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A Dynamic Study of the Letter to the Romans
The Final Act of Redemption

Romans 8:18-30 - Part One

This week’s study goes from Romans 8:18 to 8:26, and concludes with a fascinating and  in-depth scriptural look at the Intercession of the Holy Spirit according to Paul’s writing.  We’ll go on through to Romans 8:30 in our next lesson. – ed. 

Romans 8:18 For I reckon that the sufferings of the present time are not to be compared with the coming glory to be revealed to us. 

19 The eager expectation of creation eagerly awaits the revelation of the sons of God. 

20 For creation was subjected to futility, not willingly, but on account of him who subjected it, in hope,

21 because creation also itself will be set free from the slavery of corruption into the liberty of the glory of the children of God.

22 For we know that the whole creation groans and suffers the pains of childbirth together up till now.

23 And not only creation, but also we ourselves, who have the first fruits of the Spirit, we also ourselves groan within ourselves, eagerly awaiting adoption, the redemption of our body.

24 For in terms of hope, we are saved. But hope which is seen is not hope; for who hopes for what he sees? 

25 But we hope for what we do not see, we await it eagerly with patience.

26 In the same way also the Spirit helps us in our weakness.  For we do not know what to pray for as we should, but the Spirit himself intercedes on our behalf with inarticulate (unspeakable) groans. 

27 And he who searches the hearts knows what is the Spirit’s way of thinking because he intercedes as God would have it on behalf of the saints.

28 And we know that for those who love God everything’ contributes toward good for those who are called according to his purpose. 

29 For those he knew beforehand he also predetermined to be conformed to the image of his Son, that he should be the firstborn among many brothers. 

30 And those he predetermined, he also called; and those he called, he also justified; and those he justified he also glorified.

Correct Reading 

Verse 18a:  For I reckon that

This is more than an opinion, because this reckoning is about the final act of redemption.  We should note that this reckoning is not merely the product of rational thought but is the basis of the gospel, as the Good News declares the final act of Redemption. 

Verse 18b: the sufferings of the present time

The paradox of the Gospel is that we are caught in between “glory” and “suffering.”  Paul nowhere else thinks of his Christian suffering without seeing it also as a sharing in the sufferings of Christ (2 Cor 1:5; Phil 3:10; Col 1:24).  Our communion in Christ begins with the cross.  There is no resurrection without the cross, so we have to press on in this “between time” – the period between the resurrection of Christ and his second manifestation which will end with the glory.  What is unique is that the believers are still in this period of overlap between “this evil age” and the age of resurrection life already shared “in Christ.”  

Verse 18c:  are not to be compared with the coming glory to be revealed to us. 

What Paul is saying is, this is the final unveiling (vindication) of a divine strategy and purpose obscured by the harsh reality of events on earth.  Cranfield and John Chrysostom advocate what is not commonly shared today, that the glory is already present and possessed, but is concealed.  The body which is our place in the world has not yet been redeemed.  This glory is in the future (Rom 8:17), something hoped for and waited for in hope (Rom 5:2; 8:24-25); it belongs to the transition to heaven hence the final transformation of this bodily existence into the bodily existence of heaven like that of Jesus is the final station of our salvation (Phil 3:21).  At present the expecting glory gives us the stamina to face our weakness and our suffering.

Verse 19a:  For the eager expectation of creation

This is unique to Christianity for an eagerly (or anxiously) awaited creation. This eager expectation is confident “expectation.”  The reversal of Adam’s fall naturally requires the reversal of the curse on the earth (Gen 3:17-18).  We have seen the pledge of that in the miracles of Jesus, the blessing of the bread and fishes, the opening of the eyes of the born-blind and the raising of the dead.  The kingdom has come, but its full manifestation must include the renewal of the whole creation.  The whole created order would be caught in the tribulations introducing the age to come.  This was already a firm part of the end-time and is the vision which Paul here puts forward to strengthen the hope of suffering believers.

Verse 19b:  eagerly awaits the revelation of the sons of God.

(See also1 Cor 1:7; 2 Thess 1:7)  This is almost like a play in which the final curtain is drawn back to reveal the various actors transformed (back) into their real characters; creation being, as it were, the audience eagerly watching the human actors play their parts on the world stage.  If this analogy is correct, then we could say that only some of the actors, “the sons of God,” will take part in that final curtain call, and that the audience’s eagerness is to see who these are and what this transformation they have undergone is. Those “in Christ” are already “sons of God;” what will be revealed is their status, and it will be revealed by the fact of their sharing in the glory of God. 

