
Sermons in Romans 8

(10)  “That inseparable love”  (1) (Rom 8:35-37

“Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? Shall tribulation, or distress, or persecution, or 

famine, or nakedness, or danger, or sword? As it is written, "For your sake we are being killed all 
the day long; we are regarded as sheep to be slaughtered.” No, in all these things we are more 

than conquerors through him who loved us”.

Introduction

1. We are nearing the end, the final climax of this outstanding chapter in this most 
remarkable letter; the letter to the Romans. This time we are allowed to look at the last 

page without spoiling the story, as it were. 

2. In this section and the following one, Paul’s essential concern is to show that nothing can 
possibly rob a Christian of their salvation. Twice he states that nothing can separate a 

Christian from the love of God in Christ Jesus with the words, “Who shall separate us from 
the love of Christ?” (vs 35), and “For I am sure that (nothing)……. will be able to separate 

us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord” (vs 38-39). Here is a love that will not let 
us go. We cannot be separated from this love. This is Paul’s teaching here. This is why 

salvation is so sure; this inseparable love.

3. It is as if someone is trying to argue against Paul and raising all kinds of arguments to 
show that it is possible for a person to be separated from the love of God in Christ. A 

string of physical possibilities are then raised in verse 35-37, and in the following section, 
38-39 spiritual possibilities. But Paul is adamant that nothing, absolutely nothing can 

separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus. Nothing, absolutely nothing can rob us 
of our salvation. Nothing, absolutely nothing can make us lose our salvation.  

1. The world in which NT Christians lived. Vs 35-36

            Shall tribulation, or distress, or persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or danger, or sword? 
As it is written, "For your sake we are being killed all the day long; we are regarded as 

sheep to be slaughtered.” 

1:1 We probably like to think of the early NT Christians going off to Church on a Sunday 
morning carrying their bibles and engaging in united worship in a Church building of some 
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kind and then generally enjoying life. But this is far from the truth. There were no proper 

buildings where Christians could meet until the middle of the second century and these 
would be merely extended houses to accommodate larger groups. Others continued to 

meet in private  smaller homes. Church buildings, as we know them, did not exist until the 
4th century after Constantine became a so-called Christian Emperor.

1:2 What was life like in the first century? What was it like to be a Christian in the first century 

where  everyone lived under Roman occupation. The Romans conquered nations and 
ruled them with an iron fist. They ruled by cruelty, harsh treatment and heavy taxation. 

Everyone lived in fear of Rome; fearful of saying anything out of place about Rome or the 
Emperor and being reported with consequences leading to torture and crucifixion. One of 

their own warns the wealthy leaders not to become corrupt or greedy because just above 
their heads is the Roman soldiers’ boot. 

1:3 They lived in fear of failed harvests. Most families had their own plot of land from which 

they cultivated their crops. Some to eat and store for the winter and other crops with which 
to barter for household goods. If the weather was poor and their crops died they would 

suffer starvation and would also be unable to pay the Roman taxes. Tax collectors were 
ruthless, earning a rich living by over taxing the people by up to four times. They might be 

able to secure a loan from the Temple which acted like a bank. If, however, the harvest 
failed the following year and they were unable to pay back the loan, the Temple would 

foreclose and take away the land. This would be a tragedy. No money, no food, no land. 
What would be left would be either begging on the streets or being sold into slavery.

1:4 Life in NT was days was also lived under the fear of bandits, thieves, robbers. Some 

would be Roman soldiers who would add to their pay by stealing from Jews and Greeks 
and even their own countrymen. No one would dare question or accuse Roman soldiers 

even if they received a beating from one of them. Many of bandits roamed the countryside 
setting upon small caravans or single people travelling from one city to another. Paul 

mentions some of his experiences as suffering, “…danger from robbers, danger from my 
own people, danger from Gentiles, danger in the city, danger in the wilderness, danger at 

sea, danger from false brothers” (2 Cor 11:27). The parable of the “Good Samaritan” in 
which a single Jew travelling alone falls among bandits, confirms this also. Many bandits 

were political revolutionaries, terrorists who were seeking reprisals for their sufferings 
under King Herod who died in 4 BC. The NT era was a veritable war zone.

