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 Groaning. Sighing. Maybe we could say, whimpering. These words describe a form of 

communication. They are expressions that cannot really be put into words. Groaning is our way 

of turning our insides out, to externalize something deep within us. And sometimes our groans 

are not a conscious decision. Sometimes, when I first wake up, a sigh unexpectedly emerges 

from my mouth, without me choosing to sigh. Or when we are sleepy in the afternoon, whether 

or not we want to, we might yawn. Our stomachs grumble and groan when we are hungry. Our 

bones and joints groan and whimper as we age. There is a whole lot of groaning in our world and 

almost all of it is an involuntary response to the weight of the world, to the heaviness of life.  

 Groans cut through the noise of our world because we cannot process them in the same 

way we can other noises. For example, a sentence can be defined, interpreted, restated, revised, 

and understood. But when someone groans, when someone whimpers, we are forced only to 

listen without understanding. A few years ago, one of my best friends from high school passed 

away in an accident. I was standing only a few feet from his mother when she learned that his 

body had been discovered. I cannot un-hear that mother’s cry. It sits with me even today, 

echoing somewhere in my memory. Her whole body groaned as she fell to the ground and 

whimpered with sobs and shakes. How could I understand what her groaning meant in those 

moments? How could I understand? I could, vaguely, guess at the meaning. Or I could, 

potentially, put some words to the groaning and whimpering and sighing that I saw. “Sadness.” 

“Defeat.” “Anger.” “Calamity.” “Pain.” But none of these words, even if they were added 

together, could clearly articulate the meaning, the full meaning, of her groaning. As Paul says in 

the verses we just read, sometimes groans are "too deep for words.” 

 Today’s Scripture, from Romans 8, describes our groaning, the groaning of all creation, 

and the groaning of the Holy Spirit. This passage addresses prayer. Paul reminds us that, when 
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we do not know how to pray, the Spirit prays on our behalf. But this passage also exposes why 

prayer makes any sense in the first place. Church, prayer makes sense because we are sons and 

daughters of God the Father, a Father who wants his children to come to him in conversation 

about both the good things and the bad things and the things for which there are no words. We 

are a beloved people whose purpose in life is to discover time and again God’s fatherly love for 

us. In a world that groans, in a world that whimpers, in a world that sighs, we are a people with 

hope. We are a people who are taken in and adopted by the God of love so that we may no 

longer be slaves to fear. We were not made for death, Paul says to the Romans, but for life. 

Though we groan, we have someone to groan to who will understand our groaning, because God 

searches us and knows us. Hallelujah, church. This is the good news for the day. We will turn 

our attention to Romans 8 in a moment, but for now, let us pray. 

***** 

 In this passage, three different characters groan: the whole creation, humanity, and the 

Holy Spirit. I want to speak about each of them in turn. 

 Last week I mentioned that all of “creation groans” as it waits for redemption as a way of 

helping us remember that creation itself responds to and has a relationship with God. I do not 

want to spend this morning rehashing those comments. Today I simply want to observe the way 

that Paul describes Creation’s groaning. [Slide] 

 In verse twenty-two, Paul says, “For we know that the whole creation groans and suffers 

the pains of childbirth together until now.” “Groans and suffers the pains of childbirth.” 

Childbirth is a remarkable image for Paul to use. Karl Barth, a prolific twentieth century 

theologian, rewrites the verse this way: [Slide] Creation “bears in its womb the eternal, living, 

unborn Future.” The whole of creation groans, and suffers, because God is growing within it the 
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new creation that is to come. Creation is eager to let loose its own flourishing, for which God 

created it, the same flourishing that once was known in the Garden of Eden, before God said to 

Adam, “By the sweat of your face you shall eat bread.” But for now, Creation groans, knowing 

the hope it has buried in its womb, but not being able to set it free just yet. There is suffering 

now, but there will be freedom.  

 Likewise, Paul goes on to describe humanity’s suffering. [Slide] Paul writes in verse 

twenty-three, “We ourselves, having the first fruits of the Spirit, even we ourselves groan within 

ourselves, waiting eagerly for our adoption as sons [and daughters], the redemption of our 

body.” Here Paul links our groaning with the groaning of creation. We are all aware that there is 

something more, something Divine. The world is constantly searching for it, isn’t it? Looking 

high and low, in themselves, or in others. The world looks for that something more in their work 

or their wealth. But Paul tells us what we’re waiting for, what we’re looking for. Humanity is 

“waiting eagerly,” Paul says, for God to adopt us as sons and daughters. Now, let’s pause for a 

moment, because that should set off some alarms. Aren’t we, who know Christ and receive the 

Holy Spirit, already adopted as children of God? If we back up even just a few verses to verse 

fifteen, we hear Paul say, “You have received a spirit of adoption.” So, what is it? Have we 

received the adoption of God or are we waiting to receive it? Paul’s answer, it seems, is both. 

