HIS WORLD, HIS CHILDREN AND THE SPIRIT
 I consider that our present sufferings are not worth comparing with the glory that will be revealed in us. 19 The creation waits in eager expectation for the sons of God to be revealed. 20 For the creation was subjected to frustration, not by its own choice, but by the will of the one who subjected it, in hope 21 that the creation itself will be liberated from its bondage to decay and brought into the glorious freedom of the children of God.
22 We know that the whole creation has been groaning as in the pains of childbirth right up to the present time. 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. 24 For in this hope we were saved. But hope that is seen is no hope at all. Who hopes for what he already has? 25 But if we hope for what we do not yet have, we wait for it patiently.
26 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. 27 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.
                                                                                                                                            Romans 8:18-27
Paul now moves from the present ministry of the God’s Spirit to the future glory of God’s children. The bridging link was his allusion to our sharing in the sufferings and glory of Christ in 8:17 (‘Now 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’). Paul first touches on the suffering and glory of God’s creation (8:19-22) and then the sufferings and glory of God’s children (8:23-27).

Sufferings and glory belong together. They did so in Christ’s life and will in ours. It is only after we have ‘suffered a little while’ that we enter God’s ‘eternal glory in Christ’ that we were called to (1 Peter 5:10). Moreover, the sufferings and the glory characterise the two ages. The contrast between this age and the age to come, between the present and the future, is summed up in terms of sufferings and glory. The sufferings include the opposition from the world as well as our human frailty, both physical and moral. The glory is the unutterable splendour of God, eternal, immortal and incorruptible. One day it ‘will be revealed’ (8:18) both to us, because we will se it, and ‘in us’ because we will share in it and be changed by it
The sufferings and the glory cannot be compared. ‘I consider that our present sufferings (literally: ‘the sufferings of the now time,’ painful though they might be) are not worth comparing with the glory that will be revealed in us’ (8:18). Sufferings and glory need to be contrasted and not compared. In 2 Corinthians Paul evaluated them in terms of their ‘weight.’ ‘For our light and momentary troubles are achieving for us an eternal weight of glory’ (2 Corinthians 4:17). The magnificence of God’s revealed glory will vastly surpass the pain of earthly sufferings.

But note how the sufferings and the glory affect both God’s creation and God’s children. Both are suffering and groaning now but both are going to be set free. As nature shared in the curse and now shares in the pain, so it will share in the glory. Knowing this, ‘The creation waits in eager expectation for the sons of God to be revealed’ (8:19). The word for ‘eager expectation’ means to wait with the head raised looking in the direction from where we expect to see what we are waiting for. It describes someone on tip-toe, leaning forward, craning the neck to see. What the creation is waiting for is the revealing of God’s children in glory. This will be the signal for the renewal of the whole creation. 
Paul now makes three statements about the creation, relating to its past, future and present. First, the creation was subjected to frustration’ (8:20b). God’s judgement fell on the natural order after Adam’s disobedience. The ground now produced ‘thorns and thistles’ so that Adam and his descendants could only grow food from it by ‘painful toil’ until death claimed them. The result of God’s curse was ‘frustration,’ meaning emptiness, futility, and purposelessness. Paul adds ‘the creation was subjected to frustration, not by its own choice, but by the will of the one who subjected it, in hope’ (8:20). God, being both Judge and Savior, saw a future hope for the world He cursed.
The second statement about the creation but now looking to the future is ‘the creation itself will be liberated’ (8:21a). God has promised that one day it will experience a new beginning, a ‘liberation.’ Negatively, creation will be ‘liberated from its bondage to decay’ (8:21). Conception, birth and growth are relentlessly followed by decline, decay, death and decomposition. Positively, creation will be ‘liberated … into the glorious freedom of the children of God’ (8:21c), literally: ‘into the freedom of their glory.’ God’s creation will share in the glory of God’s children, which is itself the glory of Christ (8:17,18). Jesus Himself spoke of this ‘new birth’ of the world that is coming (Matthew 19:28), Peter of the ‘restoration’ of all things (Acts 3:19,21), Paul elsewhere of the reconciliation of all things (Ephesians 1:10; Colossians 1:20) and John of the new heavens and earth in which God will dwell with His people (Revelation 21,22).
The third statement about the creation and now looking into the present is ‘the whole creation has been groaning … right up to the present time’ (8:22). Paul has already noted that the creation was ‘subjected to frustration’ in the past (8:20) and ‘will be liberated’ in the future (8:21). But while awaiting the final revelation the creation is ‘groaning’ in pain. This groaning is like ‘the pains of childbirth’ because they provide an assurance of a new order, a new birth, a new life. In Jewish apocalyptical literature Israel’s current sufferings were frequently called “the woes of the Messiah” or “birth pangs of the messianic age.” They were seen as the painful prelude to the victorious arrival of the Messiah. Jesus Himself spoke of false teachers, wars, famines and earthquakes as ‘the beginning of birth-pangs’ (Matthew 24:8; Mark 13:8). 
There is both a continuity and discontinuity between present sufferings and future glory. Since the groanings are labour pains, they look forward to the coming new order. The creation’s subjection to frustration was ‘in hope’ (8;20). The bondage of decay will give place to the freedom of glory (8:21). The pains of labour will be followed by the joys of birth (8:22). The universe is going to be liberated, transformed and infused with the glory of God.

