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Scripture

The first verse of the greatest chapter in the Bible—Romans
8:1—says, “ There is therefore now no condemnation for those who
are in Christ Jesus.” Everything else that follows in the rest of Ro-
mans 8 tells us why there is now no condemnation for those who
arein Christ Jesus.

The first reason why there is now no condemnation for those
who are in Christ Jesus is because there is no condemnation from
the law. That is what the Apostle Paul teaches in Romans 8:1-4.

The second reason why there is now no condemnation for
those who are in Christ Jesus is because we have been delivered
from the flesh (or “the sinful nature,” as some versions put it). That
Iswhat the Apostle Paul teaches in Romans 8:5-11.

The third reason why there is now no condemnation for those
who are in Christ Jesus is because we are now the children of God.
That iswhat the Apostle Paul teachesin Romans 8:12-17.

The fourth reason why there is now no condemnation for
those who are in Christ Jesus is because we have the hope of future
glory. Thisis what the Apostle Paul teaches in Romans 8:18-25.

Today, we see a fifth reason why there is now no condemna-
tion for those who are in Christ Jesus, and it is because of the in-
tercession of the Holy Spirit. We see thisin Romans 8:26-27.

Let’s read Romans 8:26-27.

% Likewise the Spirit helps usin our weakness. For we
do not know what to pray for as we ought, but the Spirit him-
self inter cedes for uswith groanings too deep for words. % And
he who searches hearts knows what is the mind of the Spirit,
because the Spirit intercedes for the saints according to the will
of God. (Romans 8:26-27)
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Introduction

Do you ever find yourself asking these questions when you
pray?
What should | pray for?
How should | pray?
Can | pray with confidence, “claiming” things by faith?
Do | aways have to add, “If it be your will” to my
prayer?
What happensif | pray wrongly?
Can prayer do harm?
Does prayer get God to change his mind?
Can it change God' s plans?
If not, does it even matter if | pray?

Prayer is one of the great struggles for Christians. But we
have help in this area, the help of the Holy Spirit, which is a great
help indeed.

Here is a marvelous truth: the Apostle Paul teaches us that
the Third Person of the Trinity is interceding with the First Person
of the Trinity on our behalf!

L esson

In this sermon we see that there is now no condemnation for
those who are in Christ Jesus because of the intercession of the Ho-
ly Spirit. Let us see how the Holy Spirit intercedes for us.

|. TheProblem of Prayer

First, let’s note the problem of prayer. Paul saysin verse 26a:
“Likewisethe Spirit helpsusin our weakness.”

Prayer is a problem for us because of our weakness. When
Paul speaks of our weakness, it is important to realize that he is



Romans: The Good News of God

not speaking of sin. Weaknessis not sin.

It is true that as sinners we sin, and that sin is a barrier to
communication with God. David said of his prayer life, “If |1 had
cherished iniquity in my heart, the Lord would not have listened’
(Psalm 66:18). Isaiah told the Israglites, “But your iniquities have
made a separation between you and your God, and your sins have
hidden his face from you so that he does not hear” (Isaiah 59:2).

But that is not what is being spoken of here. The problem
Paul is concerned with is our weakness, and thisis not sin but ra-
ther it is our frailty as human beings.

What kinds of weakness or frailty are there? Well, physical
weakness is one kind. The story of the disciples who were left by
Jesus in the Garden of Gethsemane to pray provides an illustration.
They kept falling asleep even though Jesus had instructed them to
stay awake and pray.

But in Romans 8 the weakness Paul has in mind is ignorance
or a lack of understanding. It is expressed in the next phrase that
“we do not know what to pray for aswe ought” (8:26b). Thisis
not a question of how to pray but of what to pray. Paul means that
we do not know what we should ask of God. What is God's will
for others or us? In our human frailty we often simply do not
know, and therefore do not know how to pray rightly.

| also want you to notice that when Paul writes the word
“weakness’ he adds the word “our,” thereby putting himself in an
identical position with us. In other words, the weakness that makes
prayer difficult is not something that only new, baby, or immature
Christians have. It is part of our common human condition.

