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Kathryn Z. Johnston The Apostle Paul, Politics, Romans 8:31-39 
July 25, 2021 & the Pandemic: Why It’s Okay to Not Be Okay  
 
Romans 8:22-28 
We know that the whole creation has been groaning in labor pains until now; and not only the 
creation, but we ourselves, who have the first fruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly while we wait for 
adoption, the redemption of our bodies. For in hope we were saved. Now hope that is seen is not 
hope. For who hopes for what is seen? But if we hope for what we do not see, we wait for it with 
patience. 
Likewise the Spirit helps us in our weakness; for we do not know how to pray as we ought, but that 
very Spirit intercedes with sighs too deep for words. And God, who searches the heart, knows what 
is the mind of the Spirit, because the Spirit intercedes for the saints according to the will of 
God. We know that all things work together for good for those who love God, who are called 
according to his purpose. 
 
The Story of God for the children of God… thanks be to God. 
 
First, I want to thank you for coming to church this morning. The problem with a sermon series 
encouraging us to be vulnerable and feel our feels… is that it can make us feel vulnerable and 
feel our feels. 
 
Feeling our feels, not “stuffing” them – is hard work. Being vulnerable is exhausting. On the 
surface it seems that it would be so much easier – less painful – to shut it down; close ourselves 
off. It is important work – and vital work – for us and this community of faith to be authentic 
and able to create an environment of promise and hope in the midst of transition and 
challenge… but it is hard work. 
 
Last week the hymn, It is Well With My Soul, took most of us out before I ever preached a word. 
It laid down holy ground. And I, for one, am grateful for being on that holy ground with all of 
you. 
 
I am also grateful for a long-ago Roman citizen, a follower of Christ, who was honest in his letter 
to the church in Rome about how hard life is – and how dim hope can feel. The Apostle Paul 
writes about pain and promise together; he is our witness to experiencing deep grief and 
lament – all while holding onto faith and hope. 
 
It seems like the Apostle Paul knew that a doctrinal thesis alone wasn’t going to convince the 
weary to stay on board the hope train, so he ends this section with one of the most powerful 
passages of Scripture to be found: 
 
Romans 8:31-39 
 What then are we to say about these things? If God is for us, who is against us? He who did not 
withhold his own Son, but gave him up for all of us, will he not with him also give us everything 
else? Who will bring any charge against God’s elect? It is God who justifies. Who is to condemn? It 
is Christ Jesus, who died, yes, who was raised, who is at the right hand of God, who indeed 
intercedes for us. Who will separate us from the love of Christ? Will hardship, or distress, or 
persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or peril, or sword? As it is written, 
‘For your sake we are being killed all day long; 
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   we are accounted 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, nor angels, nor rulers, nor things present, nor things to come, nor 
powers, 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.  
 
The Stories of God for the people of God… thanks be to God. 
 
It would seem that no obstacle should get in the way of us knowing whose we are. There should 
be nothing in our way of yes – being vulnerable and feeling our feels – and also remaining open 
to what God has in store for us, looking forward to the new life that will come from these labor 
pains, trusting that the Spirit carries our sighs too deep for words. 
 
And yet… we seem to struggle to remember that. I wonder if Paul’s list of neither/nors are a bit 
too… and hear me out on this… but maybe his list is a bit too ‘Biblical’ for us… a bit too 
grandiose for us to be comforted by it. 
 
neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor things present, nor things to come, nor 
powers, 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.  
 
Sure, but how does that relate in the Year of Our Lord 2021? 
Maybe no ruler… or no height or depth will separate us from the love of Christ… but guilt will; 
feeling unworthy will… loneliness and grief will. 
Or at least they feel like they separate us from the love of Christ. 
 
Adam Grant, an American psychologist who focuses on organizational psychology, especially in 
the workplace, has been using the word “languishing” to describe how many of us feel right 
now. The majority of us are just - “kinda alright.” 
 
Paul didn’t use that word, but he could have: neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor 
things present, nor things to come… nor languishing, nor pandemic, nor politics, nor conspiracy 
theories, nor anything else in all of creation will be able to separate us from the love of God in 
Jesus Christ our Lord. 
 
But they sure feel like they do. 
 
The last section of Romans 8 is often though of – and rightly so – as triumphant. But it should 
never be forgotten that the triumph is set in the context of circumstances that would be simply 
unbearable, were it not for the hope – and above all the love – that accompany this faith. 
 
Paul is asking the people of the Church in Rome – and the people of the Church in 
Mechanicsburg – to put their faith and trust in God’s love for them. God’s love for us.  
 
