Couples for Christ

January 4, 2009
Romans 8
We’re in the middle of our study of the book of Romans, and for the last couple of weeks we’ve been in Romans Chapter 8—perhaps the greatest chapter in the entire Bible.  Last week we looked at verses 17 through 24:

17Now if we are children, then we are heirs—heirs of God and co-heirs with Christ, if indeed we share in his sufferings in order that we may also share in his glory. 18I consider that our present sufferings are not worth comparing with the glory that will be revealed in us.

Verses 17 and 18 offer three promises:  that we will share in his sufferings, that we will also share in his glory, and that there is no comparison between the two:  that the glory we will experience one day will make the suffering we experience now seem trivial by comparison.  No matter how painful or severe our sufferings are, what is coming will make them seem insignificant and unimportant.   The glory will “far outweigh” the suffering; in comparison to the glory, the sufferings are “light and momentary;” the sufferings are “not worth comparing” to the glory.  No matter what we have gone through, are presently going through, or will go through, the sum total of our suffering is not worth comparing with the glory that awaits us. There is simply no comparison of the pain we suffer today with the glory yet to be revealed.

Next, we looked at verses 19 through 24:  
The creation waits in eager expectation for the sons of God to be revealed. 20For the creation was subjected to frustration, not by its own choice, but by the will of the one who subjected it, in hope 21that the creation itself will be liberated from its bondage to decay and brought into the glorious freedom of the children of God. 
 22We know that the whole creation has been groaning as in the pains of childbirth right up to the present time. 23Not only so, but we ourselves, who have the firstfruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly as we wait eagerly for our adoption as sons, the redemption of our bodies. 24For in this hope we were saved. But hope that is seen is no hope at all. Who hopes for what he already has? 25But if we hope for what we do not yet have, we wait for it patiently. 

Paul personifies the creation, saying that it “waits in eager expectation for the sons of God to be revealed.”  This “revelation” is the same one Paul is talking about in verse 18:  our glorification at the return of Christ.  So not only are we eager for Him to return; the entire universe is as well.  Paul says here that “the creation was subjected to frustration” and that it is in “bondage to decay” and that as a result, it is “groaning in the pains of childbirth right up to the present time.”  The creation is eagerly awaiting this rebirth:  its liberation “from its bondage to decay.”  And not only is the creation groaning for its rebirth; we are also eager for our recreation:

23Not only so, but we ourselves, who have the firstfruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly as we wait eagerly for our adoption as sons, the redemption of our bodies. 24For in this hope we were saved. But hope that is seen is no hope at all. Who hopes for what he already has? 25But if we hope for what we do not yet have, we wait for it patiently. 
Not only does creation groan out of its desire to be made new—so do we.  Paul says that we “groan inwardly as we await… the redemption of our bodies.” Have you experienced that groaning?  That desire to be set free from this body and this world?  I know I do more and more as I get older and as I come to know and understand God better.  

Notice that Paul says that “we… have the firstfruits of the Spirit.”  What do you suppose he means by that?  Is he saying that we’ve received a small part of the Spirit, but that there will be more of the Spirit to come at some later time?  Take various answers.  What Paul is saying is that the gift of the Spirit is itself the firstfruit of something else that is to come later—not that we’ve received a little of the Spirit and that we’ll receive more of Him later.  The concept of firstfruits is taught in the OT, where, according to the law, the Israelites were expected to bring the first-harvested portions of the grain, fruit, and livestock to the Lord as an offering.  For example, Exodus 23:19 says, “Bring the best of the firstfruits of your soil to the house of the LORD your God.”  Likewise, Proverbs 3:9-10 says,
9 Honor the LORD with your wealth, 
       with the firstfruits of all your crops; 

 10 then your barns will be filled to overflowing, 
       and your vats will brim over with new wine.

By sacrificing firstfruits, the offerer was expressing faith in a very tangible and practical way that God would provide the balance of the harvest.  We do a similar thing today when we give “off the top”—putting our gifts and tithes not at the bottom of our budgets but at the top.