 We have been adopted in the Spirit. But the adoption process is not yet complete. We 

have an assurance for it, but we are not yet moved into the new home. The fulness of adoption 

becomes reality in the resurrection of our bodies and the world. All of the paperwork is done, all 

of the prerequisites have been handled. There is no question that we are adopted; but we have 

some waiting yet to do. [Slide] “For in hope we have been saved,” Paul says, “but hope that is 



  4 of 9 

 

seen is not hope; for who hopes for what one already sees? But if we hope for what we do not 

see, with perseverance we wait eagerly for it.” 

 [Slide] Now I want to make sure you are hearing me correctly. We are saved by grace 

through faith the moment we receive Christ, the moment the Spirit takes up a home within us. In 

that very moment, before we can blink, before we can swallow, we receive a spirit of adoption, 

by which we cry Abba, Father. It is not a halfway salvation. God’s grace does not delay in 

coming to us. God the Father waits eagerly for sons and daughters to call upon his name, and 

responds faster than Amazon delivers packages. What is delayed, at least in our own finite, 

human perspective, is the redemption of all of Creation. We’ve all suffered, some of us are 

suffering even now, so I do not need to convince you that we still wait for the Kingdom of God 

to come fully on earth as it is in heaven. Paul is trying to encourage the congregation in Rome to 

take heart in their “present sufferings,” because God will surely reveal, one day in its fulness, the 

“future glory” that is being prepared for all of creation. In light of personal and communal 

failures, in light of death and injustice, in light of violence and abuse, in light of all the evils of 

the world, Paul implores his friends in Rome to see God’s adoption as a reality even now. In 

light of the things that cause us to groan deep and sorrowful groans, Paul wants us to know that 

God has adopted us and God will see that adoption through to the end. Though it is tempting to 

become slaves to fear, Paul commends the Romans and us today to remember that Christ’s 

resurrection is both the fulfillment of God's promise of adoption and at the same time a promise 

of the resurrection to come, which is the fulness of adoption. We do not have the fulness of 

adoption yet, but we have already received the Spirit of Adoption, sent to us from our brother, 

the Lord Jesus Christ. 
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 So we’ve heard of the groaning of creation and the groaning of humanity. There is one 

other character in this story who groans. That is, the Holy Spirit. The one who has been sent to us 

to lead us in the way of God is also the one who groans on our behalf. [Slide] Paul says, “In the 

same way the Spirit also helps our weakness; for we do not know how to pray as we should, but 

the Spirit Himself intercedes for us with groanings too deep for words; and He who searches the 

hearts knows what the mind of the Spirit is, because He intercedes for the saints according to the 

will of God.” Does that language sound familiar to you? “He who searches the hearts” is almost 

identical to a phrase we heard in the Psalm this morning. I’d like to read it again: [Slide] 

 O Lord, you have searched me and known me. 

You know when I sit down and when I rise up; 

    you discern my thoughts from far away. 

You search out my path and my lying down, 

    and are acquainted with all my ways. [Slide] 

Even before a word is on my tongue, 

    O Lord, you know it completely. 

You hem me in, behind and before, 

    and lay your hand upon me.  [Slide] 

Such knowledge is too wonderful for me; 

    it is so high that I cannot attain it. 

 

This is the God about whom Paul is telling the Romans. What then shall we fear if this God 

who “knows when I sit down and when I rise up” is the one who has adopted us through the 

Holy Spirit? “You search out my path and my lying down,” the Psalm says. What then shall 

we fear, church, if this God is going before us? The knowledge of God is too wonderful and 

too high for us to attain. But it is not too wonderful or too high for us to rejoice in it. [Slide] 

 Yet, even though our God goes before us, bad things sometimes happen. Things that 

cause us to groan, sigh, and whimper attack us, sometimes at every turn. And we are not 

immune to fear, even when we confess our belief in a God who “hems us in” and “lays a 

hand” of comfort “upon us.” I do not think we are wrong to groan or to whimper in light of 
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the many evil things that take place in our world. But our groaning might very well lead to 

fear. Loss leads to fear. Pain and suffering lead to fear. Rejection leads to fear. And fear 

drives out hope. Fear drives out hope. In Romans 8, Paul is not saying “pretend like you’re 

not suffering.” Paul is not admonishing us to bury our hurt, our discontent, or to leave our 

emotional baggage at the door. Not at all! Instead, Paul is begging us to re-imagine, to re-

evaluate the way we handle our suffering. Paul is telling the Roman Christians to lay their 

pain and suffering before the God who searches them and knows them. In Romans 8, a 

passage that frequently addresses suffering and groaning, God is mentioned 19 times, Jesus is 

mentioned 9 times, and the Spirit is mentioned 21 times. Paul addresses suffering in a way 

that takes suffering seriously — he doesn’t write it off — but he also reminds us that living a 

life of fear is not what God made us for. Paul is reorienting the way we see things. When 

once we had no hope, our fears became everything. We became slaves to fear. But now, as 

adopted children of God, Paul points us to God and says, no, God is everything. God is who 

we were made for. Our suffering is not everything; God is. 

