Faith Under Fire, Teacher’s Guide

Lesson 5: Suffering and the Providence of God
Romans 8:28-39
Teaching Aim (Teacher Orientation)

This lesson handles one of the most cherished and most contested passages in Scripture, and
the doctrinal care it requires is considerable. The central truth is the providence of God: that the
God who rules all things is, for those who love Him, bending even hardship toward a good
purpose, namely their conformity to the image of His Son. Your aim is to present this providence
as the tender, sovereign care of a wise Father, a real and steadying comfort, while guarding
against two opposite distortions. On one side stands the slogan-misuse that turns verse 28 into
a dismissive platitude denying real pain; Paul never calls evil good. On the other side stands the
despairing reading that, faced with suffering, concludes God is absent or against us; Paul’s whole
argument runs the opposite way.

A further and crucial guardrail concerns the doctrine of providence itself. Affirm God’s
sovereignty and His tender care fully, but do not let this collapse into a Calvinistic determinism
that makes God the author of every evil or that denies human free will and real secondary
causes. “All things work together for good” is providential assurance, not fatalism. God works
good through and even out of evil (as with Joseph in Genesis 50:20), but He is not the doer of
that evil. When you reach the language of foreknowledge and predestination in verses 29-30,
present it as God’s gracious purpose to conform to Christ all who are in Christ, the destiny of the
people of God, received through a faith that genuinely responds to a real and universal gospel
call, not an unconditional election of individuals that overrides their freedom. Keep providence
fully consistent with prayer and human responsibility.

Pastorally and formationally, this lesson aims to relocate your students’ confidence from their
circumstances to the cross. Paul grounds the whole soaring assurance of this passage in the fact
that God did not spare His own Son. Aim to send your students home able to face real suffering
without concluding that God has abandoned them, anchored in a love that nothing in all
creation can sever, and willing to cooperate with the Christ-shaping work God is doing in their
trials rather than merely resenting the discomfort.

Question 1
Student Question:

Paul writes that God works “all things” together for good, but he carefully does not say that all
things are good (v. 28). What is the difference, and why does it matter that Paul refuses to call

evil good even as he insists God can weave it toward good? How does this protect us from both
despair and denial?



Commentary and Teaching Notes

Begin by guarding the verse from its most common abuse. Paul says God works all things
together for good; he does not say all things are good. This distinction is everything. To collapse
it is to start calling cancer, betrayal, and death good, which is false and cruel. Paul keeps the
badness of bad things intact.

What he claims instead is about God’s activity: the sovereign God is at work, weaving even the
evil and broken things into a good purpose for those who love Him. The threads remain dark;
the Weaver is good. The image is not of a tragedy renamed but of a tragedy taken up into a
larger design it could never have produced on its own.

Show how this protects us from two errors at once. Denial says the bad thing is not really bad,
and so cannot grieve honestly. Despair says the bad thing is the final word, and so cannot hope.
Paul’s careful wording refuses both: we can grieve the evil as evil and still trust that God is
working through it for good.

Pastorally, this frees us to be honest. We do not have to pretend at the graveside that death is a
blessing. We can name it as the enemy it is and still rest in a God who is able to bring
resurrection out of graves. That is sturdier comfort than any slogan.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

®  God works all things for good but does not call all things good (Romans 8:28)

¢ The badness of evil remains intact; God’s providence weaves it toward a good purpose
* This guards against denial (which cannot grieve) and despair (which cannot hope)

e We may name evil honestly as evil and still trust God to work through it (Genesis 50:20)
*  Providence is the work of a good Weaver, not the renaming of dark threads

Discussion Prompts

e What is the difference between saying all things are good and saying God works all things
for good?

¢ How does Paul’s careful wording protect us from both denial and despair?

e  Why is it actually more comforting to be able to name a bad thing as bad?

Question 2
Student Question:

Think of a painful chapter of your life that you would never have chosen. Without pretending it
was good, can you begin to trust that God has been at work in it for your good? What makes it
hard to hold both truths, the reality of the pain and the providence of God, at the same time?