Page �  of �2 8



1:5 Large cities like Antioch were vile and filthy. Disease was common and often plagues 

would invade its citizens. Large fires consuming houses and businesses were common 
due to the overcrowding of buildings. Effluent was thrown from windows into streets - 

streets that were very narrow and dangerous. Life was hard, short and replete with 
suffering.

1:6 Such were the living conditions of those in NT days. Such was the lot of these early 

Christians where the survival of the fittest prevailed. But added to this was daily 
persecution for the Christian. The Jews were scandalised by the Christian’s insistence that 

the Messiah died on a cross at the hands of the Roman invaders. The Greeks laughed, 
ridiculed and scoffed at them saying that Christianity was silly, stupid and only fit for 

women, slaves, children,  idiots and the poor. Employment would be difficult to find 
because an employee would be expected to worship at the pagan shrine of the employer.

1:7 So, when Paul heaps together this list in verse 35 he is merely displaying the lot of 

Christians who lived in the first century.

2. This Inseparable love: Seven objections answered

2:1 Can “Tribulation” separate us from the love of God? The word “Tribulation” represents 
trouble of any kind. It is the Greek word for “pressure” with the picture of someone being 

squeezed in on all sides. The Gospel writers used this word to describe how Jesus was 
squashed, or squeezed by all the throngs of people that followed Him. In classical Greek it 

represents the treading of grapes where the pressure bursts the fruit. The Greek word can 
also be rendered as, “affliction, distress, hardship” (NIV). It represents all kinds of 

difficulties that are pressurising you on all sides. 

2:2 Can “distress” separate us from the love of God? The term “distress” includes any kind of 
“calamity, extreme affliction” causing anguish. Literally, it means “to be placed in a narrow 

space”; “the want of room”. There is here a kind of psychological claustrophobia where the 
individual is so pressurised with problems that they feel they can hardly breath. 

 2:3 Can “persecution” separate us from the love of God? The word “Persecution” means 

being “harassed”, and carries the concept of being “pursued”. Christians were harassed 
and stressed by those who hated the Gospel. They were chased from day to day by those 

who would want to upset them with their objections, ridicule and anger against the 
Christian Gospel. The Greeks would call them fools; the Jews would loath them for the 
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scandal of the cross. It is probable that Christians would lose their employment because 

of their refusal to worship at their employer’s shrine. They would be called “kill joys” 
because of their refused to attend feasts and sexual orgies.  All kinds of untrue stories 

would be created by their opponents in attempts to discredit Christianity. Christians would 
know no peace from constant, repeated persecution.

2:4 Can “famine” separate us from the love of God? The word “famine” speaks for itself in a 

world where there was no such thing as a “free lunch”, and spoke of severe hunger. Food 
was always in short supply for everyone especially if ships bringing wheat from Alexandria 

to Rome failed to arrive due to piracy or ship wrecks. Between  45 AD and 47 AD the Nile 
flooded and so the price of wheat soared due to shortage  and resulted in a wide famine 

as prophesied by Agabus in (Acts 11:28ff). Individuals in villages would seek to eke out a 
living from their plots of land. But if the weather was poor a failed harvest could lead to 

starvation. A loan from the Temple might help out for the following year, but this loan would 
have to be repaid with interest, and if the harvest failed again all the land would be 

claimed by the Hight Priest because non-payment of the debt. 