There is an important parallel between God’s creation and God’s children. ‘We know that the whole creation has been groaning … Not only so, but we ourselves …groan inwardly’ (8:22,23). Even though we are no longer in Adam but in Christ, we who no longer live according to the flesh but ‘have the firstfruits of the Spirit,’ we in whom God’s creation has already begun, even we continue to groan inside ‘as we wait eagerly for our adoption as sons, the redemption of our bodies’ (8:23). We are caught in the tension between what God has started by giving us His Spirit and what He will consummate in our final redemption. The indwelling Spirit gives us joy (Galatians 5:22) and the coming glory gives us hope (5:2) but the life in between gives us pain.
Paul makes five affirmations here:

(1) ‘we … have the first fruits of the Spirit’ (8:23a). The firstfruits was both the beginning of the harvest and the pledge that the full harvest would follow in due time. Replacing this agricultural term with a commercial one, Paul in other letters described the gift of God’s Spirit as the first installment (deposit, pledge, down payment) which guaranteed the purchase would be completed (2 Corinthians 1:22; 5:5; Ephesians 1:14). Although we have not received our final adoption or redemption, we have already received the Spirit as both the foretaste and promise of those blessings. 
(2) ‘we … groan inwardly’ (8:23b). We groan even though we have the indwelling Spirit. The very presence of the Spirit is a constant reminder of the incompleteness of our salvation because we continue to share with creation in the frustration, decay and pain; so one reason for groaning is our physical frailty and mortality. ‘Meanwhile we groan, longing to be clothed with our heavenly dwelling [our resurrection body] … For while we are still in this tent [our material body] we groan and are burdened’ (2 Corinthians 5:2,4). We groan too because our fallen nature hinders us from behaving as we should, and would altogether prevent us from it, were it not for the indwelling Holy Spirit (7:17,20). We long for our fallen nature to be destroyed and our body to be transformed. Our groans express both present pain and future longing.
(3) ‘we wait eagerly for our adoption as sons, the redemption of our bodies’ (8:23c). Just as the groaning creation waits eagerly for God’s sons to be revealed, so we groaning Christians wait eagerly for our adoption as sons and the redemption of our body. We have already been adopted by God (8:15) and the Spirit already assures us that we are His children (8:16) but there is an even deeper child-Father relationship to come when we are fully ‘revealed’ as His children (8:19) and ‘conformed to the likeness of His Son’ (8:29). Our spirits are already alive (8:10) but one day the Spirit will also give life to our bodies (8:11) so they become ‘like his glorious body’ (Philippians 3:21).
(4) ‘in this hope we were saved’ (8:24a). ‘We were saved’ is aorist tense pointing to a past, completed action – our conversion. We have been delivered from the guilt of our sin and from God’s just judgement on our sin. But our salvation is not yet complete. The final vestiges of sin in our human personality haven’t yet been eradicated and our body hasn’t yet been redeemed. But we were saved ‘in hope’ of our total liberation (8:24a), as the creation was subjected to frustration ‘in … hope’ of being set free from it (8:20). This hope looks to the future, to things not yet seen. For ‘hope that is seen (that’s already been realised in our experience) is no hope at all. Who hopes for what he already has? (8:24b). Instead ‘we hope for what we do not yet have’ (8:25)
(5) ‘we wait for it patiently’ (8:25b). We wait for the fulfillment of our hope, confident in God’s promise that the firstfruits will be followed by the harvest, bondage by freedom, decay by incorruption and labour pains by birth of the new world. We wait ‘eagerly’ (8:23) with expectation but also patiently. We don’t wait so eagerly that we lose our patience or so patiently that we lose our expectation.
Paul ends this section with one more encouragement, again concerning the ministry of the Holy Spirit. In this chapter he has so far outlined four ministries of the Spirit. Firstly, He enables us to fulfill the law (8:2-8). Secondly, He helps us subdue our fallen nature (8:9-13). Thirdly, He assures us of our adoption into God’s family (8:14-17) and fourthly, He is the guarantee and foretaste of our future inheritance (8:18-23). 
The world is in pain, groaning in the birth-pangs of new creation. The church shares this pain, groaning in our longing for our own redeemed bodies, suffering in the tension between the ‘already’ of possessing the firstfruits of the Spirit and the ‘not yet’ of our mortal existence. The church is not to be separate from the pain of the world. Now we discover that God Himself does not stand apart from the pain both of the world and of the church but comes to dwell in the middle of it in the person and power of the Spirit. The Holy Spirit helps us pray.
Prayer is a Trinitarian experience. We can approach the Father only through the Son and only by the Holy Spirit. The inspiration of the Spirit is just as essential for our praying as the mediation of the Son. 

As our Christian hope sustains us, so does the Holy Spirit (‘In the same way’ [8:26]). ‘The Spirit helps us in our weakness’ (8:26), in the frailty of our ‘not yet’ existence, in praying. ‘We do not know what we ought to pray for’ (8:26). But He knows what we don’t know. So, ‘the Spirit himself intercedes for us’ (8:26). How? ‘With groans that words cannot express’ (8:26). The phrase ‘that words cannot express’ is literally ‘wordless.’ Paul isn’t saying they can’t be put into words. He’s saying they aren’t put into words. In context these groans must be related both to the groans of God’s creation (8:22) and the groans of God’s children (8:23), agonised longings for redemption and the consummation of all things. We don’t know how to pray so the Holy Spirit helps us. His groans are unexpressed but not inexpressible. God’s creation and God’s children groan because of their present state of imperfection but there is nothing imperfect about the Holy Spirit. He identifies with our groans, with the pain of the world and the church, and shares in the longing for the final freedom of both.
Though wordless, these groans are not meaningless. God the Father ‘searches our hearts knows the mind of the Spirit, because the Spirit intercedes for the saints in accordance with God’s will’ (8:27). So there are three involved in our praying. Firstly we in our weakness don’t know what to pray for. Secondly the indwelling Spirit helps us by interceding for us and through us with speechless groans but according to God’s will. Thirdly, God the Father who both searches our hearts and knows the mind of the Spirit, hears and answers us.
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