Verse 20a  For creation was subjected to futility,

Paul draws attention to our “futility” which is obvious (Rom 1:21).  This “futility” demands the work of God which started in Jesus Christ who came to reverse the plight of humanity so vividly depicted in Romans 1:18ff.  Chapter 1 of Romans introduces for us this section (Rom 8:20ff).  Futility is one of the main points in Genesis 3, where we see malfunction of creation and even the malfunction of the male-female relationship.  Adam failed to realize that he is but co-creator with God, and this led to the total abuse of creation.  At the heart of this “futility” is the autonomy of humanity.  Mankind became an entity in its own right, to be deified in turn (Nature, the Universe), instead of as God’s creation to be ordered by God. 

Who is the One Who Subjected Creation?

Ancient Commentaries on Romans say it was Adam, while modern commentaries say it was God.  Ancient Commentaries depend on Psalm 8 to say it was Adam:

4 What is man that you are mindful of him,

and the son of man that you care for?

5 Yet you have made him a little lower than God

and crowned him with glory and honor.

6  You have given him dominion over the works of your hands;

you have put all things under his feet,

7  all sheep and oxen, and also the beasts of the field,

8  the birds of the heavens, and the fish of the sea, whatever passes along the paths of the seas.

Origen of Alexandria

“The moon and the stars have been compelled against their will to be subject to futility, as a result of the fall; yet in the hope of a future reward they do not do their own will but the will of the Creator, by whom they have been appointed to these duties.” On the First Principles 2:8, 3  
Chrysostom

In Romans 8:20, Paul is saying that the creation became corruptible.  Chrysostom writes, “Why and for what reason?  Because of you, O man!  For because you have a body which has become mortal and subject to suffering, the earth too has received a curse and has brought forth thorns and thistles.  The creation suffered badly because of you, and it became corruptible, but it has not been irreparably damaged.  For it will become incorruptible once again for your sake. This is the meaning of in hope.” Homily 14, on Romans.
Modern commentaries take the words addressed by God in Genesis 3:17ff as a divine passage subjected by God.    

Verse 20b:  Not willingly, but on account of him who did the subjecting, in hope,

“Not willingly” is a reference to “creation” and the implication clearly being that creation was not party to Adam’s failure but was drawn into it nonetheless.  The reference to Adam is much-alluded to in the words of Psalm 8:7 (compare 1 Cor 15:27; Eph 1:22; Phil 3:21; Heb 2:5-8; 1 Pet 3:22).  God subjected all things to Adam, and that included subjecting creation to a fallen Adam, to share in his fallenness.  Creation as we see it in its present condition is not the result of chance or fate but deliberately has fallen, waiting like us, precisely because it is not an end of God’s dealings but a stage in his purpose, the means by which the self-destructiveness of sin can be drawn out and destroyed, and creation restored to its proper function as the environment for God’s restored children.  

Creation itself must be redeemed in order that redeemed man may have a fitting environment.  The Adam motif is behind this verse.  Here, it is also the last Adam Jesus who will come to redeem creation and fulfill the role for which it was intended (1 Cor 15:27; Phil 3:21).

Verse 21a:  because creation also itself    

The use of “also” emphasizes the point: creation is to be redeemed.  Just as the resurrection hope is hope of a resurrection body, so resurrection life is to be part of a complete creation.

Verse 21b:  will be set free from the slavery of corruption
The reemergence of the theme of liberty is no doubt deliberate; it recalls the teaching of liberation from sin (6:18, 22) and from the law (7:3; 8:2), and ties them all together as mutually reinforcing features of the age of Adam.  So here the condition of the environment can be summed up with the same word used in Romans 8:15, which loads all the accepted negative connotations of slavery on to the created order as it is now.  This slavery is defined by one important word, “corruption” of the natural order which can’t avoid decay.  The Last Adam came to deliver not only believers but all from corruption (1 Cor 15:42, 50) 

Verse 21c:  into the liberty of the glory of the children of God.      

The repetition of the note of liberty reemphasizes the future of the believers as well as for creation (freedom which consists in sharing in God’s glory in Jesus Christ. God’s purpose is incomplete until he has completed his original creative purpose in crowning man with glory (Ps 8:5)  

Verse 22:  For we know that the whole creation groans and suffers the pains of childbirth together up till now. 

Paul uses “groaning” as a recurring motif in this section.  The metaphor of birth pains is used in the OT (Micah 4:9-10; Hos 13:13; Isa 13:8; 21:3; 26:17-18; 66:7- 8; Jer 4:31), so it was a natural one to seize on for description of a period of turmoil and anguish likely to end in a new order of things.

The First fruits of the Spirit

Verse 23a:  And not only creation, but also we ourselves, who have the first fruits of the Spirit,

In the OT, we see the offering of first fruits to God (firstborn son, Ps 104:36; offspring of sheep and cattle, Deut 12:6; first offerings of goods, Exod 25:2-3), and also in the NT (first lump of dough, Rom 11:16; first converts, 16:5; I Cor 16:15; 2 Thess 2:13; cf. James 1:18 and Rev 14:4).  This is an image which has come to us from the OT and is a  reference to the harvest.  Literally, this typically refers to the first fruits of the wine press and threshing floor (Exod 22:29; 23:19; Lev 2:12; 23:10; Num 15:20; 18:12,30; Deut 26:2; 2 Chron 31:5; Neh 10:37,39;  Mal 3:8; Jud 11:13).

