
Sermons in Romans 8

(7)  “What help does God to us as we wait?”  Rom 8:26-27

 “Likewise the Spirit helps us in our weakness. For we do not know what to pray for as we ought, 

but the Spirit himself intercedes for us with 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”.

Introduction

1. Whilst we wait we suffer. This is the implication from verse 18 where Paul says, “…the 
sufferings of this present time”. His readers were suffering. There was much to cause them to 

suffer as they lived in a Roman occupied country struggling to pay the taxes, trying to 
maintain their own plots of land for food, hoping that there would not be a poor harvest, 

keeping themselves safe from robbers and  bandits, hoping that the Romans would not 
conscript them into building projects. All this whilst having to contend with the persecution 

arising from Jewish antagonism and the Greek’s ridicule for being Christians. It was not easy 
being a Christian. We are given an insight into this suffering from verses 35-36, 

“…..tribulation, or distress, or persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or danger, or sword? As 
it is written, "For your sake we are being killed all the day long; we are regarded as sheep to 

be slaughtered."

2. The waiting for the New Heavens and New Earth was a long wait. What help does God give 
to us as we wait? Can and does God help us throughout this life as we wait?

3. With the opening word of verse 26, “Likewise”, Paul’s answer is to turn us back to the Holy 

Spirit.  He has told us much in this chapter about the Holy Spirit. Christian people are to be 
Spirit-People. He told us that the Spirit “dwells” in us (vs 11); that we are “led by the Spirit” 

into holiness (vs 14); that we have received the “Spirit of adoption” bringing us into a  close 
an intimate relationship with God that is so closed we can call Him “Abba”(vs 15); that the 

Spirit is the One who confirms that we are the children of God giving an unmistakable 
witness in our hearts, “His Spirit witnessing with our spirits that we are the children of 

God” (vs 16), and we have the “first-fruits of the Spirit” (vs 23).

4. Thank God that in this life with all its struggles we are given “help in our weakness”. We are 
not abandoned by God; left to struggle on alone as we wait for the glory; not left to slog it out 
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in the trenches alone. He comes to our aid through the Spirit. God knows we need this “help” 

because in the face of suffering we are “weak”. This word “help” is only found in two places in 
the NT. When Mary complained that Mary was not in the kitchen with her she said, “Lord,

…..Tell her then to help me.” (Luke 10:40). She meant, get her to give me support, I cannot 
do all of this on my own, I need assistance.

5. This is exactly what this word means. The Greek word means, “to take hold of someone; to 

help; to give support; give aid to someone”. This is what God does for us through the agency 
of the Holy Spirit. We cry out to God that we cannot mange the Christian life on our own; we 

need assistance, we need help.  We are well much aware of our individual personal 
“weakness”.

6. What is this help? One way in particular which is of significant help to us in our daily 

lives,which is through the activity of the Spirit, is the use of personal contact with God in 
prayer. This too is within the realm of the Spirit - “Likewise the Spirit helps us in our 

weakness. For we do not know what to pray for as we ought, but the Spirit himself…” (vs 26). 
Sadly, this does not arouse much excitement or enthusiasm among us. We have become so 

used to hearing sermons on prayer, and being told that we must pray more often, and  that 
we are in danger of losing interest in prayer. Prayer meetings are low in numbers. But to do 

this is to discount the very help that God is offering to us. We are turning down His 
assistance by ignoring the gift of prayer. 

7. Is our problem with prayer that we have not heeded Biblical teaching and guidance in 

prayer? None of us are born into this world with an inbuilt ability to know how to pray. The 
disciples came to Jesus and asked, “Teach us to pray”. As Jews they would know how to 

pray and they had watched the religious leaders in prayer, but somehow they knew that what 
they saw and what they thought was prayer was not the real thing. So they came to the 

Master Himself for directions.

8. This passage in Romans 8 is full of directions that we need to consider if we are to make use 
of the help and assistance that God has offered to us because of our weakness in the face of 

sufferings. 
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1. First instruction: We need to know for what we should be praying

 “Likewise the Spirit helps us in our weakness. For we do not know what to pray for as we ought..”

1:1 Our first problem in prayer is that we are ignorant of something important. It is something that 

we  think we know, but in reality we do not know. “We do not know what to pray as we ought”. 
But of course we know what to pray for; we can make our “shopping list” for prayer, it is quite 

easy. People often write or speak to us about a request that we should pray for them. There 
are so many issues that we know we could pray for all around us in our personal lives, the 

Church, our own personal physical and spiritual lives, and the world around us. So, what is 
the problem? How can Paul say that “we do not know what to pray for as we ought”? What is 

even more strange is that the great Apostle Paul includes himself in this problem, “We do not 
know….”