2:5 Can “nakedness” separate us from the love of God? “Nakedness” might not merely refer 
to the loss of clothing but all ones possessions through being robbed or having to sell to 

provide money for the Roman taxation or the loss of one’s land to the Temple to repay a 
loan. The word speaks of destitution and  extreme poverty. A Christian might very easily 

lose his job because he would refuse to worship the gods of his employer or attend the 
shrine. Religion and employment often went hand in hand. A Christian would be an 

unlikely choice by an employer looking for workers. Many Christians may have been 
forced into a life of begging or slavery.

2:6 Can “Danger” separate us from the love of God? “Danger” is a word used by Paul eight 

times in 2 Cor 11:26 “… dangers from rivers, dangers from robbers, dangers from my 
countrymen, dangers from the Gentiles, dangers in the city, dangers in the wilderness, 

dangers on the sea, dangers among false brethren…”. The word includes “risks, hazards, 
perils”, or “a state of dangerous and threatening circumstances”. All of this was common 

to the NT Christian living in first century Palestine / Israel. 

2:7 Can the “Sword” separate us from  the love of God?, The “sword” of course, meant 
execution by Rome or murder by bandits. People had to be careful how they spoke of the 

Roman Empire or the Emperor himself. The story goes that there were four people sitting 
on a wall. The first spoke positively about Rome and all that had been done for the people 
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and country. The second person objected and said that Rome was cruel and only served 

its own interests. The third kept silent. The fourth person went to the authorities and 
reported the conversation. 

The outcome. The first person was elevated to a high position in the Roman government. 

The second was crucified. The third was exiled, and the fourth was given a monetary 
reward. Execution was close to anyone who defied the Roman Empire. 

2:8 As a summary of this list Paul adds, “As it is written, "For your sake we are being killed all 

the day long; we are regarded as sheep to be slaughtered.” This is a quotation from 
Psalm 44:22. NT Christians lived constantly under the threat of death. Everyone living in 

first century Israel existed under this threat, but Christians all the more because of their 
expressed faith. Paul may have experienced all the sufferings in verse 35 except the last 

one, “Sword”. However, this would come to him as it was going to come to many 
Christians who were to live under all future persecutions during the following three 

centuries. Daily they lived as “sheep to be slaughtered”. And they did this for “Your sake”, 
that is for the sake of the Saviour they loved.

2:9 Why were Christians continually under the threat of death? Mainly because Christianity 

was largely anti-Roman. Not only did they refuse to worship the Emperor, they refused to 
adopt the Roman way of life. They had an anti-Roman lifestyle.

2:10 Rome was very suspicious of Christians. Whilst they were considered to be an off-shoot of  

the Jews, there was something sinister about what they did and believed that gave cause 
for concern. As most Christians would have been slaves or servants, it was only possible 

for them to meet at night. They were accused of nocturnal skulking, and this falsehood 
troubled the Romans. What was going on in their meetings that they had convened in the 

cover of darkness? 

2:11 Christians held special meals called “love feasts”. Where these sexual orgies? Was this 
drinking the “blood” of Jesus some initiation rite, or at worse was it cannibalism? 

Christians, of course denied these rumours, but they did not deny that they were different. 
They clearly adopted un-Roman attitudes. They spoke of another King, Jesus; they 

refused to go to war - killing of any form, murder, war, infanticide, abortion and suicide was 
an anathema to Christians. They were thoroughly “counter-culture”. 
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2:12 It is obvious why Rome was worried about these Christians and made all attempts to 

destroy them. The Christians had to be made to conform to the imperial cult, worship the 
Emperor and cease to be atheists by believing in other gods. The worship of the Emperor 

was important to Rome; it showed that you were patriotic. But they refused and were 
willing to be persecuted and even die to maintain their belief in only one single Lord.

3. None of these things could separate us from the love of Christ. Verse 37

“No, in all these things we are more than conquerors through him who loved us”.

3:1 The word translated “separate” means, “to divide; set apart; cut off; to part from; to 
sever” (vs 35). Paul is adamant that whatever befalls a Christian in this physical life 

nothing can cut that person off from the “love of Christ”. 

