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Freedom from Discouragement-No 
Frustration (Rom. 8:18–30)

Paul in this section dealt with the very 
real problem of suffering and pain. Per-
haps the best way to understand this sec-
tion is to note the three “groans” that are 
discussed.

Creation groans (vv. 18–22). When 
God finished His Creation, it was a good 
Creation (Gen. 1:31); but today it is a 
groaning Creation. "ere is suffering and 
death; there is pain, all of which is, of 
course, the result of Adam’s sin. It is not 
the fault of creation. Note the words that 
Paul used to describe the plight of cre-
ation: suffering (Rom. 8:18), vanity (Rom. 
8:20), bondage (Rom. 8:21), decay (Rom. 
8:21), and pain (Rom. 8:22). However, this 
groaning is not a useless thing: Paul 
compared it to a woman in travail. "ere 
is pain, but the pain will end when the 
child is delivered. One day creation will 
be delivered, and the groaning creation 
will become a glorious creation! "e 
believer does not focus on today’s suffer-
ings; he looks forward to tomorrow’s 
glory (Rom. 8:18; 2 Cor. 4:15–18). Today’s 
groaning bondage will be exchanged for 
tomorrow’s glorious liberty!

We believers groan (vv. 23–25). "e 
reason we groan is because we have expe-
rienced “the firstfruits of the Spirit,” a 
foretaste of the glory to come. Just as the 
nation of Israel tasted the firstfruits of 

Canaan when the spies returned (Num. 
13:23–27), so we Christians have tasted of 
the blessings of heaven through the min-
istry of the Spirit. "is makes us want to 
see the Lord, receive a new body, and live 
with Him and serve Him forever. We are 
waiting for “the adoption,” which is the 
redemption of the body when Christ 
returns (Phil. 3:20–21). "is is the 
thrilling climax to “the adoption” that 
took place at conversion when “the Spirit 
of adoption” gave us an adult standing in 
God’s family. When Christ returns, we 
shall enter into our full inheritance.

Meanwhile, we wait and hope. “For we 
are saved by that hope” (Rom. 8:24, literal 
translation). What hope? “"at blessed 
hope and the glorious appearing of the 
great God and our Saviour Jesus 
Christ” (Titus 2:13). "e best is yet to 
come! "e believer does not get frus-
trated as he sees and experiences suffer-
ing and pain in this world. He knows that 
the temporary suffering will one day give 
way to eternal glory.
!e Holy Spirit groans (vv. 25–30).

God is concerned about the trials of His 
people. When He was ministering on 
earth, Jesus groaned when He saw what 
sin was doing to mankind (Mark 7:34; 
John 11:33, 38). Today the Holy Spirit 
groans with us and feels the burdens of 
our weaknesses and suffering. But the 
Spirit does more than groan. He prays for 
us in His groaning so that we might be 
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led into the will of God. We do not always 
know God’s will. We do not always know 
how to pray, but the Spirit intercedes so 
that we might live in the will of God in 
spite of suffering. "e Spirit “shares the 
burden.”
"e believer never need faint in times 

of suffering and trial because he knows 
that God is at work in the world (Rom. 
8:28), and that He has a perfect plan 
(Rom. 8:29). God has two purposes in that 
plan: our good and His glory. Ultimately, 
He will make us like Jesus Christ! Best of 
all, God’s plan is going to succeed! It 
started in eternity past when He chose us 
in Christ (Eph. 1:4–5). He predetermined 
that one day we would be like His Son. 
Predestination applies only to saved peo-
ple. Nowhere are we taught that God 
predestines people to be eternally con-
demned. If they are condemned, it is 
because of their refusal to trust Christ 
(John 3:18–21). "ose whom He chose, He 
called (see 2 "es. 2:13–14); when they 
responded to His call, He justified them, 
and He also glorified them. "is means 
that the believer has already been glori-
fied in Christ (John 17:22); the revelation 
of this glory awaits the coming of the 
Lord (Rom. 8:21–23).

