Groaning in the Flesh and the Spirit

A Sermon Preached by John M Hull in the Chapel of the Queen’s Foundation,

on Friday 6th October 2006

The readings from the fourth chapter of Job and the eighth chapter of Romans (below) bring together strikingly different points of view.  In Job, the speech from Job’s friend warns him that if he were really a good person, such suffering would not have fallen upon him, and Job is urged to admit his sinfulness before God.  We are here in the midst of a struggle about the nature of human religion, and the relation of human beings to God.  This is regarded as a bargaining relationship, where if humans do their part, by living good lives, God will respond with rewards and blessings.  The struggle described in the book of Job as a whole is about the breakdown of this bargaining understanding of faith, and indeed the whole story of the Bible could be interpreted in this way, as the breakdown of a bargaining faith, leading finally to a new covenant, no longer based on bargaining but on grace.

In the passage from Romans, we find ourselves in a very different world.  Now the bargaining relationship with God has indeed collapsed.  The execution of Jesus Christ was the final blow to that way of understanding faith.  But now we have a different kind of struggle, the struggle between the self-assertion which is natural to human beings and the acceptance of a life lived not in self assertion but in grace.  Paul describes this as a struggle between the flesh and the spirit, the flesh meaning the desire for independence and self-justification, and the spirit meaning the life lived in the free gift of undeserved grace.

In these two profound passages we thus find several kinds of groaning.  First, there is the groaning of Job as someone whose bargaining kind of faith is being tested to destruction. We sense here the distress of someone whose basic world view, whose deepest assumptions about life, are being challenged by life itself.  The groaning is of pain, physical pain, and the suffering of loss, but above all the pain in the loss of a world, a secure world where if I do this, God will do that.  The predictable world of balanced relationships, a sort of trading relationship, is being destroyed.

In Romans, we find three kinds of groaning, all of them associated with the ambiguity of our lives as the undeserved grace of God floods our hearts.  The first kind of groaning is that of creation itself, which groans in the pains of childbirth.  The second kind is the groaning of us ourselves, as we long for the complete liberation which grace has offered us.  The third kind is the groaning of the Spirit of God at work within us, expressing in speechless groans the desires that are beyond speech.

The difference between the groaning of Job, and that described in Paul, lies in the stage of the struggle.  Job groans as he sees his old life falling apart; Paul describes a groaning of longing for the full dawning of the new life.  Job groans in agony; Paul groans in hope.

And here we find a remarkable feature of the groaning of hope described in this powerful chapter.  When we long for our redemption, when we yearn for the fulfilment of all that God has promised, we do not do so alone.  Creation itself, the very heart of nature, shares in this longing, and looks forward to its own liberation, and even more striking, God also shares in our groaning.  The Spirit groans with our spirit, sharing in the longing within us for new life.  We are thus partners in hope, partners with nature, and with the God who in making nature, also made us.
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(The readings are on the next page)

Job 4:1-9

1. Then Eliphaz the Temanite answered: 2. "If one ventures a word with you, will you be offended? But who can keep from speaking? 3. See, you have instructed many; you have strengthened the weak hands. 4. Your words have supported those who were stumbling, and you have made firm the feeble knees. 5. But now it has come to you, and you are impatient; it touches you, and you are dismayed. 6. Is not your fear of God your confidence, and the integrity of your ways your hope? 7.  Think now, who that was innocent ever perished? Or where were the upright cut off? 8. As I have seen, those who plough iniquity and sow trouble reap the same. 9. By the breath of God they perish, and by the blast of his anger they are consumed."
Romans 8: 5-13, 21-26

5. For those who live according to the flesh set their minds on the things of the flesh, but those who live according to the Spirit set their minds on the things of the Spirit. 6. To set the mind on the flesh is death, but to set the mind on the Spirit is life and peace. 7. For this reason the mind that is set on the flesh is hostile to God; it does not submit to God's law - indeed it cannot, 8. and those who are in the flesh cannot please God. 9. But you are not in the flesh; you are in the Spirit, since the Spirit of God dwells in you. Anyone who does not have the Spirit of Christ does not belong to him. 10. But if Christ is in you, though the body is dead because of sin, the Spirit is life because of righteousness. 11. If the Spirit of him who raised Jesus from the dead dwells in you, he who raised Christ from the dead will give life to your mortal bodies also through his Spirit that dwells in you. 12. So then, brothers and sisters, we are debtors, not to the flesh, to live according to the flesh - 13. for if you live according to the flesh, you will die; but if by the Spirit you put to death the deeds of the body, you will live.

21. that the creation itself will be set free from its bondage to decay and will obtain the freedom of the glory of the children of God. 22. We know that the whole creation has been groaning in labour pains until now; 23. and not only the creation, but we ourselves, who have the first fruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly while we wait for adoption, the redemption of our bodies. 24. For in hope we were saved. Now hope that is seen is not hope. For who hopes for what is seen? 25. But if we hope for what we do not see, we wait for it with patience. 26. Likewise the Spirit helps us in our weakness; for we do not know how to pray as we ought, but that very Spirit intercedes with groanings too deep for words.