Moreover, the fact that the Spirit is in view here would allude to the harvest bringing back Pentecost (the Feast of Weeks), which was the principal celebration of the first fruits of the harvest (Exod 23:16; 34:22; Deut 16:9-12 … please, for the entire OT consult,  see de Vaux, Ancient Israel, 2d ed. 1965, pages 490-91).  The association of the first outpouring of the Spirit with Pentecost was already established.  The metaphor carries several implications: 

1. The first fruits are the first sheaves of the harvest or loaves made from them (Num 15:20); so the harvest has begun. 

2. The harvest is the whole of which the first fruits are a first small part; in this case the whole is the resurrection of the body, the harvest of dead men and women resurrected (1 Cor 15:20, 23). 

3. The first fruits are of a piece with the whole; hence the continuity between the gift of the Spirit, his work in the believer, and the final resurrection has begun.  We must read carefully the prophetic words about the final harvest (Isa 27:12; Joel 3:13; Matt 3:12//Luke 3:17; Gal 6:8) that was initiated by Christ’s resurrection (1 Cor 15:20, 23) is already under way. 

Verse 23b:   we also ourselves groan within ourselves, 

The inward sense of groaning must not be denied.  “In our hearts” indeed we groan and it is the cry of frustration (Rom 7:24).  The Spirit does not exempt us from this groaning, but the Spirit certainly provides a positive element that is lacking (Rom 7:14-25), and it expresses its presence in what seems to be frustration: “we groan because we have the Spirit.”  The second use of the “groaning” motif recalls creation’s groaning in verse 22, for we can’t ignore the travail of creation.

Verse 23c:  eagerly awaiting adoption, the redemption of our body.

Once again, the point needs to be emphasized that the Spirit actually creates or at least heightens that tension and brings a more anguished expression for both; the Spirit and the believers are “eagerly awaiting adoption, the redemption of our body.”  Having the Spirit, we know that we have been adopted and our full “redemption” is here, but the body has to be transformed from “the slavery of corruption” (Rom 8: 21).    

Verse 24a:  For in terms of hope, we are saved.

Paul can use the aorist (verb tense denoting continuing action) because of the nature of Christian hope.  There is firm confidence in God’s purpose and power and the following is no weak statement: “we hope to be saved.”  But it is about the transformation of the body.  So far as hope is concerned we are already saved; but hope itself is not the completion of salvation.  The balance achieved here in this one phrase between the Already and Not Yet.

Verse 24b:   But hope which is seen is not hope; for who hopes for what he sees?
The distinction between seen and unseen is that seen means “near and is happening” but the final resurrection is still unseen.  Paul does not split “faith” from “hope” because they are not so clearly distinct.  This is probably also an echo here and in Romans 8:25.  

Verse 25:  But if we hope for what we do not see, we eagerly await it with patience.

The reference to “patience” confirms that Paul is moving along the same lines as in Romans 5:3-5 (suffering, hope, Spirit).  His theological reflection on “the problem of suffering” had evidently gained a settled outline with firm reference points.  The in-between times are not so much a period of resigned or stoical suffering, nor one (simply) of anguished groaning, nor one of careless enthusiasm, but rather one of eager waiting, of patience with a vibrant quality.  The Christian perspective is determined not by the frustrations of the present, but by its future hope.  By this it can be seen that the groaning of verse 23 (like the cry of 7:24) is of frustration and not of despair.

Verse 26a:  In the same way also the Spirit helps us in our weakness.

Patience is rooted in the work of the Spirit.  The image of the Spirit shouldering the burden which our weakness imposes on us is quite a vivid one (cf. Ps 89:21). 

Verse 26b:  For we do not know what to pray for as we should, but the Spirit himself intercedes on our behalf with inarticulate (unspeakable) groans. 

It is not simply that words fail believers who know all along what they want to pray for but cannot express it. The measure of their confusion and frustration as belonging to both epochs is that they do not know what God’s will is for them, nor their social context.  The rendering “we do not know how to pray” (as translated in RSV, so NEB, NJB) does not catch the full force.  The inability to formulate words is that the main force of the verb “pray” is “to pray for” something.  It is not that prayer should be conceived as an exercise in selfish asking; rather it is that prayer characteristically denotes the dependence of the creature on the Creator for all good.  God has a purpose for his creation, that it is drawing forward steadily to its (near) climax, and that believers’ aspiration in prayer should be to fit their lives into that ongoing purpose. 