1:2 In the sentence “what to pray” the Greek uses an interrogative pronoun meaning, “who, 

which, what, why”. It clearly points to the thing prayed for. It is not about “how to pray” or 
what “words to use”. It is not addressing the process or act of prayer itself. The issue at stake 

here is the contents of our prayers. But this still leaves us with a problem. Surely, we know 
exactly what to pray; we know the problems and issues that we need to bring to God.

1:3 Paul, however, does not end the sentence here. He then adds the words, “…what to pray as 

we ought”. This is the key. We think we know what we should be praying for because that is 
how we are informed about prayer and its contents. It makes sense. But Paul warns us to be 

careful. There is something that we “should” be praying for. The Greek has a little three letter 
word which can be rendered, “must, binding, necessary, ought”. There are matters that we 

should be concentrating on in prayer to the exclusion of others. 

1:4 This “ought” in prayer is akin to praying according to the will of God. John wrote,  “….. if we 
ask anything according to his will he hears us” (1 John 5:14). The purpose of prayer is not to  

pressurise God into giving what we ask, neither is it informing God of what He does not 
already know. Prayer, is working with God by asking for what He has already decided to do. 

He knows what we have need of before we ask Him. He is sovereign and is in the process of 
fulfilling His will and purpose. We are called to become co-workers with God in the Kingdom. 

The God who sovereignly determines what will happen is also the God who determines the 
means through which it will happen. God has chosen to use prayer as His means through 

which He fulfils His will. As Paul puts it in 1 Cor 3:9 “We are God’s fellow workers”.
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1:5 Prayer is given to us so that we can have access into His presence in a very special manner. 

It is part of means of building our relationship with God; coming to know God. Prayer is not 
simply a matter of providing God with a list of things we expect Him to do. It is 

communication; fellowship with God. 

1:6 Because of this we need to know what is on the mind of God; what He wants from us in 
prayer; the things for which He wants us to pray. We are in the business of working with God 

fulfilling His purposes; He is not there to fulfil our purposes. It is our business to find out what 
God wants us to pray for. I suggest that we should be praying about our praying before we 

pray.

2. Second instruction: We need the ministry of the Holy Spirit
 “….the Spirit himself intercedes for us with groanings too deep for words” (vs 26).

2:1 So, what does the Spirit do? “….the Spirit himself intercedes for us”. What is this 

“interceding”? There is just one point to clear up first, and that is the word, “for us” in verse 26 
which are not to be found in the better manuscripts, but they have crept into the NIV, ESV 

and NKJV. These words do occur in vs 27 however. So, the translation should read, “the 
Spirit intercedes with groanings too deep for words”; there is no “for us” even though one 

might think it is implied. This is only a textual issue but it is important. 

2:2 Of course, contained in the word “intercedes” must imply the one for whom the intercession 
takes place. The word “intercedes” means, “to speak on behalf of another person”. Think of a 

situation where a person is in trouble and a friend comes and says he will help by pleading 
his cause, or speaking to someone on his behalf. He represents the person in trouble and 

takes on himself the responsibility of tackling the problem by speaking in place of that 
person.

2:3 The question then is this, “for whom does the Spirit intercede, and to whom does the Spirit 

speak?” To begin we must separate this interceding of the Spirit from the interceding work of 
Jesus that occurs in vs 34, “Christ Jesus is the one who died--more than that, who was 

raised--who is at the right hand of God, who indeed is interceding for us”. This intercession of 
Jesus is where He presents to God His Father our needs. Jesus sits at the right hand of God 

in glory engaged in prayer on our behalf.

2:4 The Spirit, however, indwells us and is interceding through us to God. In the former where 
Jesus intercedes we are not active and do not take any part in the prayers Jesus offers. It is  

Page �  of �4 9



Jesus alone who is praying on our behalf. Here, however, it is we who are praying, but, 

because we do not know what to pray for, the Spirit works in our hearts giving us the right 
things to pray. He is actually interceding to the Father but He is doing it through us. We are 

not passive; the Holy Spirit speaks into our hearts telling us what to pray. It is as if the Spirit 
is interceding to us, in us. He is telling us what He knows God wants us to pray.

2:5 This is why we read the words, “with groanings too deep for words”. We do the praying; we 

do this groaning too deep for words. But it is aroused in our hearts by the Spirit. 