Paul used the concept of firstfruits as an illustration in several places in the NT.  For example, Corinthians 15:20 says, “But Christ has indeed been raised from the dead, the firstfruits of those who have fallen asleep.”  There, the idea is that Christ is the first of many to experience resurrection—the “firstfruits” of God’s harvest of the righteous.
Here, Paul is saying that the gift of the Sprit is God’s pledge or promise to complete the process of salvation and to honor his promises of adoption, redemption, and glorification. It’s the same idea Paul expresses with different words in 2 Corinthians 1:21 and 22:

Now it is God who makes both us and you stand firm in Christ. He anointed us, 22set his seal of ownership on us, and put his Spirit in our hearts as a deposit, guaranteeing what is to come.

And in Ephesians 1:13 and 14:

And you also were included in Christ when you heard the word of truth, the gospel of your salvation. Having believed, you were marked in him with a seal, the promised Holy Spirit, 14who is a deposit guaranteeing our inheritance until the redemption of those who are God's possession—to the praise of his glory.

Paul says that “we eagerly await our adoption as sons.”  Back in verse 15 Paul said that we received a Spirit of adoption.  But has the adoption been fully completed yet?  No.  We’ve tasted the firstfruits of it—we glimpsed what it will be like—but our adoption will not be complete until THAT DAY, when, as Paul says, our bodies are redeemed—by which he means, resurrected and transformed.  Paul describes this transformation in         1 Corinthians 15:42-44:
 42So will it be with the resurrection of the dead. The body that is sown is perishable, it is raised imperishable; 43it is sown in dishonor, it is raised in glory; it is sown in weakness, it is raised in power; 44it is sown a natural body, it is raised a spiritual body.

And in Philippians 3:20 and 21, he tells us that our new bodies will be like the resurrection body of Christ himself:

20But our citizenship is in heaven. And we eagerly await a Savior from there, the Lord Jesus Christ, 21who, by the power that enables him to bring everything under his control, will transform our lowly bodies so that they will be like his glorious body.

Paul says that “in this hope we were saved.”  Which hope?  The hope of resurrection and transformation.  You know, I think in the American church we’ve lost this idea.  Our view of “heaven” has been spiritualized to the point where many believers—especially new believers—don’t know about or understand the promise of resurrection.  Certainly, I think, we’ve replaced the hope of resurrection with the hope of “being with God in heaven,” which is not a bad thing but falls far short of the full promise of scripture.  Paul would be surprised and appalled at this, I think.  For him, the idea of resurrection was absolutely central and vital to the Christian faith.  In Chapter 15 of 1 Corinthians—which is devoted to explaining the centrality of the resurrection to our faith—Paul says 

19If only for this life we have hope in Christ, we are to be pitied more than all men.

And 

32 If the dead are not raised, "Let us eat and drink, for tomorrow we die."

God has promised us so much more than a spiritual afterlife, floating among the clouds with harps and wings.  He has promised us physical life—in glorified, sinless, perfect bodies—on a new earth, prepared especially by Him for us.  We will eat, and work, and play, as we do now, but without the hardship, pain, and suffering of this world.  We will know one another face to face as we do now—and we will be known—and, even better, we will know Him face to face as well.  I don’t know about you, but that sure sounds better than floating in the clouds!
Paul says, “Who hopes for what he already has? 25But if we hope for what we do not yet have, we wait for it patiently.”  Recall that Paul usually uses the word hope differently from the way we commonly use the word.  When we say “I hope so and so will happen,” what do we mean?  We wish for it to happen.  But when we read in the Bible that we hope for something, what does that mean?  Not a wish, but a confident expectation.  Why can we be confident about the promise of resurrection and glorification?  Take various answers.  Because we’ve received the Holy Spirit as a deposit guaranteeing our redempotion.  Because the one who has made the promise is always faithful and always does what He says he will do.  So we aren’t wishing for our resurrection and glorification—we’re looking forward to it with confident expectation.  And since we are confident of the promise God ahs made, Paul says we are able to “wait for it patiently.”  What does the idea of waiting for it patiently suggest to you?  Take various answers.  We aren’t anxious or concerned.  We’re not working to make it happen.  We’re enduring the difficult things that we experience while we’re waiting.  We’re resting in the assurance of the promise.  