Verse 26c:  but the Spirit itself intercedes

The Spirit is the Spirit of God who “helps us in our weakness.” The verb is quite well known in the ancient world in the sense “take part with, assist in supporting, lend a hand, come to the aid of,” though “take an interest in” does not seems strong enough.  Two of the three meanings of help or support in the LXX refer to the support given to Moses by the appointment of 70 elders (Exod 18:22; Num 11:17; cf. the third is in the NT, Luke 10:40) and works in and through that inability.  The Spirit as intercessor is a Christian development not known to us in the OT.  The distinctive Christian teaching comes from two parts of the Christian faith:

The first is that Jesus is the Christ through the Holy Spirit.  Jesus was anointed to bring the Holy Spirit into more intimate communion with our humanity.

The second is that the work and the achievement of Jesus given to us and is shared among us by the Holy Spirit.

By the Spirit

The Ministry which is Intercession of the Holy Spirit

in the Letters of Paul

This section examines the several points of the intercession of the Holy Spirit in our lives: Adoption, The Seal, Renewal, Prayer, Holiness, Life in Love and Illumination.

Adoption

1. When we are adopted as the children of God, we receive the Holy Spirit.  This was the experience of Paul, who at his conversion heard “The Lord has sent me … that you may receive your sight and be filled with the Holy Spirit” (Acts 9:17).  And at Ephesus, when he met some disciples of John the Baptist, who believed in Christ the Savior but were not yet baptized, he asked them: “Did you receive the Holy Spirit when you became believers?” (Acts 19:2).  The Holy Spirit is the specific gift (Rom. 5:5) that God grants to each baptized person at the intercession of his Son (cf. Jn. 14:16, 26).  He is the Spirit of the risen Christ by whose life His members live (Rom 8:9-11).

2. The first man, Adam, was molded from clay.  As the first man became by the divine breath “a soul having life,” so too as the Last Adam Jesus became for us new humans “spirit imparting life” (1 Cor. 15:45; cf. 2 Cor. 3:17).  In the language of the New Testament, the word “spirit” connotes essentially life and strength; hence it implies an immanent and dynamic divine manifestation of God.  For example, the archangel announced to Mary the birth of Jesus with the words: “The Holy Spirit will come upon you; the power of the Most High will overshadow you” (Luke 1:35)  When the Lord promised to send the Holy Spirit to His apostles, he said: “You shall receive power when the Holy Spirit comes upon you” (Acts 1:8).  Therefore, since the Holy Spirit is the immediate and constant life-giving principle of the new life, it is clear that the Christian is “strengthened with power through the Spirit in the inner life” (see Eph. 3:16).

For Paul, the Holy Spirit is much more than the “gift of God.”  He is the new life defined as “the law of the Spirit” (Rom. 8:2).  This means that we are dependent on the Holy Spirit alone, on His inspiration and on His impulse (Rom 8:10), and that we act “according to the Spirit” (Rom 8:4; Gal 5:18).  Such is the hallmark of genuine Christians: “Whoever are led by the Spirit of God, they are the sons of God” (Rom 8:14). In a word, it is because “we render service to God which is new and according to the Spirit” (Rom. 7:6).  This is the mark of the New Covenant.  

The Seal

The relationship of Christians to Christ is similar to a grafting or an incorporation, while their relationship to the Holy Spirit may be compared to an indelible mark stamped by a seal: “It is God who has established us firmly along with you in communion with Christ, and has anointed us, and stamped us with his seal, and given us the Spirit as the first installment of what is to come” (2 Cor 1:21- 22).  After one has heard the message of truth, and believed in it, one has been sealed with the promised Holy Spirit, who is the first installment of our inheritance (Eph. 1:13-14).  “Do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God, by whom you have been sealed in preparation for the day of redemption” (Eph. 4:30).

The Greek word used here is sophrages, or “seal,” designating the official stamp or trademark which served to authenticate the agreement between contracting parties or to establish the existence of a piece of property.  The setting of a seal ratified and confirmed the intention and rights of the owner.  For instance, slaves, soldiers, and prisoners of war in antiquity were “marked” in the name of the emperor or of their owners.  The seal was also used as a sign of consecration.  The emblem of a particular god, worn by certain faithful souls, indicated that they had bound themselves to his service and enrolled themselves in his cult.  According to Ezekiel (9:4-6), God had marked His servants with a sign on their foreheads that assured them of salvation and of protection against all evil. Every Christian bears a similar mark (Rev. 7:3, 9:4, 14:1).  Because a baptized person belongs to his Lord, and is consigned to His service; the relationship is sealed by the gift of the Holy Spirit.  Thus this new creature, who lives by the Holy Spirit, has within the sign of the incorporation into the New Covenant, and consequently the assurance of obtaining all its promises.  This “seal” of the Spirit is the divine guarantee, and the proof that one is a child of God, beloved of the Father, and freed from the slavery of sin.  The seal is, as it were, the first installment of what is to come; for a life dependent upon the movement of the Holy Spirit cannot but assure entrance into heaven, “in view of the day of our final redemption:”

“In fact we are certain that when our earthly dwelling, which is but a tent, is destroyed, we have an edifice made by Cod, a dwelling not made with hands, ever lasting in the heavens.  And in truth we pine in this present dwelling, yearning to have put over it that dwelling of ours which is from heaven, if indeed we shall be found clothed and not naked. For we who are in this tent sigh under our burden, because we do not wish to be unclothed, but rather clothed over, that what is mortal may be swallowed up by life.  Now he who has fashioned us for this very purpose is God, who has given us the Spirit as the first installment of what is to come (2 Cor 5:1-5).