How can we Christians ever be dis-
couraged and frustrated when we 
already share the glory of God? Our suf-
fering today only guarantees that much 
more glory when Jesus Christ returns!
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8:18–19 Having mentioned in v. 17 the 
suffering that accompanies membership 
in the family of God, Paul laid out three 
grounds of encouragement: (1) the glory 
that will be revealed (vv. 18–25), (2) the 
help of the Holy Spirit (vv. 26–27), and (3) 
the fact that all things work together for 
good (vv. 28–30).165 First he contrasted the 
sufferings of believers characteristic of 
the present evil age with the glory that 
will be theirs (cf. 2 Cor 4:17).166 To the 
Corinthians he wrote that he was thor-
oughly acquainted with hardships of 
every kind—beatings, imprisonments, 
sleepless nights, and hunger (2 Cor 6:4–5; 
11:23–28). Yet he considered these trials 
not worth comparing with the glory that 
was about “to burst upon [him]” (v. 18, 
Goodspeed).167 As a citizen of heaven 
(Phil 3:20) he realized that his earthly life 
was but a moment in time in comparison 
with eternity. Not only that, but the glory 
of the coming age will be qualitatively 
distinct from the trials of the present. If 
we allow the difficulties of life to absorb 
our a$ention, they will effectively blot 
out the glory that awaits us. Our focus 

needs to be on things above (Col 3:2), spir-
itual concerns of eternal significance (cf. 
2 Cor 4:18).168

!e creation itself is pictured as 
eagerly awaiting that time when the glo-
rious future of the sons of God is 
realized.169 Phillips’s rather picturesque 
rendition is, “!e whole creation is on 

165 Cf. Murray, Romans, 1:300, 310, 313.
166 !e Greek text says it will be revealed εἰς 
ἡμᾶς, usually understood as “to us” or “in us.” 
!e NEB has “which is in store for us.”
167 μέλλουσαν denotes certainty as well as 
imminence.

168 Luther laments the time wasted thinking 
about the creation as it now is rather than 
that which it is looking forward to. He quotes 
Seneca’s observation that “we fail to know 
what is necessary, because we study unnec-
essary things” (Romans, 107–8).
169 Cranfield lists eight ways that κτίσις (“cre-
ation”) has been understood in this passage 
and provides an extensive bibliography for 
the history of exegesis. He understands the 
reference to be to “the sum-total of subhuman 
nature both animate and inanimate” (Romans, 
1:411–12). H. Balz rejects the popular interpre-
tation of ἀποκαραδοκία as a metaphor with the 
basic meaning “stretching forth the head.” He 
concludes that Paul probably used the term 
(which he may have coined—it is not a$ested 
in non-Christian sources) “to give expression 
to the element of earnest and eager 
longing” (EDNT 1.132). D. R. Denton rejects the 
idea that the term may connote anxiety or 
uneasiness (“Αποκαραδοκία,” ZNW 73 [1982]: 
138–40). Bruce writes that the revealing of the 
sons of God is “their ‘adoption as sons’ (verse 
23)” (Romans, 163).
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tiptoe to see the wonderful sight of the 
sons of God coming into their own.” !e 
personification of nature would not 
sound strange to those who were at home 
with rivers that “clap their hands” and 
mountains that “sing together for joy” (Ps 
98:8; cf. Isa 55:12).170 Because Adam dis-
obeyed by eating the forbidden fruit, God 
had cursed the ground (Gen 3:17–18; cf. 
5:29). !e full redemptive work of God 
includes the reversal of this curse.
8:20–21 Paul spoke of the creation 

being “subjected to frustration” (v. 20).171

!at was not because of some inherent 
fault in creation but because that is what 
God decided.172 In punishment for his 