Commentary and Teaching Notes



This self-focused question invites students to hold two truths that the heart wants to pull apart:
the reality of the pain and the providence of God. We tend to think we must choose, either
admit it hurt or believe God was in it. Paul holds both.

Help students name an actual hard chapter without rushing to redeem it prematurely. The goal
is not to slap verse 28 onto the wound but to begin, slowly, to trust that God has been at work
even there, while still being honest that they would never have chosen it.

Acknowledge why this is hard. In the middle of pain, providence can feel abstract or even
insulting; in hindsight it is sometimes easier to trace. The call is to extend the trust we can see in
hindsight forward into the trials we cannot yet understand.

Move toward trust rather than explanation. Students do not need to figure out what good God
is working; they need only entrust the painful chapter to the God who has promised to work in
it. That entrusting is itself an act of faith and the beginning of peace.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

¢ Holding together the reality of pain and the providence of God without choosing one
e Resisting the urge to slap verse 28 onto a wound prematurely

¢ Extending the trust we see in hindsight forward into trials we cannot yet understand
e Entrusting the painful chapter to God rather than first explaining it

Discussion Prompts

e Can you name a painful chapter you would never have chosen, and still begin to trust God
was at work in it?

e Why is it so hard to hold the pain and the providence together at the same time?

e What is the difference between explaining a trial and entrusting it to God?

Question 3
Student Question:

The promise of verse 28 is not made to everyone in the abstract but “to those who love God, to
those who are called according to his purpose.” Why does Paul attach the promise to those who
love God, and what does this teach about the relationship within which God'’s providence is a
comfort rather than a vague optimism?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This question recovers an often-ignored qualifier: the promise is made “to those who love God,
to those who are called according to his purpose.” Verse 28 is not a vague optimism that
everything turns out fine for everyone; it is a covenant promise to God'’s people, those in a
loving relationship with Him.



Explain why this matters. Detached from its recipients, the verse becomes a generic karma, the
universe somehow balancing out. Attached to its recipients, it becomes what Paul intends: the
assurance that the God they love is personally superintending their lives for good. The comfort
flows from relationship, not from cosmic luck.

Handle the word “called” with care. The call here is God’s gracious purpose to gather a people
to Himself, a call that goes out in the gospel and is received by those who respond in love and
faith. It is not a secret, irresistible summons issued to some and withheld from others; the
gospel call is real and universal, and these are the ones who have answered it with love for God.

Apply this relationally. The deepest comfort of providence belongs to those who love God,
because providence is the care of a Father for His children. This invites students not merely to
want good outcomes but to be the kind of people the promise is made to, lovers of God.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e The promise is to those who love God and are called according to His purpose (Romans
8:28)

* Providence is a covenant comfort to God’s people, not a generic cosmic optimism

e God’s call goes out in the gospel and is received by those who respond in love and faith, not
an irresistible summons to a select few

* The deepest comfort of providence flows from relationship with God as Father

Discussion Prompts

¢ Why does Paul attach this promise to those who love God rather than to everyone?
e How is God'’s providence different from a vague sense that things just work out?
e What does it mean that the comfort of this verse flows from relationship rather than luck?

Question 4
Student Question:

Where in your life are you tempted to want the comfort of “all things work together for good”
without the relationship of loving God that it is promised to? What would it look like to deepen
your love for God himself, and not merely your desire for things to turn out well?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This self-focused question exposes a subtle temptation: to want the payoff of verse 28 without
the relationship it belongs to. We can crave the reassurance that things will work out while
remaining largely indifferent to God Himself, treating Him as a means to good outcomes.

Help students examine their own hearts here gently. It is natural to want good outcomes; the
qguestion is whether our love for God has quietly shrunk into a love for what God can do for us.



Suffering often surfaces this, revealing whether we love the Giver or only the gifts (a theme from
Lesson 3).

Point toward the deepening of love. The invitation is to seek God Himself, to love Him for who
He is, so that providence becomes not a magic formula but the trustworthy care of One we
actually treasure. The comfort grows as the relationship grows.