Renewal 

This condescension of the Holy Spirit dates from the first day of his rebirth in God (Gal 3:2).  It is, in fact, to the Holy Spirit, conjointly with Christ, that the regeneration and renewal which beings in baptism are attributed (Titus 3:5). “You have been washed clean; you have been sanctified; you have been made holy in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ and in the Spirit of our God” (1 Cor 6:11).  Because the Holy Spirit communicates His divine nature and life to the Christian, making him a child of God and a brother of Christ, in the most real sense of these terms, He is called “the spirit of sonship.”  As such, He both establishes between the baptized person and God the relationship of child to Father and guides this new life so that it is led not in a slave’s spirit of indifference or fear but in the spirit of an adopted son: in fidelity, love, and confidence in order that those who have been raised to such a new level may fulfill their call may live “in the presence of God in love” (Eph 1:4), which can only be given by the Holy Spirit.  He alone can bestow a Christian “mind set” upon these adopted children, fill them with the thoughts and love of the Father and Son, and suggest to them the attitudes required by such a relationship.  First and foremost, the Christian must dare to name the all-holy God “my Father,” and the Christian must have the intimate conviction of being His child calling God, Abba (Rom 8:14-16) and because we have received adoption, and because we are children, we are no longer  slaves but children; and if children, heirs also through God’s grace (Gal 4:4-7).

Prayer

Christians do have an awareness of their new relationship to God, an experience of the presence and the reality of grace.  For the Holy Spirit, speaking in their hearts, convincingly persuades them of their authentic sonship.  He teaches them to call upon God, their Father, by the name that Christ himself used: Abba or “Papa.”  And so, when the Christian dares to pronounce such a name, he is not calling upon the loving providence of God the Creator, but more specifically upon the fatherhood by which God has communicated His own nature to him and has called him to the abode of the Holy Trinity: “You are no longer foreigners and guests; no, you are fellow citizens with the saints, and members of God’s household” (Eph 2:19).  Still more, it is the Son of God Himself who, through the Holy Spirit, calls upon His Father, uniting Himself to all His brothers in a common prayer.  This new relationship is not an honorary one.  But because the Son became man to dwell among us, and in Him we dwell in the Trinity, and because the Son is in us, God should also be called our Father.  For the Spirit of the Son who lives in us through us calls his Father ours. (see Athanasius of Alexandria PG 25:473)

Holiness

Because Christians have received the Holy Spirit and live according to His light and in His love, their new life as children – in that this divine way of acting is a way of life taught by God (1 Thess 4:9) – Christians can decide for themselves, supported by a certitude and strength, that the Holy Spirit continually infuses into them.

The “spirit” of the man who has been regenerated is the Holy Spirit’s place of dwelling and the organ by which he perceives and accepts the Holy Spirit’s movements. It is, as it were, his faculty of the divine that enables him to know the will of God (Rom 12:2) and to apply it to his daily life: “If we live by the Spirit, let us conduct our selves by the Spirit” (Gal 5:25).

The first and in a sense the predominant action of the Holy Spirit in us is to oppose the “mind set “of the flesh and its cravings, to put to death the deeds of this “mind set” (Rom 8:13), and to triumph over sin which dwells in us (Rom 7:17).  Here are the sins which Paul listed:    

- actions prompted by sensuality: fornication, impurity, licentiousness, idolatry, witchcraft, enmity, contention, jealousy, outbursts of anger, quarrels, factions, schisms, envy, drunkenness,  and other vices similar to these (Gal 5:19-21)
- with the fruits of the Spirit: “love, joy, peace, long-suffering, affability, goodness, fidelity, gentleness, self-control” (Gal 5:22-23)
The Holy Spirit leads us to sanctity or holiness.  One essential meaning of holiness is consecration to God: 

- “He who unites himself to the Lord, forms one spirit with him” (1 Cor 6:16).

-  What God wills is your sanctification.  He wills that you abstain from immorality (1 Thess 4:3).

-  God has not called us to uncleanness but to holiness.  So, he who rejects these teachings rejects not man but the God who has given you his Holy Spirit (1 Thess 4:7-8).  

- Do not extinguish the Spirit … have nothing to do with any kind of evil.  May God himself, the author of peace, make you perfect in holiness.  May every part of your being, spirit, soul and body, be preserved blameless for the day when our Lord Jesus Christ shall come (1 Thess 5:19-23).