Even the greatest saints have had this difficulty. Think of
Job, for example. God told Satan that Job was a righteous man.
“Have you considered my servant Job,” said God, “that there is
none like him on the earth, a blameless and upright man, who fears
God and turns away from evil?’ (Job 1:8). There was no outstand-
ing sin in Job that might have been a barrier between him and God.
Y et, because of the things that happened to him, Job was a con-
fused man. He did not know why he was suffering as he was. His
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comforters thought they knew. They would not have had any diffi-
culty praying, at least about Job. They had it al figured out—but
incorrectly. Job, who knew his own heart, had no answers. He
prayed to God, “Why have you made me your mark? Why have |
become a burden to you? Why do you not pardon my transgression
and take away my iniquity?’ (Job 7:20b-21a).

Elijah is another example. This great prophet was a coura-
geous man, having stood against the powerful prophets of Baa on
Mount Carmel and by God's provision having won a great victory.
Y et after the battle he was so emotionally and physically drained
that he retreated to the desert fearing Queen Jezebel, who had
threatened to kill him. What did he pray? He asked to die, arguing,
“It is enough; now, O LORD, take away my life, for | am no better
than my fathers’ (1 Kings 19:4). That much was true; he was no
better. But it was still a confused and foolish prayer, since God had
more for him to do.

Job teaches that a man can be righteous and still not know
what to pray. Elijah teaches that a person can be courageous and
also still not know what to pray.

S0, prayer is a problem—even for the greatest among us.

II.  TheSpirit HelpsUsin Prayer

But enough of the problem. We know it al too well. The
point of the passage is that “the Spirit helpsusin our weakness.”
Even though “we do not know what to pray for aswe ought, but
the Spirit himsalf intercedes for us with groanings too deep for
words’ (8:26). We are weakness itself, but the Holy Spirit is all-
powerful.

Paul uses two key words in verse 26. First, the Spirit helps us
in prayer. The Greek word has the idea that the Spirit comes along-
side us by bearing our burdens. It pictures our ignorance of what to
pray for as a heavy load. We are struggling along under it, as it
were. But the Holy Spirit comes alongside and helps us shoulder
the load. He identifies with us in our weakness, as Jesus did by his
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incarnation, and he labors with us.

And second, the Spirit himsef intercedes for us with
groanings too deep for words. An intercessor is a person who
pleads one's case. So the meaning is that the way the Holy Spirit
comes alongside us to help and shoulder our burden is by pleading
our case with God when we do not know how to do it. We do not
know what to pray for, but the Holy Spirit does. So he prays for us,
and God, “who searches hearts knows what is the mind of the
Spirit” (8:27), answers his correct and powerful prayers.

Jesus did that for Peter in one of the best illustrations of in-
tercession in the Bible. He told Peter that Satan wanted to sift him
like wheat. Then he said, “But | have prayed for you that your faith
may not fail. And when you have turned again, strengthen your
brothers’ (Luke 22:32). Peter did not know what to pray. In fact,
he probably wasn't praying at all. Later that evening he even fell
asleep while praying. But Jesus prayed for him, and Jesus prayers
were answered, as a result of which Peter was strengthened and
went on to many years of useful service.

But none of this is meant to suggest that we have nothing to
do in prayer or have no responsibility to pray. We do have respon-
sibility in prayer, which is made quite clear by the word “ helps.”
The apostle says that “the Spirit helps usin our weakness.” He
does not eliminate our need to pray regularly and fervently.

But what about the second word, “groanings’? This is a
problem among commentators since they do not agree on who does
the groaning. Is it the Spirit? The text seems to say that. Yet the
majority feels that the Spirit, being God, does not groan, indeed
cannot groan. Martyn Lloyd-Jones is emphatic on this point: “The
Godhead does not groan; it isinconceivable for every reason.”

However, if it is not the Holy Spirit who groans, it must be
the Christian himself. Isthis the correct interpretation?

| think the context is a help here and that it is no accident that
the word “ groanings’ occurs three timesin verses 22-27.

The first occurrence refers to the inanimate creation. Paul
writes that “the whole creation has been groaning together in the
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pains of childbirth until now” (8:22).

The second instance is ourselves. “ And not only the creation,
but we ourselves, who have the firstfruits of the Spirit, groan in-
wardly. . .” (8:23).

Since the word occurs a third time in reference to the Holy
Spirit (“the Spirit himself intercedes for us with groaning too
deep for words’ in 8:26), there seems to be a purposeful progres-
sion from inanimate nature to the redeemed to the Third Person of
the Godhead. It is a bold progression, and it appears to be delibe-
rate.

