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“Groaning and Glory”      Text – Romans 8:17-27   LD 19&20        OT Reading – Isaiah 11:6-9; 65:17-25 

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,
Al Nisbet’s cartoon in Tuesday’s Press featured a car representing the nation of NZ travelling along a road into the distance.  There were thunder clouds in the distance and a sign at the beginning of the road, which read, Route 2014, Caution Ahead!  Mayhem, murder, spying allegations, drunk and disorderly, sports’ cheats, terrorism, abuse, [and] political scandal.  And the word bubble from the car read, “WooHooo!  Bring it on!  Er, I think!”
And my reaction, at first, was, Wow, that’s pretty glum.  Mr Nisbet is a bit of a pessimist.  Surely, it’s not all doom and gloom, is it?  
But whether he intended this or not, whatever way you look at it, Mr Nisbet has spoken truth that accords with Scripture.  
· Two weeks ago, Rev. Rott preached to us from Ephesians 2:1-3.  And he explained to us that the norm in the world is evil.  The basic thrust of mankind is anti-God.  
· 2 Timothy 3 says, “There will be terrible times in the last days.  People will be lovers of themselves, lovers of money, boastful, proud, abusive, disobedient to their parents, ungrateful, unholy, without love, unforgiving, slanderous, without self-control, brutal, not lovers of the good, treacherous, rash, conceited, lovers of pleasure rather than lovers of God.”
And so, if you are a lover of God rather than a lover of pleasure, if you love that which is good, if you refuse to gossip, if you believe in respect for those in authority, etc, and if you do all of this because you believe that the Bible is the inspired Word of God and true and the rule for all,          you will suffer.  
And we spoke about this in this morning’s sermon, didn’t we.  We ought not be surprised when we suffer as believers.  The world will not like us for our beliefs and behaviours.  And this will be doubly so when we point out to the world that what they are doing is evil and makes them deserving of God’s eternal wrath and judgment, apart from faith in Christ.  
But as each one of us knows, also, we do not need others in order to suffer.  
· There is the physical suffering of pain and illness and toilsome work and death.  
· There is the emotional suffering of sorrow and tiredness and depression and hurt.  
· And there is the spiritual suffering associated with sin, like its consequences, guilt, doubt, dismay at having given in to temptation again, and the sorrow of knowing that by our sin we displease God and demonstrate a lack of gratitude to Jesus Christ.
And all this is why this text of Scripture is so necessary.  
For it is a text that leads believers from groaning to glory.  It begins, as you can see, with glory in vv17-18.  But we will include those verses within our consideration of vv19-27, which is where we see three groanings – the groaning of creation, the groaning of the believer, and the groaning of the Holy Spirit.