-  So, as we have offered our members to be slaves of uncleanness and iniquity, culminating in utter wickedness, so now we offer our members to be slaves of right living, culminating in holiness (Rom 6:19). 

- Paul says, the law of the Spirit which directs my life in Christ Jesus has delivered me from the Law which entices me to sin and leads to death (Rom 8:2).  

- Let everyone who names the name of the Lord depart from iniquity (2 Tim 2:19).

Holiness is our crucified life:  

- It is a sacrifice (Rom 12:1), 

- an oblation sanctified by the Holy Spirit (Rom 15:16; cf. 2 Cor 11:2).

- Like the victims chosen for immolation whose integrity made them a sacrifice worthy of God, so we should do what “befits saints,” that is, act as saints (Rom 16:2; Eph 5:3).  

- Such a manner of acting comes from the Holy Spirit (Gal 5:25),

- God has selected you from eternity to be saved through the sanctification which the Spirit effects (2 Thess. 2:13).

- For the law of the Spirit which directs your life in Christ Jesus has delivered you from the Law which entices you to sin and leads to death (Rom. 8:1-2).

 Deliverance is the distinctive work of the Lord:

- The Lord is the spirit, and where this Spirit of the Lord is, there is freedom (2 Cor 3:17) 

Liberty is the hallmark of the Christian vocation:

- You have been called to liberty (Gal 5:13).

-  By this mark the Church is distinguished from the Synagogue, whose children are born into bondage while “we are children of the free woman” (Gal 4:31).

 Liberty is finally the key note of our progression in liberty, not a forced submission: Christ has set us free to enjoy freedom (Gal 5:1).

- So true is this that we can affirm: The Law is not enacted for the just (1 Tim 1:9), who are moved by the Holy Spirit.

The finality of these statements shows that the liberty in question is not simply a single virtue or a fruit of the Spirit.  It is the Christian life itself in its soul and source;, in its most formal aspects: the Holy Spirit and the grace of God.  In other words, the moral life of the baptized person, who is in Christ, is not based on a set of precepts.  The Christian does not have to observe a law that will be imposed on him from outside, but rather a law of grace, or of Christ dwelling within him (Rom 6:15; 1 Cor 9:21; Gal 6:2). 

Life in love

The love of God is “poured forth in our hearts by the Holy Spirit who has been given us” (Rom 5:5). For this reason, its proper designation is “the love of the Spirit” (Rom 15:30). 

Love is work of the Holy Spirit and is among the fruits which we receive from Him (Gal 5:22; Col 1:8).  Walking in the Spirit is the same as walking in love (Rom 8:4 and Eph 5:2); of being sanctified by the Spirit or by love (Rom 15:16 and Eph 1:4); of one or the other as the force which establishes the body of Christ (Eph 2:22 and 4:16; 1 Cor 8:1).  In a word, love is the plenitude of this unique and sovereign Law which is that of the Spirit (Rom 8:2, 13:10).  

The gifts are not superior to love, “If I should speak the languages of men and of angels but have no love I am no more than a noisy gong and a clanging cymbal … I am nothing … It profits me nothing” (1 Cor 13:1-3).

This love is first of all the love God has for us in Christ (Rom 8:39).  Transmitted by the Holy Spirit, it becomes our own and makes us capable of the same kind of love as God Himself.  Consequently, the Holy Spirit, having communicated to us the divine life, enables us to love our heavenly Father with a love which, if it is not equal to His, is at least of the same nature (Eph 1:4).  Christians are those who love God (1 Cor 2:9; Rom 8:28) with a love of gratitude and of praise.  Just as profession of faith is impossible without the illumination of the Holy Spirit –  “no one can say ‘Jesus is the Lord,’ except under the influence of the Holy Spirit” (1 Cor 12:3), and just as hope is made to abound by the Holy Spirit (Rom 15:13), so too it is the Holy Spirit who, in revealing to the children of God the treasures of love in the heart of their Father, makes them love as God loves: “What God holds ready for those who love him, he has revealed to us through his Spirit, who fathoms all things, even the depths of God.  Who among men knows the inner thoughts of a man save the man’s spirit within him?  Even so, the thoughts of God no one knows but the Spirit of God.  Now we have not received the spirit of the world, but the Spirit imparted by God.  Thus we are able to recognize the gifts bestowed on us by God” (1 Cor. 2:11-13).

The gift which summarizes all others is that of the well-beloved Son: “He has not spared even his own Son but has delivered him for us all” (Rom 8:32).  The Holy Spirit reveals to the faithful the infinity of love revealed by giving up the Son to death on the Cross. The Lord had announced to His apostles that the Holy Spirit would teach them to understand (John 14:16, 15:26, and 16:13-14).  Under His light Christians perceive the divine love of the Crucfied Jesus.  Nothing will be able to separate them from this love (Rom. 8:39). “Love for Christ compels us” (2 Cor. 5:14).  This means that the love of Christ sacrificing Himself for us engenders our love for Him.  