2:6 What is meant by this “groanings too deep for words”. The phrase is complex and has given 
commentators must heart searching when seeking to interpret or explain. The Greek says, 

“inarticulate groans”. The context suggests that this reflects the suffering mentioned in verse 
18 “For I consider that the sufferings of this present time”, and the “groaning” in verse 23, 

“And not only the creation, but we ourselves, who have the firstfruits of the Spirit, groan 
inwardly as we wait eagerly for adoption as sons, the redemption of our bodies”.

2:7 Paul is addressing Christian people who are suffering. They may be suffering persecution, 

trial and distress in addition to the normal sufferings that accompanied daily life in NT days. 
Through the intercessory work of the Spirit in the hearts, these people are able to make their 

prayers known to God with “inarticulate groanings”. Heavy hearts sometimes cannot put into 
words what is felt and experienced. Words that we can only understand within our own 

minds.

2:8 This is what Paul meant when he stated, “praying at all times in the Spirit, with all prayer and 
supplication” (Eph 6:18). Praying in the Spirit is essential to valid praying; praying that is God 

given; praying that is meaningful. Prayer must be inspired, guided and governed by the 
Spirit. That is His task.

3. Third Instruction: It is the Spirit who knows the will of God

 “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” (vs 27).

3:1 The value and importance of praying in the Spirit is now explained to us. This is the way to 
ensure that our prayers are in accordance with the will of God. It is absolutely essential that 

we pray in accordance with the will of God given that we are God’s fellow workers (1 Cor 3:9, 
2 Cor 6:1). This is what John said, “And this is the confidence that we have toward him, that if 
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we ask anything according to his will he hears us” (1 John 5:14). But how can we know the 

mind and will of God?

3:2 Through the Spirit we become able to pray according to the will of God: “..the Spirit 
intercedes for the saints according to the will of God”. When the Spirit is interceding through 

us, or to us, to God, He enables us to pray the will of God. The Spirit alone knows the mind 
of God.

3:3 As a result, when we pray in this fashion, God, “who searches hearts knows what is the mind 

of the Spirit”. We do the praying in our hearts - even if it is with unutterable groans - God 
reads our hearts, hears our prayers to be answered because He knows the mind of the 

Spirit. God recognises and acknowledges the interceding of the Spirit that comes through our 
prayers. Thus we are praying in conformity with the will of God. 

Conclusion

1. The last and final matter to address must be in relation to how this actually works out in 
practice. 

2. In the first place we must deal with our sin. Prayer must begin with confession and seeking 

forgiveness of sin through the advocacy work of Jesus. We begin at the cross. An 
acknowledgement of our sin is essential. There can be no prayer that is acceptable to God 

that does not proceed from a humble and confessing heart. The Psalmist cries out, “If I had 
cherished iniquity in my heart, the Lord would not have listened”. Forgiveness and cleansing 

is paramount. Indeed, if we are to expect to be able to pray in the Holy Spirit we cannot be in 
a state whereby we are guilty of grieving or quenching Him through our sin. 

3. Secondly, we must bring in the Holy Spirit so that we are “praying at all times in the Spirit”. 

He must be acknowledged. The Holy Spirit must be valued. Never pray without the Spirit. 
This means that we must begin our praying by praying about our praying. We get started by 

being filled with the Spirit.

4. Thirdly, we need to learn to “wait on the Lord”, something the Psalmist often urges upon us. 
This waiting is not idle lazy inactive waiting. Rather it is pensive waiting, expectant waiting, a 

waiting that is often associated with pain and anguish as the Hebrew suggests. We read, “Be 
still before the LORD and wait patiently for him” (Ps 37:7). In this verse the Hebrew word 
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says, “wait longingly”. It is a word that suggests writhing in agony and is used of a woman in 

labour pains.This suggests having a burden in prayer; something that feels like a heavy 
weight upon the heart almost causing pain. In the context of Romans 8:18, this agony and 

pain is due to suffering.

5. Have you ever felt like this in prayer? This is the experience of prayer. This is not some 
superficial words rushed off in the heat of the moment. This is the agonising in prayer that 

Jesus knew in the Garden before the cross. This is an extraordinary experience of prayer.

6. Fourthly, we need to learn to listen to the Holy Spirit. This requires practice. It is this quite, 
silent waiting upon Him. It requires asking Him to speak; asking Him to make those 

intercessory prayers within our hearts guiding us so that we “know what to pray for as we 
ought”. We must tell Him that we do not know what to pray for as we ought.

