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For Us and With Us 

The Scripture reading for this morning is from the book of Romans, chapter 8, verse eighteen, 

and verses 31 through 39. 

“I consider that the sufferings of this present time are not worth comparing with the glory about 

to be revealed to us. 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; 

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.” 

This is the word of the Lord. Thanks be to God. 

My first memory of suffering is from when I was eight years old. My great-grandmother died of 

cancer that year, twenty days before my ninth birthday. My great-grandmother was the matriarch 

of my mom’s side of the family. Her name was Mary Elizabeth, but to everyone in our family, 



she was Mama. Mama lived through the Great Depression, was widowed before the age of thirty, 

and raised two children on her own. She never attended college, but was the wisest woman I’ve 

ever known, because her wisdom came from the richness of her life experience. She adored her 

children, grandchildren, and great grandchildren. She loved playing bridge and delighted in 

making the most delicious Southern meals for her family (but you were out of luck if you wanted 

a recipe, because she would tell you to “just add a bit of this and that until it tastes good”). I was 

eight years old and had never encountered death up until then. I remember the day she died, my 

parents came into the room my sister and I shared and said, “Today is the day the doctors think 

that Mama will die.” We packed our bags to get ready to drive to Raleigh, but Mom got a phone 

call that it was too late. Mama had just passed away. Everyone was crying, and I remember 

feeling scared that my parents were crying, because grown-ups are supposed to be brave. I didn’t 

know that dads cried. I wore a scratchy black dress and was uncomfortable attending the 

memorial service in a church that didn’t have big stained-glass windows and rich mahogany 

pews like mine at home. As her ashes were spread in the columbarium, I remember thinking that 

it was strange that this church had a “death garden.” It made Mama being gone all the more real. 

I share this story with you because Mama’s death was my first experience of deep sadness, and it 

certainly will not be my last. 

This morning, I will be talking about suffering and the love of God. I have three points I want to 

drive home with you. First, A life of faith does not mean that we are exempt from pain. In my 

preparation for this sermon, I dove into the world of the Romans, wanting to learn Paul’s context 

for writing about suffering. I learned that suffering is especially significant in the book of 

Romans, because the Roman believers had already experienced harassment for their beliefs. 

Thus, separation from Christ because of the implications of adversity was not just a handy 

rhetorical strategy, but a genuine issue for Paul and the Romans. During this time, some early 

Christians claimed exemption from hardships, and tried to use Paul’s hardships to discredit his 

ministry. For them, suffering was a sign of divine wrath and alienation from Christ. This type of 

thinking is known in the religious studies world as “deuteronomistic thinking:” If you are good, 

God will reward you, but if you are bad, God will punish you. In other words, these believers 

thought Paul must have done something wrong that caused God to punish him with suffering. It’s 



a tempting sell, the idea that our good behavior will grant us God’s favor. If only it were that 

easy. 

This line of reasoning is alive and well today in the form of the American prosperity gospel, 

which preaches that God wants us to be healthy and wealthy. Kate Bowler is a professor at Duke 

Divinity school who spent ten years researching the prosperity gospel. Bowler traveled the 

United States and Canada interviewing mega church leaders and members who use the health 

and wealth gospel to make meaning out of the good and bad in their lives. Bowler describes the 

prosperity gospel as the great American civil religion, and how she eventually succumbed to this 

thinking, too. However, three years ago Bowler’s life was turned upside down when the 

unthinkable happened. At age 35, she received a stage four cancer diagnosis. In her newly 

released book Everything Happens For a Reason, and Other Lies I’ve Loved, Bowler writes 

about life as a health and wealth scholar while living with a terminal cancer diagnosis. She 

describes how she doesn’t know how to live in ordinary time anymore. Instead, her life is 

characterized by chemotherapy treatments every 60 days; with each CT scan that shows no 

growth in her tumors, she is given another two months to live. Yet through it all, Bowler remains 

hopeful, fueled by an intense love for her husband and young son. 

One month ago, I had the privilege of hearing Kate speak at the Why Christian conference at 

Duke University. I am struck by Kate’s work, because in a world of extra biblical truisms like 

“Everything happens for a reason,” and “God will never give you more than you can handle,” 

she refuses to give pat answers. Kate believes that cancer is just awful enough as it is, and that 

she is not experiencing some sort of divine wrath. Kate’s story leads me to tell you about my 

friend Embree. 

Embree is thirteen years old. Like any teenage girl, she likes hanging out with her friends, 

Instagram, and Taylor Swift. Unlike most girls her age, Embree has leukemia. Embree’s life is a 

sermon on faith and joy in the midst of the most horrible of things. Her motto is “Choose Joy,” 

and her tribe of loved ones wear rubber bracelets with this motto as a show of solidarity. As a 

Christian, the harsh reality of childhood cancer is one of the things that rocks my faith the most. 

A year ago on a youth group weekend retreat, the conversation among a group of middle school 

girls and some of their advisers took a more serious turn. Embree looked us all in the eyes, and 



said “I KNOW God did not give me cancer.” And although I cannot even begin to answer the 

question of “Why do bad things happen to good people?” Embree’s words give me hope. Embree 

knows that cancer is not of God because God is good and loving and kind. The night before 

Embree’s bone marrow transplant, the words I needed to cry to God would not come. Instead, 

my prayer was this: “God, I know that cancer is not of you. God, help me believe that you hate 

cancer more than we do. Help me believe, help me believe.” 