Ask for a concrete movement toward loving God, not merely toward wanting things to turn out
well, perhaps a renewed devotion, a return to worship, a prayer that seeks God'’s face rather
than only His hand.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

¢ The temptation to want the comfort of verse 28 without loving God Himself
e Suffering surfaces whether we love the Giver or only the gifts

e Providence is trustworthy care from One we treasure, not a magic formula
¢ Deepening love for God himself, not merely the desire for good outcomes

Discussion Prompts

e Where do you want the comfort of “all things work together” without the relationship it
belongs to?

¢ How might suffering reveal whether you love God or only what He can do for you?

¢ What would it look like to seek God’s face this week, and not only His hand?

Question 5
Student Question:

In verses 29-30 Paul says God works toward our being “conformed to the image of his Son.” Why
is Christlikeness, rather than comfort or success, the good that God is aiming at, and how does
naming this goal change the way we interpret the trials God allows?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Verses 29-30 name the good God is aiming at, and it is not what we would have guessed: to be
“conformed to the image of his Son.” The goal of providence is Christlikeness. This single fact
reframes how we read every trial.

Explain why God aims at Christlikeness rather than comfort. God’s love is not a doting
indulgence that wants us merely to feel good; it is a redeeming love that wants us to become
good, to be remade into the likeness of Jesus, which is our truest joy and highest destiny. A God
who only made us comfortable would love us less, not more.

This changes the interpretation of our trials. If the goal were comfort, then every hardship
would be a failure of God’s plan. But if the goal is Christlikeness, then a hardship that humbles



our pride, deepens our compassion, or teaches us dependence may be precisely God'’s plan
succeeding. The trial is not necessarily a detour; it may be the road.

Handle the foreknowledge and predestination language here with the care the guardrail
requires. Paul’s point is the certainty and goal of God’s gracious purpose for His people, that
those who are His will be brought to share Christ’s image and glory. Present this as the secure
destiny of all who are in Christ, received through genuine faith, not as an unconditional selection
of individuals that bypasses their free response. The accent is on the goal (Christlikeness) and
the security of God’s commitment to complete it.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

¢ The good God aims at is conformity to the image of His Son (Romans 8:29)

e God’s love seeks our transformation, not merely our comfort; this loves us more, not less

e |[f the goal is Christlikeness, trials that shape us are God’s plan succeeding, not failing

¢ Foreknowledge and predestination name the secure destiny of God'’s people in Christ,
received through genuine faith, not an unconditional selection that bypasses free response

*  God is committed to completing the good work of making His people like Christ (Philippians
1:6)

Discussion Prompts

¢ Why does God aim at our Christlikeness rather than simply at our comfort?
¢ How does naming Christlikeness as the goal change the way you read a current trial?
¢ |n what sense would a God who only made us comfortable love us less?

Question 6
Student Question:

Identify one specific way a current hardship is pressing on you, in your patience, your pride, your
need for control, your dependence on God. How might God be using this very pressure to shape
Christ in you, and how could you cooperate with that work rather than merely resist the
discomfort?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This self-focused question makes the Christ-shaping work concrete. Ask students to identify
exactly where a current hardship is pressing, on their patience, their pride, their craving for
control, their self-sufficiency. Trials tend to press on the very places that most need to be
conformed to Christ.

Help them reframe the pressure as potential formation. The discomfort they instinctively resent
may be the chisel in the Sculptor’s hand. This does not mean the trial is pleasant or that they



must enjoy it; it means there is a way to walk through it that yields fruit rather than only
frustration.

Introduce the idea of cooperation. We can either merely resist the discomfort, bracing and
grumbling until it passes, or we can cooperate with God’s work, asking what He might be
growing and yielding to it. The same trial can leave one person bitter and another more like
Christ.

Ask for a specific act of cooperation. Perhaps surrendering the control they are clutching,
practicing the patience the trial demands, or confessing the pride it has exposed. Formation
happens when we say yes to the work God is doing in the particular pressure we are under.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e Trials press on the very places that most need conforming to Christ: pride, control, self-
sufficiency

¢ The discomfort we resent may be the chisel in the Sculptor’s hand

e Cooperating with God'’s formative work rather than merely resisting the discomfort

*  The same trial can leave one person bitter and another more like Christ

Discussion Prompts

*  Where exactly is a current hardship pressing on you, and what might God be shaping there?
e What is the difference between resisting the discomfort and cooperating with God's work in
it?