 And Paul tells us that God is “searching our hearts.” When we do not know how to pray, 

when our hurt is too deep, the Holy Spirit who has searched our hearts “groans” out prayers 

for us. The Holy Spirit translates our groans into prayers. Friends, do you see? Our God 

searches our hearts and discovers our darkest places — our past hurts, our present fears, our 

future concerns. But God doesn’t leave them there undisturbed. [Slide] God turns us inside 

out, when we don’t know how to do it ourselves, by “groaning” and “interceding on our 

behalf.” So do not be dismayed when you feel like you simply cannot pray because of your 

deep hurt, despair, depression, anxiety, frustration, or sorrow: God the Holy Spirit who loves 

you knows your groans — something no one else can do — and groans with you to the 
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loving and compassionate Father of Jesus Christ. God turns our insides out, so that we might 

be filled with hope, and not fear. [Slide] 

 We worship a good God, Saint Peter’s First. Our groans do not go unheard. And our 

groans, which may make little to no sense to others, make sense to God. “Even before a word 

is on my tongue, O Lord, you know it completely.” I hope you feel encouraged. You are not 

alone in your groaning. Your sighs are heard and understood. Your whimpering is seen and 

the God of the universe lays a hand of comfort upon you. God is at work caring for the 

pregnant creation through the pains of childbirth and caring for us groaning, sighing children. 

Though the time has not yet come for the redemption of all things, God is with us in a very 

real, a very loving way. 

 In the last few minutes of the sermon, I want to turn your attention to the way Paul 

discusses the flesh in this chapter.  In verses twelve and thirteen, [Slide] Paul says “So then, 

brethren, we are under obligation, not to the flesh, to live according to the flesh— for if you 

are living according to the flesh, you must die; but if by the Spirit you are putting to death the 

deeds of the body, you will live.” What does it mean to “live according to the flesh?” It is 

tempting to think of things like sexual immorality or gluttony — things that have to do with 

our bodily desires. Those things are condemned, yes. But in this case, Paul’s emphasis is on 

fear. He says only two verses later, “For you have not received a spirit of slavery leading to 

fear again, but you have received a spirit of adoption as sons by which we cry out, ‘Abba! 

Father!’” Paul is not speaking merely of the “carnal” or “fleshly” desires. He is challenging 

the way we see the world, our whole perspective. When Paul says “do not live according to 

the flesh,” he means do not perceive the world from the perspective of the flesh. Paul is 

acknowledging that a person who lives only from the perspective of their body, their “flesh,” 
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will die because they’ve got no hope. Living according to the flesh is living apart from the 

love of God. That surely is death. But we are anointed by the Holy Spirit to see things 

differently, not from a mere human point of view. We are anointed to see that the whole 

world does not rest on our shoulders or collapse when we make a mistake. So, Paul calls us 

not to live in fear of our smallness, but in the hope of God’s greatness.  

 Living according to the flesh makes us, in Paul’s words, slaves to fear. Fear causes 

carnage across our world. Wars are waged out of fear. Innocent people are killed because of 

fear. People are verbally, physically, and emotionally abused because of fear. Bad decisions 

are made because of fear. But, friends, we are not a people of fear. We are a people who 

believe in God and who confess God’s goodness. We are a people who believe that God 

“causes all things to work together for good to those who love God.” Church, I encourage 

you to let the God who searches your heart turn you inside out, so that your fear spills on the 

ground, and so that you might be filled with the Holy Spirit who shares with us the freedom 

and peace of Christ. Only then will you be able to answer the question Paul asks at the end of 

Romans 8: “Who will separate us from the love of Christ?” Only when the fear is eradicated 

from our darkest corners will we be able to say together, [Slide] with Paul, “For I am 

convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor principalities, nor things present, nor 

things to come, nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor any other created thing, will be able to 

separate us from the love of God, which is in Christ Jesus our Lord.” Whom then shall we 

fear, church, when our God is love itself, perfect love, driving out fear, and replacing it with 

the full richness of hope. [Slide] 

 Groaning. Sighing. Whimpering. We may not be able to understand the groans of others. 

We may not even be able to explain our own groaning. Yet we worship a God who can and 
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who does hear our groaning. Not only that, our God groans along with us, as we all eagerly 

wait together, with all of creation, for God’s Kingdom to come on earth in its fulness. We 

hope for things unseen. We have faith that the God who raised Jesus Christ from the dead is 

raising up life even in the moments when we feel no life in us. “If I ascend to heaven, you are 

there; if I make my bed in Sheol, you are there,” the Psalmist writes. Oh Holy Spirit, come 

and search us. Know us. And give us eyes to see as you see, for “even the darkness is not 

dark to you.” And give us that perfect love of God that casts out all fear, so that we might 

live in eager hope at your coming glory. Amen. 