When love is known and trusted – it changes things. 
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Some of you may have seen the headlines about a father in China being reunited with his son 
after searching for him for 24 years. Guo (Gwah) Gantang’s son had been taken by human 
traffickers from in front of their home when he was only 2 years old. 
 
For 24 years Mr. Gantang desperately searched all over China, traveling more than 300,000 
miles by motorbike, often putting his own life in danger. His relentless pursuit was so intense a 
movie was made about him. Finally a combination of facial recognition software and DNA 
testing reunited the family with footage seen around the world with the mother saying, “My 
baby, you came back.” And Mr. Gantang telling reporters, “Now that the child has been found, 
everything can only be happy from now on.” 
 
I want that to be true, but this is an earthly kingdom good news story, not a heavenly kingdom 
one. So yes, one family was reunited, but another has been this young man’s family for 24 years. 
And China – the world really – still has a major human trafficking problem. 
 
When love is known and trusted- it changes things. Does it? 
 
It’s true that Guo Gantang’s love for his son and trust in the bond he had with him did not give 
everything a perfect ending. But for him, it ended in reunion and peace of mind… and in the 
process of seeking his own son, he helped track down more than 100 other children and 
reunited them with their families too. 
 
If this is the change that came from one father’s imperfect love; imagine what the perfect love of 
our Heavenly Father can do. 
 
For I am convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor things present, nor 
things to come, nor powers, 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.  
 
Do we love God? 
Do we trust God? 
 
One thing I constantly have to be reminded of sounds so ridiculous – because of course it is true 
– but I guarantee you, you are all in the same boat of needing reminders as I am. 
 
Ready? 
God is in charge… we are just along for the ride. 
 
I know this. 
You know this. 
On paper. 
 
But if I just preach the perfect sermon… 
Or if we just keep the perfect schedule… 
Or raise the perfect child… 
 
Then we might be a little bit in charge? Right? 
 



4 
 

The need to hold onto the illusion of being in charge has to be one of humanity’s biggest 
weaknesses. And we can measure this weakness on the scale of how hard you roll your eyes 
when I tell you to , “Let go and let God.” 
 
I once heard author Annie Lamott say that anytime someone says that to her, she wants to stab 
them in the brain with a plastic knife… your mileage may vary. 
 
The illusion of being in charge has to be one of humanity’s biggest weaknesses. 
The loss of that illusion has to be one of humanity’s biggest fears. 
And it is my experience that humanity doesn’t behave very well when we act out of fear. 
 
The everyday challenge for humanity, and especially for Christians, is to NOT operate out of a 
place of fear, but instead to operate out of a place of hope. And as often as I’ve preached that 
message in the past, I have never needed to hear it more than I do right now. The list of our fear 
is long… and it includes my concern about the church universal and the Church very much local.  
How is the institution going to survive? 
 
Then I have to remind myself - Do we worship the institution… or do we worship God? 
Who is in charge around here? 
God is in charge. 
 
And God is good… All the time. 
 
All the time… God is good. 
 
This call and response began in the Black churches of the deep south during the fight for civil 
rights. It speaks of a deep understanding that God is in charge here. 
 
God is good… All the time. 
 
All the time… God is good. 
 
This is not some Band-Aid fix on a paper cut. It is a salve placed on a deep wound.  
Its guarantee is healing, but there is no promise there will not be a scar.  
It speaks of the suffering of this present time while leaning toward the glory about to be 
revealed to us.  
It speaks to our weakness while interceding for us with sighs too deep for words. 
 
God is good… All the time. 
 
All the time… God is good. 
 
The Apostle Paul knows of the trials and the sufferings of this world and yet he digs deep and 
holds onto hope in things unseen and in Romans, he asks us to do the same – the sufferings of 
this present time are not worth comparing with the glory about to be revealed to us. He 
acknowledges that we wait with eager longing and that the wait can be painful. We know that 
the whole creation has been groaning in labor pains until now; and not only the creation, but we 
ourselves, who have the first fruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly while we wait for adoption, the 
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redemption of our bodies. 24For in hope we were saved. Now hope that is seen is not hope. For who 
hopes for what is seen? 25But if we hope for what we do not see, we wait for it with patience. 
 
God is good… All the time. 
 
All the time… God is good. 
 

Paul writes: We know that all things work together for good… 
 
What then are we to say about these things that let us know we are no longer in charge? 

If God is for us, who is against us? 
Who will bring any charge against God’s elect? 

Who is to condemn? 
What will separate us from the love of Christ? 

 
Who is in charge? 
God is in charge. 
 
And God is good… All the time. 
 
All the time… God is good. 
 