Under the light of the Holy Spirit we understand His love and draw from it the practical consequences for our own lives: “Love for Christ compels us. We have come to the conclusion that since one died for all, therefore all died, and that Christ died for all, in order that they who are alive may no longer live for themselves, but for him who died for them and rose again (2 Cor 5:14-16).

Love has the divine compelling force because it has the power of the crucified Christ; it permeates our soul and determines all its acts. It preserves our soul in the permanent (Eph 6:24) and personal possession of its Lord whom it is “compelled” to serve.  We give our life to Christ as He gave His for us: “I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and sacrificed himself for me” (Gal 2:20).

Because the love infused by the Holy Spirit is that of God Himself and of Christ, the children of God, who live in Christ, are brought to love their brothers as the Father and the Son love them.  It is a law of nature: “Therefore, follow God’s example, as his very dear children, and let your conduct be guided by love, as Christ also loved us and delivered himself for us as an offering to Cod, a sacrifice that has an agreeable fragrance” (Eph 5:1-2).  Love is the true mark that typifies the resemblance between the children and their Father in heaven.  The example of Christ makes it clear that this love must extend to the point of total gift, of consecration: “In love serve one another” (Gal 5:13), exactly as you would of the Lord himself (Matt. 6:24).  This love is a debt of which we can never acquit ourselves entirely (Rom. 13:8), for it is the only manner we have of proving to God our gratitude for His gifts.  In an act of service to our neighbor, we both love and help our brother, and love God, offering to Him a spiritual sacrifice of thanksgiving.

There is But One Love in the NT

There are then not two loves, but only one.  This is clearly seen in such forceful expressions as: “Let there be no unpaid debt except the debt of mutual love, because he who loves his neighbor has fulfilled the Law.”  For the commandments: “You shall not commit adultery; you shall not kill; you shall not steal; you shall not covet;” and if there is any other commandment, are all summed up in this saying, “You shall love your neighbor as yourself.”  Love does no evil to a neighbor.  Love therefore is the complete fulfillment of the Law (Rom 13:8-10).

In love serve one another.  Why, the whole Law is fulfilled by keeping this one precept:

- You shall love your neighbor as yourself (Gal 5:13-44)

- Help bear one another’s burdens, and so you will fulfill the law of Christ (Gal 6:2)

- We are clothed with love (Col 3:14),

- exactly as we are clothed with Christ himself (Gal 3:27).

Love, which unites the individual to Christ, will also be the binding force within the Christian community.  The Holy Spirit strengthens this community (Eph 4:2-4; Phil 2: 1) and leads its members to be “of one love, one soul, one thought” (Phil 2:2).  Their love will be colored by tenderness (Rom 12:10; 1 Thess. 4:9); it will teach them the secret of forgetting themselves (Rom 15:1), to seek the good and the joy of their neighbor (1 Cor 13:5, 10:24, 33); it will enable them to encourage the fainthearted and support the weak (1 Thess 5:14; 1 Cor 8:9-10, 9:22), whose infirmities they themselves will bear (Rom 15:1).  It will always aim at peace, seeking to harmonize their own reactions with those of brothers the farthest removed from them in taste and thought (Rom. 12:16).  In this way, love “edifies” (Rom. 14:1; 1 Cor. 8:1 et sq.) the entire Church as well as each individual soul.

There is no legalism in love because if love is the very personal life of the Trinity and it is the very communion of the Three, it must become obvious that any attempt to legalize love is contrary to our participation in this love.   

Illumination 

The Holy Spirit transmits His light to our inner life (Rom 8:16, 9:1).  A Christian possesses a faculty that makes him aware of God’s will for him and enables him to conform intelligently to it in all circumstances.  It makes inquiries about values of all actions and the relationship of actions to faith (1 Cot. 10:25, 27). The light of the Holy Spirit is not exterior authority, it judges and commands what must be done or avoided. This light operates on the ground of liberty and of love, and can be lived only by mature persons, by adults, whose age in Christ is measured by the maturity of their judgment (1 Cor 14:20; Eph 4:13-14).  In other words, the Christian, freed from the slavery of the Law, is no longer obedient to a general rule, prescribed once and for all (Acts 23:1; 2 Cor 4:2; 2 Tim 1:3).  It is not fear of punishment that prompts us to act, but rather the demands of conscience (Rom 13:5); in other words, we act freely, by choice, and out of love for the good.  According to what God Himself suggests at this particular moment, in concrete terms, conscience judges whether this particular word or this particular action corresponds to what God loves.  It is defiled if we act contrary to this light (Titus 1:15; Heb 9:14, 10:2, 22); it remains spotless and pure if we are faithful to this light.  Thus, conscience is the seat of moral responsibility: “Assuredly we are confident that we have a good conscience, and are resolved to act up rightly in every respect” (Heb 13:18; cf. 2 Cor 1:12; Acts 24:16).  We are never authorized to act without having consulted this immanent judge of our least thoughts and of the slightest movements of our heart.  If we act blindly and by chance, even though conforming to the common rule, we sin (Rom 14:23).