7. Fifthly, we must pray. Prayer has to be vocal. Prayer is not silence. It is not silent meditation 

or just thinking. It is probable that reading and prayer in NT days was always done out loud. 
The NT people did not know of silent reading or praying in the heart without the voice. 

Remember Philip coming to the Ethiopian and hearing him reading from Isaiah 53 (Acts 
8:30). Jesus prayed aloud and was heard (John 17). In the parable of the Pharisee and 

Publican both men prayed aloud. 

8. However, for us prayer can be in our hearts, but it has to be presented in words. We are 
making our requests known to God. Listen to the Prophet Hosea who was urging Israel to 

repent,  “Take with you words and return to the LORD; say to him….” (Hosea 14:2). 

9. But is it true to say that this teaching in Romans 8:26-27 is only reserved for special 
occasions of great suffering? Is this only the exception and not the rule? Is the normal way of 

praying different from this? Is this type of praying only reserved for those special and 
infrequent times of deep distress when we really do not know what to pray?

10. Added to this must be questions about what we might want to call “ordinary prayer” carried 

out before and after meetings, or done during the normal activities of daily life. None of this is 
discounted, but we need to be aware of the Apostle’s teaching here and especially his words, 

“pray at all times in the Spirit” (Eph 6:18).

11. What are we doing when we pray? What do we think is happening? What do we think we are 
achieving? Is it a matter of firing off a few arrows in the dark hoping that somehow they will 
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find their target and God will respond? Is this what we want to happen? Is this what prayer is 

really about? 

12. Let us for a moment think of what we are doing when we pray. We are entering the very 
presence of God. This is no trivial matter. We are not standing before a human being, but 

God. This is the God before whom even sinless angels have to veil their faces. This is the 
God who is enthroned in the heavens. This is the God who says we must tremble before 

Him. 

13. But at the same time we are coming before God who is our Father. Paul has already pointed 
out that we have this unusual intimacy with God calling Him “Abba Father” (vs 15). Somehow 

we have to balance the awfulness of God in His holiness with the Fatherhood of God. Jesus 
said, “pray like this, Our Father who is in Heaven”. He seems to be saying that whilst we 

recognise Him to be our Father, we also know that He is in heaven. Hebrews has it this way, 
“let us then with confidence draw near to the throne of grace, that we may receive mercy and 

find grace to help in time of need” (Heb 4:16), reminding us that we are coming to a “throne”.

14. Yet, we must be cautious about how we use prayer. There is a danger in making the wrong 
requests. Paul prayed thee times for this “thorn in the flesh” to be removed, but God refused 

his request and told him, “My grace is sufficient for you” (2 Cor 12:7-9). Then there is this 
statement in Psalm 106:14-15 “But they had a wanton craving in the wilderness, and put God 

to the test in the desert; he gave them what they asked, but sent a wasting disease among 
them”. It could happen that you are persistent with God for some material item and in the end 

God gives it to you, but you live to regret it. Then you have to seek and receive the 
forgiveness of God for your insensitive rashness.

15. Our business is to work with God and for His glory. Although God does bless, care and 

protect His people, He is on a mission which ultimately is for His glory and not ours. We are 
working with God; God is not ultimately working for us; He is working for and towards His 

own glory.  It is for this reason that Jesus taught us how to pray by including such petitions 
as, “Hallowed by your Name…Your Kingdom come…”, and especially, “Your will be done on 

earth as it is in Heaven”. The performing of God’s will is paramount. 

16. In practice, therefore, let us learn to seek His will before presenting to Him our own desires, 
requests and interests. You may have many requests to put to God, but as you do so ensure 

that you are seeking His will. Tell Him that you do not always know what to pray for; that you 
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need the filling of the Spirit with His intercessory ministry; that your main aim in life is not 

your personal happiness, but His glory. 

17. If you are still in doubt about what to pray for and conscious that you want to only pray for 
what God requires from you, turn to the Bible’s own prayers. You can be sure that the 

inspired Word of God is the will of God. The whole of scripture is littered with prayers. There 
are many of Paul’s prayers that you can use. Many of the Psalms are prayers which we can 

use. 

18. What, then, has this passage shown to us about prayer? It has demonstrated that prayer 
must be taken seriously. Never trivialise prayer; never become superficial in prayer; never 

pray in a mechanical cold and heartless manner; never simply reel off words that you think 
will please God; never pray in haste or rashly. Think carefully. Indeed, learn to pray about 

your praying before you pray.

Richard Lee
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