But what does it mean? Obviously it does not mean that the
Spirit is unable to articulate his concerns. Yet, if the idea of bear-
ing a heavy burden is still in view, it may be that thisiswhat is go-
verning Paul’ s thought. A groan is appropriate to burden bearing.

For example, suppose you are helping someone carry a very
heavy load. What is more expressive: a groan as you stagger along
beneath it or agreat deal of articulate chatter? Suppose your helper
says, “My, this piano is heavy. They certainly make pianos heavy,
and awkward, too. Probably we should have spent the money and
gone ahead and hired professional piano movers. | don’t think |
want to do this very often. Have you ever moved a piano before?’

If you are struggling with the heavy load too, that is probably
the last thing you want to hear. If someone is chattering away like
that, you would probably just want to tell this so-called helper to
be quiet and lift the piano. A real burden-bearer groans with you. |
suggest that thisis the image Paul is using.

The bearing of our prayer burdens does not have to be in
words because, as the passage goes on to say that God, “who
sear ches hearts knows what is the mind of the Spirit,” answers
accordingly.

I1l1. Lessonsabout Prayer

Romans 8:26-27 imply or explicitly teach so many lessons
about prayer that a number of them can be listed as a summary of
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what we have been learning. These verses constitute something of
aprayer primer for Christians.

First, we are supposed to pray. Regardless of the problems
we may have with prayer—and we are reminded that Christians all
have problems with prayer at times—we are neverthel ess supposed
to pray.

In fact, the Word of God commands us to pray. We are told
to “pray without ceasing” (1 Thessalonians 5:17). Anything God
tells us to do is for our good, and we are poorer if we fall to do it.
Prayer is one of the great spiritual disciplines.

Second, do not expect prayer to be easy. Why should it be?
Nothing else in the Christian life is easy. Why should prayer be
any different?

When we were studying the last half of Romans 7, | pointed
out that the Christian life is a struggle and that we should not ex-
pect simple or quick fix solutions. Our contemporary American
culture has conditioned us to want easy cure-alls. In the area of our
sanctification we expect immediate victories either by aformula or
spiritual experience.

But God does not work that way. We are called to a struggle,
and our perseverance in that struggle isitself a victory, even if the
results are not visible or spectacular. And the Holy Spirit will help
us bear our burden.

So aso in prayer. You do not have to feel good about it,
though you will in most cases. Y ou do not even have to see results,
What isimportant is that you keep on, and keep on keeping on.

A few years ago | read the biography of Chariots of Fire le-
gend Eric Liddell. He was born to missionary parents in China at
the turn of the twentieth century. After he won the 400-meter race
in the 1924 Olympics in France he went back to China as a missio-
nary, where he died of a brain tumor in 1945. He was a remarkable
Christian man. His biographer makes clear that one of the “ secrets’
of his wonderful service to the Lord was his faithful commitment
to a daily Quiet Time. He rose every morning at 6:00 am. and
spent 1 hour reading God’s Word and in prayer.
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| would go so far as to say that every Christian who is used
by God has persevered in prayer and has understood that prayer is
not easy.

Third, realize what you are doing when you pray. Although
the discipline of prayer isitself a struggle and more often than not
we do not know what we should be praying for, we nevertheless
can know and need to know what we are doing.

In prayer we address ourselves to the great sovereign God of
the universe, and we present our adoration, confession, thanksgiv-
ing and supplication (ACTS) to him. He hears these prayers and
responds to them consistently, perfectly, and wisely out of his own
Inexhaustible abundance and perfection.

Does prayer get God to change his mind? Of course not! No
reasonable person would want that—because if God’'s way is per-
fect, asit is, to get him to change it would be to get him to become
imperfect. If that ever happened, the universe would fall into dis-
order! Any thinking person wants God always to run things ac-
cording to his own perfect will, not ours.

But here is a parallel question: Does prayer change things?
The answer to that is “Yes’—because God who ordains the ends
also ordains the means, and he has made prayer a means to those
ends. He has promised us that prayer is effective. Notice the differ-
ence between the two questions.

Does prayer get God to change his mind? No. It does not.

Does prayer change things? Yes, because God has ordained
that prayer is a means to change ends.

In other words, God does not change, but things change
through prayer.