¢ What is one specific way you could yield to the Christ-shaping work in your current trial?
Question 7
Student Question:

Paul asks, “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 with him graciously give us all things?” (vv. 31-32). How
does the cross become the foundation for our confidence in God’s care, and why is it the decisive
proof that our suffering is not a sign of God’s abandonment?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Verses 31-32 ground the entire passage in the cross, and this is the doctrinal anchor of the
lesson. Paul reasons from the greater to the lesser: if God did not spare His own Son but gave
Him up for us all, then His willingness to give us every lesser good is beyond question. The cross
settles the question of God'’s disposition toward us.

Explain the logic carefully. The hardest thing God could ever give, He has already given, His own
Son. Against that backdrop, the suspicion that God is stingy, indifferent, or hostile collapses. The
One who paid the highest price for us is not going to abandon us in our trials.



This makes the cross the decisive proof that suffering is not abandonment. When circumstances
scream that God has turned away, the cross speaks louder: here is the measure of His love, fixed
in history, unmovable. We read God’s heart not off our changing situation but off Calvary.

Apply the “who can be against us” rhetorically as Paul does. It is not that no one opposes us;
enemies and hardships are real. It is that with God for us, no opposition can finally prevail or
separate us from His purpose. The cross guarantees that God is, decisively and forever, for His
people.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e Paul grounds all confidence in the cross: God did not spare His own Son (Romans 8:32)

¢ The logic from greater to lesser: having given His Son, God will not withhold every needed
good

e The cross is the decisive proof that suffering is not abandonment

e Weread God's heart off Calvary, not off our changing circumstances

e With God for us, no opposition can finally separate us from His purpose (Romans 8:31)

Discussion Prompts

e How does the gift of God’s own Son settle the question of His disposition toward you?
e Why is the cross a more reliable measure of God's love than your circumstances?
e What does it mean that God is “for us” even when real opposition stands against us?

Question 8
Student Question:

When trials come, the accusing thought often follows that God must be against you. How does
the gift of God’s own Son confront that thought? What would change this week if you measured
God'’s posture toward you by the cross rather than by your circumstances?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This self-focused question confronts the accusing voice that suffering so often awakens: God
must be against me. The thought feels intuitive in pain, and it is a lie the cross is designed to
silence.

Help students hear the accusation for what it is and bring it to Calvary. The gift of God’s Son is
the direct rebuttal: a God who is against us does not give His Son for us. The evidence of God'’s
love is not hidden or ambiguous; it is nailed to a cross in plain sight.

Invite the deliberate practice of measuring God’s posture by the cross rather than by
circumstances. When the hard week tempts them to feel forsaken, they can return to the fixed
point: this is how God feels about me, demonstrated once for all at the cross.



Ask what would concretely change this week if they let the cross, not the trial, define God'’s
heart toward them. Perhaps a specific accusation they will answer with the gospel, a specific
fear they will bring to the foot of the cross.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

® The accusing thought in suffering that God must be against us

¢ The gift of God’s Son directly rebuts the accusation

e Measuring God’s posture by the cross rather than by circumstances

e Returning to the fixed point of Calvary when a hard season tempts us to feel forsaken

Discussion Prompts

¢ When trials make you feel God is against you, how does the gift of His Son confront that?

e What would change if you measured God’s posture toward you by the cross rather than
your week?

e What specific accusation could you answer this week with the truth of the cross?

Question 9
Student Question:

Paul piles up tribulation, distress, persecution, famine, danger, and sword, and then says that in
all these things we are “more than conquerors through him who loved us,” and that nothing can
separate us from God'’s love (vv. 35-39). Notice he says we conquer in these things, not by
escaping them. What does Paul mean that God'’s sovereign, tender care does not exempt us from
suffering but secures us through it, and how does this guard against the idea that God’s love
guarantees an easy life?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This is the heaviest doctrinal block, and it requires the full care of the providence guardrail. Paul
lists the worst the world can do, tribulation, distress, persecution, famine, nakedness, danger,
sword, and declares that in all these things we are more than conquerors. Note the precise
wording: we conquer in these things, not by avoiding them. God’s love does not exempt us from
suffering; it secures us through it.