3:2 The Greek text begins with a strong “but” although other translations have, “No”, or “yet”. 
The Greek can be rendered, “however, yet, nevertheless”. Whatever the translation, there 

is a contrast here. This is how he English word “but” is used; it is a term to demonstrate 
contrast. Sufferings may cut a Christian off from his life, BUT none of these can cut a 

Christian out of the love of Christ. It is impossible, says Paul. 

3:3 Indeed, so adamant is Paul that he chooses to use a word that, in a sense, is 
incomprehensible, “more than conquerors”. One either is or is not a conqueror. You 

cannot be “more” than a conqueror. However, Paul is seeking to coin a word that will 
demonstrate how certain, sure and absolute is salvation in Christ. The world through 

suffering may seek to conquer the Christian, but it cannot conquer the Christian’s position 
in Christ. 

3:4 All translations have used this translation “more than conquerors” which arose from the 

Geneva Bible. The Greek ὑπερνικάω (hupernikao)can be rendered  “ to be completely 
victorious, completely win out over something; excessively victorious; over-power in 

victory; to go beyond conquest”. It is a word that is not used anywhere else in the NT, and 
is probably not found outside the NT. 

3:5 The contents of these three verses are sandwiched between Paul’s emphasis of the love 

of Christ. In verse 35 he asks, “Who shall separate us from the love of Christ” and then in 
verse 38 he says that we are more than conquerors “through Him who loved us”
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3:6 The love of Christ (and God) constitutes the very foundation of the Christian Gospel. It 

was because “God loved the world” that He instituted the Gospel of salvation. It was 
because “God is love” that He sent His one and only Son to be the substitute for sinners. 

Christian people need to know the depth of this love; a love that  cannot possibly let them 
go in spite of what the world may throw at them. This is no sentimental love, it is a strong, 

loyal, genuine and never-ending love. 

3:7 It is because of this love of Christ that the Christian can be strong in his or her faith, 
knowing that nothing on earth can possibly separate them from their salvation. Salvation 

is permanent; it is here to stay. 

Conclusion
1. Indicatives and not Imperatives! This chapter is full of Indicatives; statements of facts. 

Facts about God and what God has done; facts about salvation. There are no 
Imperatives. Paul keeps his Imperatives for chapters 12-16. Those Imperatives, that is 

exhortations for Christian action and behaviour, come after and not before Paul’s 
masterful descriptions of God and His work in salvation. 

2. It is looking to the Indicatives that gives us assurance, not the Imperatives. What is 

needed among us is to adopt a thorough-going God-centred mind-set. We are too man-
centred; always feeling our spiritual pulses; wondering if we are doing enough; fearful that 

we might lose our salvation through some foolish act of sin or disobedience. 

3. I am sure that many folk either listening to this lecture or reading this paper will want to 
raise objections about where does sanctification come in? What about the many warnings 

in Scripture whereby we could find ourselves falling from grace? Will not this teaching 
encourage sin and disobedience?

4. All of this has its place within the body of Christian belief, but it must be in proportion and 

always kept within its proper  Biblical and doctrinal context. What emerges from these 
genuine and honest questions is the danger of legalism and, what is more important, the 

danger of slipping into a good-works form of salvation. 

5. Sanctification and obedience, as we have seen from verses 4b-8, and 12-13, is the visible 
and evidential proof of the genuineness of faith. Faith is seen to be real saving faith by the 

behaviour of the person claiming to be a Christian. That is the position of sanctification 
and good works. This is important, but only in its rightful place. By good-works saving, 
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justifying faith can be seen; faith becomes visible within sanctification. It is so important 

that whilst sanctification follows close on the heels of justification, the two are kept 
separate. Do not mix the two.

6. What is the message of Romans chapter 8? It speaks loud and clear that Salvation is all 

of God; and because salvation is all of God it cannot fail. 

Richard Lee.
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