So firstly then, from vv19-22, we read about the groaning of creation.  And you see those words in v22, “We know that the whole creation has been groaning as in the pains of child-birth right up to the present time.”  
1. And here we are taken right back to the Book of Genesis and the origins of mankind.  
a. You boys and girls will remember that after each day of creation, God described what He had created as? “Good.”  And then, after he had finished the work of creation on the sixth day, we are told that He looked down and saw that it was all “very good.”  There was balance and there was beauty.  
b. But what words are associated with creation here in Romans 8?  Frustration bondage, decay, and pain.  And this is because of what happens in Genesis 3.  First Eve and then Adam eat from the tree, which God had commanded them not to eat.  And so, sin and death come into the world, as God had warned them it would.  
i. And does it come just to Adam and Eve?  No it does not.  It comes to all humanity because Adam and Eve were representatives of all humanity – we saw this in Romans 5.  
ii. But not only does it come to humanity, it comes to the whole of creation.  
A. God said to Adam, “Cursed is the ground because of you; through toil you will eat of it all the days of your life.  It will produce thorns and thistles…”  
B. And so, like a cancer, sin spread throughout the whole of creation to the world of animals, birds, fish, plants, rocks, air, water, minerals, atoms, stars and planets; to the point, as we read here, that “the whole creation has been groaning as in the pains of childbirth.”  
2. And because of this, as v19 explains, “Creation waits in eager expectation for the sons of God to be revealed.”  
a. We tend to think of ourselves as the intelligent beings and the rest of creation as just matter or stuff.  But what did we sing at the beginning of the service?  What does Psalm 19:1 say?  “The heavens declare the glory of God; the skies proclaim the work of his hands.”  When Jesus was asked to stop the children who were praising Him, He replied, “If they keep quiet, the stones will cry out.”  
i. Creation belongs to God.  Creation too, in a sense, is God’s child.  Creation worships God.  
ii. But creation knows that it has been infected with sin, which is the frustration spoken of in v20, because of Adam’s choice to sin.  
iii. And yet, as v21 continues, creation knows also that one day the full number of those whom God has chosen to salvation in Jesus Christ will be complete and it “will be liberated from its bondage to decay and brought into the glorious freedom of the children of God.”  
A. We can imagine, perhaps, the universe with the ropes of sin tied tightly around it, restricting it.  But one day the ropes of sin that bind it will be cut away!  
3. In these words, then, we see that the kingdom of the Lord Jesus Christ includes not just His elect ones but the whole of creation.  The scope of salvation is cosmic rather than just human.
a. 1 Corinthians 15:24-28 says that “the end will come, when [Jesus] hands over the kingdom to God the Father after He has destroyed all dominion, authority and power.  For He must reign until he has put all His enemies under His feet.  The last enemy to be destroyed is death.”  
b. Colossians 1 tells us that Jesus is reconciling to Himself “all things, whether things on earth or things in heaven.”  
c. And so, in Genesis 3, sin comes into the world.  
i. In Genesis 4, Cain murders Abel.  
ii. In Genesis 6, mankind’s thoughts are continually evil.  
iii. And because of this, in Genesis 6-9, God sends the flood to destroy all but Noah and His family.  
A. And even though there has not been, since then, a world-wide cataclysm that destroyed nearly all of humanity, there have been floods and plagues and famines and earthquakes and volcanoes and tsunamis and stars exploding, etc.  
iv. And throughout the OT and the Gospels, we encounter stories of grief-stricken women who were unable to have children.  We read about leprosy and blindness and deafness and lameness and demon-possession and death, which are all manifestations of creation’s bondage to decay.
d. But as you read your Bible, you will notice something astonishing that always happens when those whose task it is to speak the Word of the Lord, like prophets and apostles, and of course, most gloriously, the Lord Jesus Christ Himself, come into contact with the consequences of sin in creation.  
i. The barren woman conceives and has a child!  Lepers are cleansed!  
ii. The blind are given sight!  The lame walk!  The deaf hear!  Demons are cast out!  
iii. And even the dead come to life!  
A. And each time we see an instance of this, we are being given a glimpse of what shall be when creation is fully released from its groaning; a snapshot of heaven’s glory on earth!  
1) Boys and girls, sometimes when Mum is baking in the kitchen, she will give you a small bit of the cake mixture or a small piece of a freshly baked cookie that has crumbled off.  Mmmmmm!  It is sooo good!  Are you then satisfied with that small piece?  No!  Of course not.  You want more!  You want the whole thing!  You would eat the whole bowl of mixture if you could or swallow the whole cake if you could or polish off the whole batch of biscuits if you were allowed.  When we have taste of something good, we want the whole thing.  
2) Well, the healings and miracles of the Bible are like a taste of heaven that should make us hungry for whole thing!   
Creation groans.  We know this.  We feel this.  We are saddened by this.  But it will not always be this way.  Jesus will, one day, release creation from its bondage!

But it is not just creation out there that groans, is it.  Believers groan also, as individuals and together, as we see in vv23-25.