Jesus has told us, “Ask, and it will be given to you; seek, and
you will find; knock, and it will be opened to you. For everyone
who asks receives, and the one who seeks finds, and to the one
who knocks it will be opened” (Matthew 7:7-8).

James wrote, “You do not have, because you do not ask”
(James 4:2), adding that “the prayer of arighteous person has great
power asit isworking” (James 5:16b).
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So, what changes when we pray? The chief thing that hap-
pensin prayer isthat prayer changes us.

And fourth, be encouraged by these verses. It is true that “we
do not know what to pray for.” But the Holy Spirit does, and the
Holy Spirit has been given to us by God to assist precisely in this
area, aswell asin other ways. With his help we make progress.

One commentator has compared learning to pray to a man
learning to play the violin. At first he is not very good. But he gets
the schedule of the classical music broadcasts on the radio, buys
the violin parts to the music that he knows will be played, and then
tunes in the radio each afternoon and plays along as best he can.
His mistakes do not change what is coming in over the radio in the
dlightest. The concertos continue to roll on in perfect harmony and
tempo. But the struggling violinist changes. He gets better week-
by-week and year-by-year, and the time eventually comes when he
can play along with the orchestra broadcasts pretty well.

Prayer is like that. There are plenty of mistaken notes, and
groans, too. But there is also progress and joy and encouragement,
since God is continuing to conduct the perfect heavenly symphony
and the Holy Spirit is continuing to prepare us for the day when we
will be able to take our place in the divine orchestra. In the mean-
time we can know that the Holy Spirit, the Comforter, like a wise
and faithful teacher, is by our side.

Another illustration of this truth comes from Pastor John
McGarvey of Cochranton, Pennsylvania, as reported in Leadership
magazine. He says:

One day our church copier broke down. I’m not mechanical-
ly minded, but | called the repair shop to see if they could tell me
what the problem was and if | could do anything about it. | quickly
discovered, however, that | didn’t even know how to describe what
was broken. | didn’t know the names of the parts or what was spe-
cificaly wrong. | just knew the copy machine didn’t work.

So the repair shop sent out a technician. While working on
our machine, he aso called the shop. Unlike me, he knew how to
describe what was needed. He used words | didn’t understand, but
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the person at the shop did, and soon the copier was repaired. My
need was met because someone came and communicated to head-
guartersin words | could not express.

The Apostle Paul teaches that this is what the Holy Spirit
does for us. When we don’t know how to pray, the Holy Spirit
knows precisely what we need and prays in a way the Father per-
fectly understands.

Conclusion

Commentator William Hendrickson illustrated this ministry
of the Spirit by telling of a pastor who became serioudly ill. The
congregation dearly loved him and prayed earnestly, “Lord, please
restore him to health.” But he died.

At the funeral, a minister who had been the pastor’s lifelong
friend spoke lovingly and with insight. He said, “ Perhaps some of
you are in danger of arriving at the conclusion that the heavenly
Father does not hear prayer. He does indeed hear prayer. But in
this case two prayers may have been opposing each other. You
were praying, ‘O God, spare his life, for we need him so badly.’
The Spirit’s groaning prayer was, ‘ Take him away for the congre-
gation is leaning too heavily on him, not upon Thee.””

The Father answered the prayer that the Spirit offered on
their behalf.

The Holy Spirit is constantly helping us when we pray. Heis
interpreting our prayers correctly and presenting them to the Fa-
ther. | would not want it any other way. Would you?

Thisis a great encouragement to us. Because of the interces-
sion of the Holy Spirit we are assured that there is no condemna-
tion for us. May the Lord use that truth to encourage us in our
prayer lives. Amen.
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PRAYER:

O Lord our God, we thank you for the intercession of the Ho-
ly Spirit. We know that there is now no condemnation for those
who are in Christ Jesus because of the intercession of the Holy Spi-
rit.

Even though we struggle with prayer, even though we do not
aways know what to pray, we thank you that Holy Spirit takes our
prayers and presents them to you in accordance with your will.

Help usto grow in prayer. Help us to grow in our understand-
ing of your will so that we can increasingly pray prayersthat arein
accordance with your divine will.

And all of thiswe pray in Jesus nhame. Amen.

CHARGE:

Go and glorify God in al that you think, do, and say! And as
you do, may the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God,
and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with you all, now and al-
ways. Amen.
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