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“All things working together for good”
Life can be filled with suffering and tragedy. Airplanes crash and kill all
of the passengers. Young children are diagnosed with cancer and die way
too soon. Accidents happen and people can and do lose their limbs, their
sight, their hearing, and their mental capabilities. Innocent people are
killed by terrorists. Horrible and evil events like the Holocaust and
genocides, and civil wars such as the ones in Iraq and Syria today destroy
nations, and take their toll on far too many people. The list could go on
and on and on—I think you get the idea.
Yet, even though all of these things can and far too often do happen,
today the apostle Paul gives us a message of encouragement and hope.
He reassures us that even in the face of all kinds of suffering and tragedy
there is good news.
Paul tells us: “We know that all things work together for good for those
who love God, who are called according to his purpose.” When Paul wrote
those words perhaps he had in mind stories like that of Joseph.
You remember that Joseph was one of Jacob’s sons. He kept having
dreams that made his other brothers jealous of him. So his brothers
hatched a plan. Some of them wanted to kill him because of their
jealousy. However that didn’t happen. Rather, he was sold into slavery
and ended up in Egypt. He spent about fourteen years wrongfully accused
and punished for a crime he didn’t commit. Eventually the pharaoh
realized Joseph’s abilities and integrity. So he was promoted to be
pharaoh’s prime minister. Since his family back in Israel was going
through a difficult time, his brothers went to Egypt for help. Without
realizing it, the table had turned; they were now at the mercy of their
brother Joseph. After a series of events, Joseph reveals himself to them
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as their brother. He is reconciled with them, and he says: “Even though
you intended to do harm to me, God intended it for good, in order to
preserve a numerous people, as he is doing today.” (Gen 50:20)
The apostle Paul may also have been thinking of his own life when he
wrote: “all things work together for good.” When Jesus called Paul into
his ministry, he was told that he would face many sufferings, and he did.
Paul in his ministry was beaten, shipwrecked, and had to go without food
and drink at times. He spent around six or seven years in prison. He had
to deal with some issues causing conflict and division in churches. Some
of the other apostles seem to have doubted and disagreed with him. He
also writes about having a thorn in his flesh, which made him weak. Yet
in all of this suffering, he is able to say: “We know that all things work
together for good for those who love God, who are called according to his
purpose.”
In addition to these examples of Joseph and Paul’s own life as an
apostle, when he wrote those words: “We know that all things work
together for good for those who love God, who are called according to his
purpose,” he may ultimately have been thinking in particular of the
suffering, death and resurrection of Jesus as the perfect example. Jesus’
suffering and death worked for the good of all people; since through
them you and I and the entire human race are offered the forgiveness of
our sins. The resurrection of Jesus worked for the good of all people;
since through this new life Jesus won the victory over the powers of evil,
sin and death; and one day he tells us that we too shall share in a
resurrection like his. Moreover, even as we live today, we are given little
resurrections, whenever obstacles are overcome and new hope and
purpose in our lives become a reality often through the challenges,
sufferings and disappointments of life.
For example, listen to the following story of the famous preacher, Rev.
Harry Emerson Fosdick: In my young manhood I had a critical nervous
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breakdown. It was the most terrifying wilderness I ever traveled through.
I dreadfully wanted to commit suicide. But instead I made some of the
most vital discoveries of my life. My little book, The Meaning of Prayer,
never could have been written without that breakdown. I found God in a
desert. Why is it that some of life’s most revealing insights come to us
not from life’s loveliness but from life’s difficulties? As a small boy said,
“Why are all the vitamins in spinach and not in ice cream where they
ought to be?” I don’t know. You must ask God that. But vitamins are in
spinach and God is in every wilderness.1 The apostle Paul’s answer to
that is: “We know that all things work together for good for those who
love God, who are called according to his purpose.” Through Harry
Emerson Fosdick’s nervous breakdown, which resulted in him being able
to write The Meaning of Prayer, God was able to reach many people who
have read that book—it has become a classic work on Christian prayer,
and has inspired many who have read it, making a difference in their
lives.
Over and over again, down through the ages, ever since the apostle Paul
wrote those profound words, countless Christians have discovered and
lived out the truth of those words. The following story is yet another
example of how God works good through the faithfulness of others.
A young student torn by doubt and indecision walked the streets of his
college town all night in an effort to resolve his perplexities. Early in the
morning he noticed that a church was open, with a service in progress. He
went in and sat quietly in the shadows in a rear pew. As he looked over
the little congregation, he saw one of his teachers bowed in reverence.
“Surely if this excellent teacher has faith in God, there must be a
satisfactory answer to my problems,” he thought. The incident led him
into new directions that helped him find the solutions he sought. The
teacher may never have suspected that his presence in church on that
morning would give strength and guidance to the student. Without saying
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a word, he had given eloquent and forceful testimony.2
So too, by the grace of God, God is able to work much good through
people like you and I; even though we may not be aware of how we have
influenced others and made a difference in their lives. For that, thanks be
to God!
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