1. And what we see in these verses is very much what we spoke about in this morning’s sermon and at the beginning of this sermon.  The world will find our beliefs offensive and we will suffer.  But we also groan because we have a body that feels pain and tiredness and hunger and that will die.  And this weak, fleshly body of ours contributes to our sin.  And we know that at the resurrection we will receive a glorified and sin-free and unable to die body.  So we groan as we long for the perfection of heaven.  (The Father and the Lord Jesus Christ have given us the Holy Spirit who makes His permanent home in our hearts.  And once He is in residence, every aspect of who we are and what we do comes under the influence of the Holy Spirit – our will, our mind, our heart, our desires, our language, what we look at, what we long for, what we listen to, how we dress, who we pursue close friendships with, where we want to be, what we read and how we read it, what we enjoy – all of this has the Holy Spirit at its origin and the glory of God as its destination.  And our eyes are now increasingly opened to the sin that is in us and around us, and to painful reality of having a sin affected bodies, and to the truth that we do not yet fully possess all of the benefits of salvation in Christ.  And so, as it says in v23, we “groan inwardly as we wait eagerly for our adoption as sons, the redemption of our bodies.”  We know that one day our bodies will be resurrected and glorified.  Jesus has promised this.  We know that one day creation will be renewed by the purifying fire of God and be completely glorious.  Jesus has promised this.  But for now, we can only wait for this, patiently.
2. But before we move on to the third point.  I want to personalize this, briefly, in relation to someone in the Bible who doesn’t usually occupy a very favourable spot in our thoughts.  And that is Eve.  And I summarize an article I read in a recent Tabletalk devotional by Rev. Eric Watkins.  
a. For when we think about Eve, it is almost always in relation to her eating the fruit after having been beguiled by the Serpent.  So, in large part, we blame Eve for our misery.  She started it!  Right?  But as Rev. Watkins observes, “Eve’s story is one of the most broken stories in the Bible.”  
i. “She is formed to bless and please the man from whose side she was taken.  Yet she is left physically and spiritually unprotected in the garden by her husband, who then blames her for his faults.  She experiences the most violent rupture of human history – the Fall.  Having once basked in the light of innocence, she now withdraws into the darkness of sin, shame, and loneliness.  Eve is the beginning of a long line of broken-hearted women.”  
ii. But God comes to her with the promise that she will have children and that a son of hers will destroy the serpent and obey all that has been disobeyed and clothe her once again in righteousness.  And so, soon Eve is pregnant.  Can you imagine what she thought as she awaited the birth of that child?  Is this the one?  And soon she bears another son. But neither Cain nor Abel are the one promised.  In fact, the older of these two kills the younger.  “What women could endure this?” asks Rev. Watkins?  “A failed husband, her own failures, and now in the dawning hours of hope, her older son murders the younger, and thereby prolongs her darkness.  The enmity begins – the two kingdoms, two cities, and the first visible death.  Both in her lifetime, both from her womb.  Is it too much to call Eve the mother of the broken-hearted?”
iii. “What could possibly comfort her and reunite her with her younger son?  What could reverse the curse upon her family?  What could turn these long nights of sadness into an eternal day of gladness?”  
iv. And for you, as one of Eve’s daughters or sons.  What can truly comfort you when the dearest things of this life are taken?  When the sufferings of life seem to be more than we can endure?  When this world, or your family, or perhaps even your spiritual family hurts you with wounds too deep for words?  
A. If I come to you and say something like, Well, the sun will still rise tomorrow… It’ll all work out in the end… What goes around comes around… Life isn’t always fair…, will that give you hope?  Will that give you comfort?  Will that give you consolation?  Because that is all that the world can give you.  
B. Or shall I come to you with Jesus, the sin-bearer, the burden-lifter, the creation restorer?  Shall I come to you with His promise of eternal rest in the new heavens and the new earth?  Shall I come to you with Romans 8:17-18 and say, “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.  I consider that our present sufferings are not worth comparing with the glory that will be revealed in us.”  
C. Says Rev. Watkins, “We must, by faith, join Eve and the choir of the broken-hearted, who often sing their songs of praise trough a veil of tears.  We must learn, with Eve, to long for the Coming Son who is better than Adam and Abel, and to rest in His word of promise.  He has come and is yet coming again, and through His Spirit we are assured of eternal consolation.”
And because Jesus lived among us as a human being, because He knows our weakness and frailty, because He is a sympathetic saviour, He blesses us, thirdly and lastly, with the groaning Spirit, as we see in vv26-27.
1. “In 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.  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.”
a. I head away this week for a camping holiday.  And so, I am likely to pray for some sunny weather.  But where I go, there are likely to be some farmers who are praying for rain.  Whose prayer will God answer?
b. The doctor has just told me that my wife or a parent or a child has a terrible illness that may well lead to death.  I do not want that loved one to die.  And so I pray that the Lord would grant healing.  I do not want to have to endure the pain of separation.  I truly believe that I am better able to serve the Lord with that loved one than without.  But it maybe that through the death of my loved one several people will come to faith in Christ, or a family member will sense a calling to become a minister of the gospel, or a backsliding member of the church will repent.  So what do I pray for?  
c. Now my point is not you can pray for this and you cannot pray for that.  My point is, we have such limited horizons.  We live for 70-80 years.  We know a handful of people well.  We live in a small city in a small country on a small planet in the corner of a galaxy, which is a speck in the universe.  But God sees it all.  God has created it all.  God has a plan for it all.  He knows the end from the beginning.  He knows how this person is connected to that person and He sovereignly oversees the ripples of each and every act and decision.  
i. And while we could take that as an excuse then not to pray because what is the point, that would be faithless and disobedient because God has commanded us to pray and God delights to answer our prayers.  
ii. What we need to see, instead, is that God knows that we have limited knowledge and understanding, and that we are small and weak.  And so, He has given us His Spirit.  
A. And it is the Holy Spirit who brings us to prayer, 
B. the Holy Spirit who shapes our prayers, 
C. the Holy Spirit who fills in the gaps in our prayers,
D. the Holy Spirit who transforms our prayers, 
E. the Holy Spirit who aligns our prayers to the will of God by taking our feeble, halting, stuttering words and transforming them into a symphony of praise and intercession that the Lord delights to receive, 
F. and then the Holy Spirit who helps us to rest in the unfolding will of God, whatever the answer.
The whole of creation groans.  God knows that.
You groan.  God knows that.
And that is why He has given you a groaning Spirit who helps you to pray.

Brothers and sisters, young people and boys and girls, groaning is our lot for now.  But your groaning is nothing compared to the King of Creation who had to enter this groaning creation and groan Himself as a human being.  But the promise of Scripture from these verses is that if we share with Christ in His sufferings, we shall share with Him in His glory!  Groaning may be our lot now, but it is an unsurpassed glory that awaits!  Amen.