disobedience, Adam was to garner his 
food from ground cursed with thorns and 
thistles. But the curse was not perma-
nent. !e physical universe was frus-
trated by Adam’s sin, yet there is hope. 
Verse 21 states the content of that 
hope.173 !e day is coming when the cre-
ated order will be set free from its 
bondage to decay. Freed from corruption, 
it will share in “the freedom of the glory 
of the children of God” (literal transla-
tion).174 !e scene is eschatological. Some 
have suggested that this points to life 
during the millennium, but it is be"er to 
see it as the entire created universe cele-
brating together the glorious state of 
final redemption and restoration. Paul’s 
use of personification is striking. As sin 
brought the curse of death to the physical 
universe, the day is coming when a new 
heaven and earth will be in place (2 Pet 
3:13; Rev 21:1). !ey will take their place 
with the children of God in the perfect 

170 Denney writes that “the spirit of the pas-
sage is rather poetic than philosophical.” !e 
involvement of creation in the fortunes of 
humanity leads naturally to the idea of “a 
mysterious sympathy between the world and 
man” (Romans, 649).
171 O. Bauernfeind notes that ματαιότης in Rom 
8:20 takes up the thought of Eccl 1:2 (“U"erly 
meaningless! Everything is meaningless,” 
TDNT abr., 572). !e “frustration” of the cre-
ated order lay in its inability (due to human 
sin) to fulfill its intended goal or purpose.
172 !e “one who subjected it” is certainly God. 
Because of διά with the accusative (which 
seems to suggest not the agent but the reason 
for subjection) some hold that the clause 
speaks of Adam or Satan. However, as in John 

6:57, διά with the accusative may be used in 
place of διά with the genitive (EDNT 1.297).
173 Manuscripts that read διότι make v. 21 the 
reason for hope. !e UBS text (4th ed. rev.) 
reads ὅτι, which makes v. 21 the content of the 
hope.
174 !e NIV and others translate τὴν ἐλευθερίαν 
τῆς δόξης with “the glorious freedom,” but 
that tends to lessen the eschatological 
emphasis of the verse.
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freedom of a sinless universe.
8:22–25 Currently, however, the entire 

universe is in travail as if it were giving 
birth.175 As in childbirth, the pain is not 
meaningless but “carries with it the hope 
of new life for all creation.”176 Likewise, 
we ourselves are inwardly groaning177 as 
we await the final phase of our 
adoption178—the redemption of our bod-
ies (cf. Phil 3:21). Christians are those 
“who have the firstfruits of the Spirit,” 
that is, who have the “Spirit as a foretaste 
of the future” (Conybeare).179 In the Old 
Testament firstfruits consisted of the ini-
tial portion of the harvest that was given 

in sacrifice to God (Exod 23:19; Lev 
23:9–14). Paul used the term in reference 
to the gi"  of the Spirit as an eschatologi-
cal pledge (cf. 2 Cor 5:5, where the Spirit 
is given “as a deposit guaranteeing what 
is to come”). !e Spirit is evidence that at 
the present time we are the sons of God 
(vv. 14, 16). He is also the “down paymen-
t” (the term aparchēn, “firstfruits,” having 
essentially the same meaning here as 
arrabōn in 2 Cor 1:22; Eph 1:14) on the 
inheritance that will be ours as members 
of the family of God.

Our salvation involves the hope that 
our mortal bodies will someday be liber-
ated from the bondage of decay (v. 24).180

We are not saved “by hope” (as the AV has 
it), but our salvation is characterized by 
hope.181 Since salvation, viewed in its 
completeness, is necessarily future, we 
wait for it in hope (cf. 1 !ess 5:8; Titus 
3:7). But hope that is seen is not hope at 
all. Why would we hope for that which is 
in plain view? So since we are hoping for 
something that is still unseen (cf. 2 Cor 