Paul continues this line of thinking in verses 26 and 27:
 26In the same way, the Spirit helps us in our weakness. We do not know what we ought to pray for, but the Spirit himself intercedes for us with groans that words cannot express. 27And he who searches our hearts knows the mind of the Spirit, because the Spirit intercedes for the saints in accordance with God's will.

He begins, “In the same way…”  In the same way as what?  Take various answers.  I think this could refer to any number of claims Paul has made in this chapter about the Spirit.  For instance:

· In the same way that “the law of the Spirit of life set me free from the law of sin and death” (V1), he helps us
· In the same way that we “are controlled not by the sinful nature but by the Spirit, if the Spirit of God lives in you” (v9), he helps us
· In the same way that we received a “Spirit of Sonship” who enables us to cry “Abba, Father” (v19), he helps us
· In the same way the Spirit gives us hope (confident assurance) of the promise of redemption (v 23), he helps us
Even better, though, I think Paul may be referring back to the groanings found in verses 22 (“We know that the whole creation has been groaning as in the pains of childbirth right up to the present time.”) and 23 (“Not only so, but we ourselves, who have the firstfruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly as we wait eagerly for our adoption as sons, the redemption of our bodies.”)  Paul may be saying, in the same way that the creation groans, and that we groan, the Spirit within us helps us in our weakness by “interced(ing) for us with groans that words cannot express.”  From this point of view, it is not just the creation and believers who groan for recreation—but God himself, in the person of the Holy Spirit, groans for renewal as well.
“In the same way,” Paul says, “the Spirit helps us in our weakness.”  What weakness do you think Paul has in mind here?  Take various answers.  Every kind of weakness!  Our weakness against temptation.  Our physical weaknesses.  Our emotional weaknesses.  Our spiritual weaknesses.  Our weakness in the face of the difficulties, struggles, and hardships we must endure.
Paul knows first hand about the power of the Spirit to help us in our weaknesses.  He says in 2 Corinthians 12:
7To keep me from becoming conceited because of these surpassingly great revelations, there was given me a thorn in my flesh, a messenger of Satan, to torment me. 8Three times I pleaded with the Lord to take it away from me. 9But he said to me, "My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness." Therefore I will boast all the more gladly about my weaknesses, so that Christ's power may rest on me. 10That is why, for Christ's sake, I delight in weaknesses, in insults, in hardships, in persecutions, in difficulties. For when I am weak, then I am strong.
How does the Spirit help us in our weaknesses?  Take various answers.  He encourages us.  He strengthens us.  He gives us wisdom to understand and respond to what we are facing.  He teaches us.  He comforts us.  

One of the ways that the Spirit helps us is by guiding and empowering our prayer.  Paul says, “We do not know what we ought to pray for, but the Spirit himself intercedes for us with groans that words cannot express.”  As translated by the NIV, the idea of this verse is that we do not what we should ask for.  The NASB, on the other hand, translates the verse like this:

We do not know how to pray as we should

Implying that our problem is that we don’t understand the proper method and procedure in prayer.  Literally, the phrase translated as “we do not know what we ought to pray for” is “we do not know what we should pray.”  This suggests that both translations have half of the answer:  Paul has both the content and the method of our prayer in mind.  The Spirit not only helps us with the content of our prayers, but also with the form and practice of our prayer as well.  Here’s how the New Living Translation does it:

For we don't even know what we should pray for, nor how we should pray.
Let’s explore this a bit.  Does it seem right to you that “we don’t even know what we should pray for, nor how we should pray?”  Why?  Discuss.  We are not omniscient. We don’t know everything, nor can we see into the future. So when we pray, we really can’t know what we should ask for.
· Do we really understand our own needs?  We tend to pray for safety and comfort, for ourselves and our loved ones, when perhaps we ought to be praying that God would use us more boldly and dangerously.  We tend to pray for easy lives, when perhaps we ought to be praying for hardship that would refine and perfect us.  
· Do we really understand the needs of others?  We pray for others that God would release them from difficulty, but perhaps we ought to be praying that God would use the difficulty to accomplish his purposes in them.  
· Do we really understand what God is doing?  We pray that such and such will happen, or not happen, as though we know the future and can see all the consequences of a certain event.  We pray in an effort to conform God’s will to our own, when perhaps we ought to pray that his will would be done even if it is in conflict with ours.   