This is the decisive guard against the prosperity assumption and against a sentimental view of
God'’s love. Paul, who is quoting a psalm about being killed all day long, plainly expects God'’s
beloved to face sword and famine. The promise is not escape but inseparability: nothing in all
creation can sever us from the love of God in Christ. The love holds not because the suffering is
removed but because it cannot reach the bond.

Now address the providence guardrail directly. God’s sovereign, tender care is real and total, yet
Scripture does not make God the author of the evils Paul lists. Persecutors persecute, swords



kill, famine starves; these are genuine evils with genuine secondary causes, not deeds of God.
What Paul affirms is that none of them can overrule God’s purpose or separate us from His love.
This is providence, God ruling over and working through a fallen world, not fatalism that
dissolves human freedom and makes God the doer of every evil. “All things work together for
good” is assurance, not a claim that God scripts every sorrow.

Keep providence consistent with prayer and responsibility. Paul prayed, labored, and suffered as
a responsible agent; he did not treat God’s sovereignty as a reason for passivity. We entrust our
trials to God'’s providence and we act faithfully within them; the two are not in tension. God’s
care does not cancel our agency; it accompanies and upholds it.

Land the comfort where Paul lands it: on the unbreakable love of God in Christ. The list of
separators is exhaustive, height, depth, death, life, things present, things to come, and the
verdict is that none can sever us. This is the summit of Christian assurance in suffering: not that
we will be spared, but that we can never be lost.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

* We are more than conquerors in suffering, not by escaping it (Romans 8:37)

e God’s love secures us through suffering rather than exempting us from it, guarding against
the prosperity assumption

e God’s providence rules over and works through real evils without being their author;
persecutors, sword, and famine are genuine secondary causes (Romans 8:35)

e “All things work together for good” is providential assurance, not fatalism that dissolves
human freedom

® Providence is consistent with prayer and human responsibility; God's care upholds our
agency rather than canceling it

* Nothingin all creation can separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus (Romans 8:38-39)

Discussion Prompts

e What does Paul mean that we conquer in these sufferings rather than by avoiding them?
e How is biblical providence different from a fatalism that makes God the author of every evil?
e  Why is inseparable love a deeper comfort than the promise of escape would be?

Question 10
Student Question:

Look back across Romans 8:28-39 as a whole, the good purpose, the goal of Christlikeness, the
cross as proof, and the unbreakable love. Name one specific trial you can begin to entrust to
God'’s providence this week, and one truth from this passage you will preach to yourself when
you are tempted to believe God has abandoned you.

Commentary and Teaching Notes



The capstone gathers the whole passage and turns it toward trust. Retrace Paul’s ascent: the
good purpose of providence, the goal of Christlikeness, the cross as the proof of God'’s heart,
and the unbreakable love that nothing can sever. Paul has built a staircase from groaning to

glory.

Invite students to name one specific trial they can begin to entrust to God’s providence this
week. Entrusting is the practical act of faith this passage calls for, not understanding the trial
fully, but placing it into the hands of a God who is for us and at work in us.

Then ask them to name one truth from this passage to preach to themselves when tempted to
believe God has abandoned them. The passage is full of such truths: God works for our good, He
did not spare His Son, nothing can separate us. Self-preaching the gospel in the trial is exactly
how Paul’s confidence becomes ours.

End on the summit. Whatever your students face, the last word of Romans 8 is not their
suffering but God'’s inseparable love. Send them out standing where Paul stands, more than
conquerors through Him who loved them.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e Retracing Paul’s ascent from groaning to glory: providence, Christlikeness, the cross,
inseparable love

e Entrusting a specific trial to God'’s providence as the practical act of faith

® Preaching the passage’s truths to oneself when tempted to feel abandoned

e The last word over our suffering is God's inseparable love, not the suffering itself

Discussion Prompts

e What is one specific trial you can begin to entrust to God’s providence this week?
*  Which truth from this passage will you preach to yourself when you feel abandoned?
e How does ending at the summit of God’s inseparable love change the way you face today?