175 !e prefix σύν in the two compound verbs 
means “together with” one another, not with
Christ or with us.
176 Bruce, Romans, 164.
177 Moo comments that by associating our 
“groaning” with that of creation, Paul charac-
terized it as nonverbal and therefore indica-
tive of an inner a#itude of frustration at the 
moral and physical infirmities of the present 
age and of eager longing for the end of this 
state of “weakness” (Romans 1–8, 556).
178 !e NIVSB note on 8:23 calls a#ention to 
three states in the adoption process: first, 
God’s predestination (Eph 1:5); then our inclu-
sion as children of God (v. 14); and finally, the 
resurrection of the body.
179 Taking τοῦ πνεύματος as a genitive of appo-
sition following τὴν ἀπαρχὴν.

180 Note the eschatological tension of the 
current age (between the cross and the 
parousia) in the combination of the aorist 
ἐσώθημεν (“we were saved”) and τῇ ἐλπίδι (“in 
this hope”), which points to that which is yet 
future.
181 τῇ ἐλπίδι is a dative of reference, not of 
means.
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4:18), it falls to us to wait for it with 
patience (cf. 2 Cor 5:2, 4).182

8:26–27 As it is hope that carries us 
through our times of suffering (vv. 
24–25), so it is the Spirit who comes to our 
aid when we find ourselves unable to 
pray as we ought.183 Paul said that the 
Spirit “helps us in our weakness.” In 
context that weakness is our lack of 
understanding regarding prayer.184 
Prayer has always been one of the great 
mysteries of the spiritual life. We under-
stand that God is listening, but we sense 
our inadequacy when it comes to know-
ing how to pray or exactly what we 
should pray for.185 How many times have 

we wondered how to pray for a friend 
suffering a serious illness? Sometimes 
volumes of prayer have gone up to God, 
but the response from heaven was not 
what we wanted or expected. When our 
lack of faith undermines certainty in 
prayer, the Spirit himself intercedes on 
our behalf. So intense is his prayer that 
Paul described it as “groans that words 
cannot express.” !e NEB makes the 
believer, not the Spirit, the one who 
groans (“through our inarticulate groans 
the Spirit himself is pleading for us”). 
!is removes the somewhat difficult 
image of the Spirit groaning in prayer, 
but in view of Gethsemane (cf. esp. Luke 
22:44) there is no reason to deny emo-
tional/spiritual involvement in prayer to 
the third person of the Trinity.186 Here 

182 Williams stresses the continuous aspect of 
the present tense of ἀπεκδεχόμεθα, translat-
ing, “We keep on patiently waiting for it.”
183 It is less likely that Paul was here compar-
ing the “groaning” of the Spirit with the 
groans of believers (v. 23). Black cites an 
unpublished meditation by T. W. Manson, 
who comments that “the prayer that comes 
tripping from the tongue … is not liable to 
climb very high” and that “those very longings 
and aspirations that reach upwards … where 
mere formal prayers can never reach … are 
themselves the work of the Spirit of 
God” (Romans, 118).
184 Some understand “our weakness” in the 
wider sense of our creaturely condition in the 
overlap between the old and new eras.

185 Whether Paul was speaking of how to pray 
or what to pray for really amounts to the same 
question. Certainly he had in mind the con-
tent and not the style or manner.
186 Some who hold that στεναγμοῖς ἀλαλήτοις
(“groans that words cannot express”) refers to 
the groaning of the believer also hold that 
Paul was referring to glossolalia, speaking in 
tongues (e.g., E. Käsemann, “!e Cry for Lib-
erty in the Worship of the Church,” in Perspec-
tives on Paul [Philadelphia: Fortress, 1971]: 
122–37), but that is highly unlikely. ἀλάλητος
means “unspoken.” Sto$ holds that the groans 
are “unexpressed rather than inexpressible,” 
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again we stand at the edge of mystery. It 
is be"er to acknowledge humbly our spir-
itual incapacity than to reduce the action 
of the Spirit to human terms.