Verse 31 says, “If God is for us, who is against us?” This does not mean that people of faith will 

never have any adversaries. Rather, in spite of every force that seems to work against us, we can 

live as the people whom God is FOR. Thus, God being FOR us is greater than anything that 

could be against us. Some people are tempted to believe that “God for us” is only manifested in 

the glory of heaven. Bowler describes how some of her prosperity gospel friends believe 

that surely we can experience heaven on earth right now. As one preacher puts it, instead of 

waiting for pie in the sky, we can eat the ice cream right now. Bowler writes, “But I don’t want 

ice cream. I want a world where there is no need for pediatric oncology, UNICEF, military 

budgets, or suicide rails on the top floors of tall buildings. The world would drip with mercy. Thy 

kingdom come I pray, and my heart aches. And my tongue trips over the rest. Thy will be done.” 

I have been saying the Lord’s Prayer in church for as long as I can remember. Each Sunday, the 

familiar words roll off of my tongue. Yet I am afraid that over the years, I have failed to grasp 

the significance of what I’m asking God. Thy will be done. Do I really want that? In a world of 

harsh uncertainties, I often hold onto those words with white knuckles. Yet God did not hold 

onto God’s own Son with clenched fists. One commentary translated verse 32 as this: “He who 

surely did not spare even his own son but delivered him up for us all, how will he not also with 

him graciously give us the universe?” It is easy to see how this verse could be interpreted in a 

way that aligns with the prosperity gospel. God loves us so much that God will give us anything 

we want, right? Not quite. This commentary says, “Not even to spare his own son is the ultimate 

act that a father could perform on behalf of others…nothing could more clearly demonstrate that 

‘God is for us.’” 

My second point is this: God is for us and with us, in both the valleys and the mountain tops. I 

think it’s easy to live as a person whom God is for and with, when everything falls into place. 



You get the dream job, the graduate school acceptance, the business deal goes through, you’re 

finally recognized for all of your hard work. Surely God is in this. The doctor calls and the test 

results aren’t good. Your project isn’t accepted for the conference. The relationship doesn’t work 

out. God is in this? As a person who loves the mountains, the imagery of valleys and mountain 

tops sits well with me. The “valley” moments are the lowest of lows, while the “mountain tops” 

are the highest of highs. And I have to believe that God is there in it all. It is certainly easier to 

believe in God’s goodness and faithfulness when life is good. Yet I wouldn’t take back any of 

my valley moments, for I have known the depths of God’s grace and love in these places, too. I 

refuse to buy into the prosperity gospel message, with God in heaven like a used car salesmen 

flashing his pearly whites, selling me a faith that promises a pain free life. 

I don’t want a pain free life. Let me explain. Brené Brown is a researcher and story teller who 

has built her career on the power of vulnerability. After years and years of research, Brown has 

unlocked the transformative power of vulnerability. She names vulnerability as the birthplace of 

joy, belonging, creativity, and love. She also found that Americans like to numb vulnerability. 

The aspect of her research that is most striking to me is this: When we numb grief, shame, and 

disappointment, we also numb joy, gratitude, and happiness. That is too big of a risk for me. We 

must open ourselves to experiencing the depths of pain, because that is where God often meets 

us when we are least expecting it. In verse 35, Paul’s list of afflictions were things that the 

Romans directly endured. The Romans knew hardship, persecution, famine, nakedness, peril, 

and sword. Paul is writing to an audience familiar with suffering. He is not guaranteeing that the 

suffering will go away, but that suffering can’t separate us from Christ’s love. 

Once again, I think about Mama. Her life touched me, but her death shaped me profoundly. My 

eight year old self could not deal with the intensity of the grief. My idyllic and pain free world 

was turned upside down. But as I allowed myself to experience the pain of her death, my heart 

was opened to a fiercer and deeper love, not only for her, but for all people. This fierce love is 

the driving force of my life. I live with the deep conviction that the story of God’s love for 

humanity is the greatest story ever told. I believe that God’s love is so much greater than the 

death dealing forces of this world. I more than believe this, I am persuaded of this. 



There is NOTHING that can separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus. According to some 

scholars, the Greek is better translated as “I am persuaded.” I like this, because I need a phrasing 

that expresses that I’m more than convinced, and I more than believe this. This present tense 

structure means that the persuading isn’t over. Each day Jesus is persuading us that the death 

dealing forces of this world are never greater than his love. With tears in her eyes, Kate Bowler 

shared with the Why Christian attendees one of the realizations that living with terminal cancer 

has given her. She said, “I learned that my life was built with paper walls, but so was everyone 

else’s.” That’s the secret. If we build our lives on the foundations of success, certainty, man-

made happiness, then surely our walls will crumble. Nothing is guaranteed. Instead, let’s build 

our walls with fierce love, a love that has known the depths of pain but also the delight of 

boundless joy. 

At the end of our lives, I imagine that the certificates of achievement and the amount of 0s in our 

bank accounts won’t matter much. But I can only hope that the love of Christ will carry us and 

sustain us. It’s all made of paper walls, these lives we try to build for ourselves. I cannot promise 

you a life free of pain. But I feel it in my bones that God is good and loving and kind, and that a 

love that deep surely will not forsake us. I cannot tell you what tomorrow holds. Right now, 

though, I’ll look at my bracelet and live by my friend Embree’s motto: “Choose joy.” I “choose 

joy” not because I’m banking on a pain-free existence but because life is short and I want every 

minute of mine to reflect “God for us.” 

For I am persuaded that neither the anguish of death, nor the trials of this life, nor the twisted 

forces of nature, nor the corrupt structures of humankind, nor the instability of the present, nor 

the uncertainty of the future, nor the crashing waves of the oceans nor the powers of the galaxy, 

nor ANYTHING else in all creation can separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our 

Lord. 

Amen. 

 


