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           Pastor Mark Nieting

Grace, mercy and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ.      Dear Friends in Christ.

A “hot” new vacation destination, in case it’s not hot enough HERE for us, is Biosphere 2, down in Arizona. It’s a fully enclosed and completely isolated indoor environmental complex designed to study the possibilities of recreating earthly environments on the Moon or on Mars someday. The scientists designed an indoor rainforest, desert and even an ocean. It was supposed to be perfect. 

However, after a few years, they began to notice that the trees wouldn’t stand up straight. Some of them even started to fall down. The problem? In the manmade environment, there was no wind. Without the stress of storms, the trees didn’t grow strong roots. Finally they started to fall over! 
We don’t like stresses and storms any more than trees do, and we do everything we can to avoid them, but the truth is, they are good for us. They are one of the best ways that God strengthens us. Far too often, however, instead of recognizing troubles for what they are and growing stronger because of them, we anesthetize ourselves to the good that God can bring us when we allow Him to love us through them.

Paul’s letter to the Romans is considered by many Christian theologians to be the “crowning work” of his 13 epistles and if you’ve read it through even once, I’m sure you realized that the 8th chapter is its centerpiece. We’ll revisit just a few words right now: “I consider that our present sufferings are not worth comparing with the glory that will be revealed in us. The creation waits in eager expectation for the sons of God to be revealed….. We know that the whole creation has been groaning, as in the pains of childbirth, right up to the present time.”

Let’s do a quick hands-up quiz on the “groans of God’s creation.” How many of you have experienced an earthquake? A volcano? A forest fire? A landslide? A hurricane? A tornado? A tsunami? Let’s ramp this up a bit. A meteor strike? The impact of a comet? A trip to the gas station to fill up your car? Creation IS groaning; sometimes softly and sometimes it’s unmistakably loud.
In addition to the storms in God’s created world, there are also storms in the lives of God’s created people. Turn your head to the right, to the left or just look in the mirror and you’ll probably see someone who is ‘groaning’ in some way. There is cancer and catastrophe, families grieving and spouses leaving. These are real people who matter deeply to God and their lives…….and maybe YOUR life is filled with storms that cause you to grunt and groan.
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St. Paul experienced the same groans of life that we have, and probably a few more. Here’s Paul’s list, from 2 Corinthians 11: been in prison, been flogged, five times he received 39 lashes, 3 times beaten with rods, once stoned, 3 times shipwrecked….the list goes on so much so that there are very few of us here today in our ‘comfort based culture’ who would claim anything even close! Nevertheless, Paul assesses the situation and gives us his determination: the grunts and groans that occurred in his life and take place in OUR lives are nothing compared with the oohs and aahs that God has in store for us. 
Paul reminds us that Creation has been in the process of decay ever since the fall of the Garden of Eden. Not only was the serpent cursed and promised a fatal ending, but creation was broken as well. Adam and Eve, for all their finger pointing and blaming, ended up cursed too. Adam would have to work hard for a living….that’s not changed, has it? Eve would suffer the pains of childbirth…..I haven’t heard much improvement on that front either. Even the ground itself was cursed. “Thistles and thorns it will bring for you.” (Gen 3:18) Creation was groaning, but NOT in ways we would think. It wasn’t groaning because it was being destroyed, it was groaning in anticipation of being fully restored!
In verse 21 Paul introduces the first hints that in the middle of all our grunts and groans, there might just be some ‘oohs and aahs’ on the horizon. He brings HOPE into the picture…..using that word SIX times in this short text. Creation’s groaning has a purpose. So does ours. It’s not pointless suffering and hopeless despair, but rather, a response to suffering that knows that Hope is on the way.

To help us understand this, Paul uses the metaphor of childbirth. I’ve been through childbirth, once very personally and three times when my kids were born. Why do we go through this? It’s because of the expected outcome: new life. 

We don’t welcome pain and suffering into our lives. I don’t. No normal person does. No matter what the pain is, we want it to end….and end NOW! It’s unfortunate that some people make rather bad life choices just to dull the pain. But it’s always going to be there as we live in the dynamic tension of the “now and not yet.” So we cry out, “Why Lord? Why ME? Why now? Throw me a life preserver, God and throw it now!”
God throws one….and Paul reminds us that it’s not quite what we would expect, or at least the first time. God throws us our “birth certificate!” He reminds us that we have been born again in the water of our baptism…..and…..this is the key, we have received the presence of the Holy Spirit in us. That’s God’s promise. That’s God’s deposit, placed into each of us and within us all the time, even for the “worst of times.”
When things start getting just a little tough in my life, it’s not hard to know what I should pray for. When I received the Call to Hope, I prayed for God to guide me in making the right decision. When I don’t feel well, I pray to get better. I’m sure your experience with prayer is about the same. 

Sometimes, however, Paul reminds us, there are times when we aren’t even sure what to PRAY for! Perhaps there are multiple problems to which God may have a myriad of different solutions. We bow our heads and fold our hands and the words just aren’t there! I’ve had that happen……and I’m sure it will happen again. So what happens next? The Spirit within us prays to God for us!
That’s a hard concept to grasp, but this example came to me. When my children were ready to be born, we had prepared by taking childbirth classes. It’s not the greatest “guy thing” in the world….most guys would rather park themselves by a large screen TV with ANYthing on the screen….but here’s one thing I learned. When ‘mom’ got to a particular time or stage in the childbirth process, she lost the ability to coherently communicate! Whether it was the emotion or the pain or the confusion or some combination of the above, there were no words being communicated that I could understand. 
My job was to recognize these moments and these struggles, not take it all personally, and pass on to the doctors what I knew she was going through at the time. In other words, I groaned to the doctors for her. It must have worked, since I have 3 healthy children. 
That, my friends, is what God’s HOLY SPIRIT does for us. When our lives are overwhelmed with the results of sin, when we are grunting and groaning and not even knowing what to pray for, the Spirit within us calls out to God for us! 
When we are in the middle of the groans of the struggles of life, far too often our prayers are more focused on eliminating the pain, not on seeking God’s will for the future of our lives. It’s the Spirit who puts our pain into language that is consistent with the will of the Father, and it is the Spirit who holds out before us the glimpse of what God has in store for us down the road a bit. It’s then that our ‘grunts and groans’ begin to turn into ‘oohs and aahs,’ as we see another piece of God’s plan revealed before us……until that time comes for the FINAL struggle, where the pain of death is replaced with the “ultimate” ‘oohs and aahs’ as the Spirit takes us home to be with our Lord Jesus. 
I know that the sin in our lives and in the world around us will cause us no end of earthly pain and struggle. I cannot imagine dealing with it on my own and with no hope of the glory God has in store for me. There is tremendous comfort in knowing that even as Christ won the victory over sin on the cross and opened heaven to me. Through my baptism and through my faith, the Holy Spirit is inside of me so that when the “grunts and groans” of life come, the Spirit prays both with me….and for me….and God brings the hope.    Amen
