what Paul 
says in response to this. 

 First, again, the cross of Christ. We follow a suffering Redeemer 
– if God sent His Son into this world to suffer and die, then it’s no 
surprise that we are afflicted as well. “Through many tribulations we 
must enter the kingdom of God” – because it was through many 
tribulations that king Jesus entered into His kingdom. The anguish of 
our suffering is relieved as we see our Savior suffering as well. He was 
afflicted, so that the poison of afflictions might be removed from the 
stinger – they are not any less painful, but they can’t kill us, they can’t 
destroy our faith. 
 Second, our suffering is for the sake of Christ. “Who shall separate 
us from the love of Christ? Shall tribulation, or distress, or persecution, 
or famine, or nakedness, or danger, or sword?  36 As it is written, ‘For 
your sake we are being killed all the day long; we are regarded as sheep 
to be slaughtered.’” This quote is from Ps. 44:22, and when you go 
back and read it in its context, you see that the psalmist is talking about 
suffering that is coming upon him even though he hasn’t done 
anything wrong – “If we had forgotten the name of our God Or 
extended our hands to a strange god, 21 Would not God find this out? 
For He knows the secrets of the heart.” When we suffer, we are 
suffering for Christ’s sake; sometimes, it’s direct persecution because 
of our allegiance to Christ (that’s the context here in verse 35, cf. 
“Who?”); even when it’s not persecution at the hands of some human 
opposition, our suffering in this life is for Christ’s sake; we suffer with 
Him as fellow heirs with Him of eternal life, so that we might be 
glorified with Him (Rom. 8:17). It’s a part of how God conforms us to 
the image of His Son, for He was a man of sorrows and acquainted 
with grief. As John Newton put it, “Methinks, if we might go to heaven 
without suffering, we should be unwilling to desire it. Why should we 
ever wish to go by any other path than that which he has consecrated 
and endeared by his own example? Especially as his people’s sufferings 
are not penal; there is no wrath in them; the cup he puts in their hands 
is very different from that which he drank for their sakes, and is only 
medicinal to promote their chief good.”  
 Finally, God’s love for us in Christ is unconquerable. “No, in all these 
things we are more than conquerors through him who loved us. 38 For 
I am sure that neither death nor life, nor angels nor rulers, nor things 
present nor things to come, nor powers,  39 nor height nor depth, nor 
anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love 
of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.” God’s love cannot be stopped, it 
cannot be broken, it cannot be conquered. Rather, it makes us more 



than conquerors, even in the midst of the deepest affliction. Our 
suffering is never a sign that God has ceased to love us; rather, it is 
always His fatherly discipline, the very sign of His love for us. Proverbs 
3:12 – “For those whom the Lord loves He disciplines, and He 
scourges every son He receives.” As the author to the Hebrews 
comments in ch. 12, “God deals with you as with sons; for what son 
is there whom his father does not discipline? But if you are without 
discipline, then you are illegitimate children and not sons…All 
discipline for the moment seems not to be joyful, but sorrowful; yet to 
those who have been trained by it, afterwards it yields the peaceful fruit 
of righteousness.”  

God’s love is an eternal love, and nothing can separate us from 
it. We’ve all felt that terror, that fear, when we’ve lost our parents – or 
child – in a crowd; maybe like my dad you got accidentally left behind 
at a rest stop once. But God will never lose you or leave you; nothing, 
not even you yourself, can never separate yourself from God. He is for 
us, and He has a leash upon us, like one of those child leashes you see 
in the airport.  
 The last verse of Augustus Toplady’s hymn “A Debtor to 
Mercy Alone” beautifully explains the assurance that we have as God’s 
children: 
 
My name from the palms of His hands eternity will not erase; 
Impressed on His heart it remains, in marks of indelible grace. 
Yes, I to the end shall endure, as sure as the earnest is giv’n; 
More happy, but not more secure, the glorified spirits in Heav’n. 
 
CONC: Believers who have already died are certainly more happy than 
we are today. But as Toplady reminds us, they are not more secure than 
we are. If you are in Christ; if God has chosen you; if Jesus has died 
for you; if God has called you effectually and has given His Spirit to 
you; if you belong to Jesus; then NOTHING can make Him His 
purpose forgo, NOTHING can sever your soul from His love. You 
will endure to the end, as sure as the earnest – the pledge, the promise, 
the guaranty – is given. Rest your sinful and suffering soul in this 
assurance, and live out of it in holy joy!  
 