God understands what the Spirit 
desires even though it is inexpressible in 
human terms (v. 27).187 God is the one 
who has complete access to the heart. His 
knowledge is direct, not dependent upon 
one’s ability to articulate concerns. God is 
a searcher of hearts and knows the 
desires of the Spirit as the Spirit inter-
cedes for us. He knows that the Spirit is 
interceding for saints in harmony with 
his will.188 No passage of Scripture pro-
vides greater encouragement for prayer. 
!e Spirit comes to the aid of believers 
baffled by the perplexity of prayer and 

takes their concerns to God with an 
intensity far greater than we could ever 
imagine. Our groans (v. 23) become his (v. 
26) as he intercedes on our behalf.
8:28 We come now to one of the 

favorite verses in Romans. How o$en in 
times of trial have believers turned to 
Paul’s reassuring words that God has not 
deserted us but is at work in every cir-
cumstance of life. While the AV and other 
English translations follow the textual 
tradition that makes “all things” the sub-
ject of the sentence,189 the NIV has cho-
sen an alternate tradition that supplies 
the word “God” as subject.190 Since 
“things” are incapable of independent 
action, the two translations actually 
come to the same conclusion. In both 
cases it would be God who is at work in 

the “agonized longings for final redemption 
and the consummation of all things” (Romans, 
245).
187 “!e mind of the Spirit” is what the Spirit 
has set his mind on, what he purposes to do.
188 !is takes ὅτι in the sense of “that” rather 
than “because.” !e la"er alternative (in 
which case the text would be telling us why it 
is that God knows the mind of the Spirit) also 
makes good sense. !e lack of an article on 
ἁγίων, “saints,” prevents our thinking of the
saints as if they constituted a specific group of 
God’s people. !e intercessory work of the 
Spirit is for all believers. “He pleads for God’s 
own people in God’s own way” (NEB).

189 Cranfield lists and discusses eight different 
interpretations of πάντα συνεργεῖ and se"les 
on taking πάντα as subject with the under-
standing that “what is expressed is a truly 
biblical confidence in the sovereignty of 
God” (Romans, 1:424–28, esp. 427).
190 Although the longer reading, συνεργεῖ ὁ 
θεός, is well a"ested, ὁ θεός may well have 
been added because συνεργεῖ implies a per-
sonal agent (see B. Metzger, TCGNT, 518). C. D. 
Osburn supports Dodd’s view that “God” is the 
implied subject and πάντα is an inner accusa-
tive (“!e Interpretation of Romans 8:28,” WTJ
44 [1982]: 99–109).
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the circumstances of life. God directs the 
affairs of life in such a way that, for those 
who love him, the outcome is always 
beneficial. !e “good” of which Paul 
spoke is not necessarily what we think is 
best,191 but as the following verse implies, 
the good is conformity to the likeness of 
Christ. With this in mind it is easier to 
see how our difficulties are part of God’s 
total plan for changing us from what we 
are by nature to what he intends us to be. 
Moral advance utilizes hardship more 
o$en than not.
!e verb (“works”) and the participial 

phrase (“those who love him”) are in the 
present tense. Not only is God continu-
ally at work, but those for whom he 
works are steadfast in their love for him. 
!e Christian faith is never presented in 
Scripture as a static relationship. A per-
son’s salvation is not something that took 
place sometime in the past with li%le or 
no impact in the present. By definition, a 
relationship is a continuing affair. A vital 
ongoing love for God is the necessary 
prerequisite for his active intervention in 
the affairs of our life. From the human 
side we love God. From God’s side we are 
called in accordance with his purpose. By 
calling Paul meant an effectual 
calling—one in which our response is 

invariably positive.192

191 !ose who think that this verse promises 
material wealth have missed the point.

192 For call of God see Rom 11:29; 1 Cor 1:9; Eph 
4:4; 1 !ess 2:12; 2 Tim 1:9; 1 Pet 2:9.
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