The “manifestation” of the light of the Holy Spirit (1 Cor 12:7) in Christians is His work of light.  The Spirit of wisdom and of revelation “illumines the eyes of the heart” (Eph 1:17-18; Heb 6:4), in order to make God more perfectly known (Heb 8:10-11) and to show forth the immensity of His gifts (1 Cor 2:11-12), especially the inexpressible love that Christ has for us.  It is only the interior man, strengthened and enlightened by the Holy Spirit, who has the power “to grasp fully, together with all the saints, what is the breadth and length and height and depth (of this mystery), and to know Christ’s love which surpasses knowing, in order to be perfected and to bring to realization God’s fullness” (Eph 3:18-19).  Christians receive an increase of power as regards love, which permits them to understand more exactly the four dimensions of the love Christ has for us, in other words, its fullness, its immensity.  More specifically, the Holy Spirit makes souls who love understand that the love of Christ is immeasurable, without limit, inexpressible.  Henceforth we are capable of knowing . . . the unknowable!  Christians thus arrive at a negative knowledge, that of the “in-finite;” they realize that the intensity and depth of this love exceeds all human measure and is beyond their comprehension.  No one can know how much Christ loves us.

The Holy Spirit intervenes in a particularly special way in the relationship between the children of God and their Father that He is defined as the bond of union between God and us (2 Cor 13:13; cf. Phil 2:1).  He incites and directs our prayer in his intercession (Rom 8:26-27).

Each time that a true prayer of praise, supplication, or thanksgiving rises toward God, it is always the Spirit who gives it the form needed for it to be received (1 Cor 14:14-19; Eph 5:18-20): “Pray always by the Spirit, using every kind of entreaty and petition” (Eph 6:18).  There is no better way to say that the Christian life is first of all a unique life, and that, being completely “spiritual,” it flourishes under the work of the Holy Spirit.  Christians, led and enlightened in this way by the Holy Spirit, have their outlook renewed (Eph 4:23); they learn to judge everything in a Christian way (1 Cor 7:40). 

A serious warning  

We must not extinguish this living flame by hindering its manifestations or by refusing to understand:  “Do not extinguish the Spirit” (1 Thess 5:19).  A person who is mentally ill cannot use his intelligence and liberty, because these faculties are, as it were, chained.  In the same way, although every Christian is adopted by God, incorporated into Christ, and receives the Holy Spirit, a certain number, impervious to every impulse of the Spirit, are deprived of a true “spiritual sense.”  They may be virtuous, in the Jewish or pagan sense, they may obey the Law and live morally correct lives, but they lack the wisdom of love of the children of God which is the gift of “discernment.” 

Verse 26d: [on our behalf] with inarticulate (unspeakable) groans. 

The Unspeakable Groans of the Holy Spirit

A letter attributed to Dionysius of Alexandria (248-265).  The main point of this letter is the “kenosis” (self-emptying) of the Holy Spirit.

Let us consider the meaning of the words of the Apostle [Paul], “the Spirit too comes to help us in our weakness, for, when we do not know how to pray or even what to pray, therefore the Holy Spirit intercedes for us with unspeakable groans” (Rom. 8:26-27).  The all Holy Spirit who cannot accept to be where sin is, the same now lives eternally in our sinful human heart.

What is the deep meaning of the words of Paul, “the unspeakable groans?”  The same Apostle said in a certain place, “do not quench the Spirit” (1 Thess 5:19).  We very often quench the Spirit when, according to the words of our Lord Jesus Christ, our love for God grows cold as a result of a lawless life (Matt 24:12).  For love is a bond; not the bond that enslaves us, but the bond that purifies us from selfishness.  The Holy Spirit, who is the divine flame of love, is neglected.  He cries in us, but we pour on the cold water of sin to put out the flame.  He suffers deep rejection, yet he does not depart from us except on the day of judgment.  He desires to give us all goodness and yet he can see that our hearts are cold.

He emptied himself and disregarded his holiness to wash away our dirt.  Where do you see a great king who takes off his crown and royal robe and bends over a filthy beggar to wash his dirt, dress his wounds, clothe him and groan, desiring to give him his crown and royal robe?  In fact the Holy Spirit humbles himself more than the Son during his incarnation, because the flesh and soul the Son took from Mary were made holy through the union with his divine nature, but when the Holy Spirit begins his work in us, we do not have a holy nature for him to work on, but a defiled sinful nature."

- Translated by George H. Bebawi
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