By the way, the fact that we don’t know what we ought to pray for, or even how to pray, is not an excuse to quit praying. Someone might say, if we don't know how to pray as we ought, and we don’t really know what to ask for, and if the Spirit is going to pray for us anyway, then we don't need to pray. But that would contradict many other passages of Scripture, such as James 4:2, which says "You have not because you ask not” and Philippians 4:6, which says, “Do not be anxious about anything, but in everything, by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, present your requests to God.”  Even though we may pray ignorantly and imperfectly, God calls us to pray.
Fortunately, Paul says, “the Spirit himself intercedes for us with groans that words cannot express.”  Literally, Paul says, “the Spirit himself intercedes for us with inexpressible groans.”  The groans of the Spirit are not audible—He’s groaning; we aren’t.  He prays for us, not through us.  He prays spiritually, not physically.  His groanings are so profound that they defy verbalization—they are literally inexpressible.  
Some might say by groanings Paul is referring to a special manifestation of the Spirit, such as praying in tongues or ecstatic cries that come from the heart, but that this is not what he is teaching. In fact, he specifically says that the praying of the Spirit is too deep for words or utterance and so is unuttered and cannot be expressed. It is felt only in the heart and never comes to the lips as a verbal expression. In short, we should not confuse these groanings with praying in tongues. This passage promises all Christians God's help, not just those who have (or had) the gift of tongues. 

A basic principle of effective praying is that it must be in harmony with the will of God.  For example, 1 John 5:14-15 says, 
this is the confidence which we have before Him, that, if we ask anything according to His will, He hears us. And if we know that He hears us in whatever we ask, we know that we have the requests which we have asked from Him. (1John 5:14-15)

The problem is, of course, that the will of God is often unknown to us.  Why has God allowed such and such to happen?  Why has he done so and so?  What is the purpose of this or that?   In those situations, the Holy Spirit comes to our aid by interceding for us.  And, while we are often ignorant of God’s will, the Spirit is not limited in that way.  Paul says, “And he who searches our hearts knows the mind of the Spirit, because the Spirit intercedes for the saints in accordance with God's will.”  1 Corinthians 2:10 says,

The Spirit searches all things, even the deep things of God. 11For who among men knows the thoughts of a man except the man's spirit within him? In the same way no one knows the thoughts of God except the Spirit of God. 12We have not received the spirit of the world but the Spirit who is from God, that we may understand what God has freely given us. 13This is what we speak, not in words taught us by human wisdom but in words taught by the Spirit, expressing spiritual truths in spiritual words.

So when the Spirit prays for us, he is able to pray in perfect accord with the will of God, because He knows “the deep things of God.”  
Notice, though, that the reverse is true as well:  the Father (“he who searches our hearts”) also knows the mind of the Spirit.  So here’s the picture:  The Spirit, living in us, is deeply attuned to our desires, our needs, our sadness, our joy, our sufferings, our hardships, our desires—in fact, he knows and understands these things better than we do ourselves.  And because the Father knows the mind of the Spirit, he knows these things about us as intimately as the Spirit does.  And the Spirit, who knows both our mind and the mind of the Father, is able to express our needs and feelings to the Father, interceding for us “with groans that words cannot express” in perfect accord with the will of God.  

Do you ever feel discouraged in prayer—that your prayers have not been heard, or you have not prayed for the right things, or that your prayers have not been offered in the proper way?  Don’t be discouraged. Despite our weaknesses, the Holy Spirit has perfectly communicated the desires of your heart to the Father in a way that is perfectly aligned with His perfect will.  How helpless we are!  But how amazing is God’s provision for us!
Next week, everyone’s favorite verse:  Romans 8:28!  See you then!
