In Mark 15, the next to last chapter of Mark ended with these words – ‘Joseph laid him in a tomb cut out of the rock and rolled a stone against the entrance.  Mary Magdalene and Mary Mother of Joses saw where Jesus laid’.  

The situation was final.  How do you hope?  I can picture Mary groaning.

On August 18th last year.  I was in Singapore, in the midst of our Bible College’s mini faculty retreat.  Right in the middle of the retreat, at 2 pm, I got an email from my sister on my iphone.  “Dad just fainted in NYC.  Pray.”  At 3 pm, another email “BP 55/22. Pray.”  At 7 pm, another email “massive internal bleeding, need to operate.  Pray.”  At 9 pm, a phone call – “there is a huge liver cancer that have burst.  The doctor said there is nothing he could do.  Pray.”

The situation was hopeless.  How do you pray?  I groaned to God.
Today is the Passion Week.  I chose Romans 8 not because it records the historical text of the suffering and resurrection but rather it records the spirit of the Passion Week – groaning.  In v. 22,23,26, we see the creation groaning, the body of Christ groaning, the Holy Spirit groaning.  In the context of the NT, groaning is a painful death cry of a warrior in battle.  It is the painful cry of a mother delivering a baby and back in those days many deliveries leads to death.  But after that groaning/that suffering, Paul said, comes glory. 

Many of us in fact are going through suffering of various degrees. Some have been coasting in your career then you got a terrible boss and your career came to a screeching halt; I have a seminarian friend who came out of the hospital and checked his computer on Good Friday only to find out that he got a F for Church Growth; some of you are straight A’s student and then you flunk the bible exam and you need to re-take it; some have perfect heath and at age 50 your blood results ran south and you are scared as you wait for your scan; as for me last August, I raced home to see dad one last time.  When I disembarked from my plane at NYC airport, I received a SMS from my son and my heart sank – ‘Dad, brace yourself, grandpa went home 10 hours ago.  Grandma and me are waiting in the welcome area’.  I groaned.  In the midst of suffering, we all groan 3 common ways.  

1. Why me!
2. Help!
3. Hopeless!
Romans 8 addresses all these questions.  
1. Why me?

When we are suffering, Satan enters 2 lethal words into our mind – why me? As we replay those 2 words in our minds, we start thinking, ‘If God truly loves me, He would not have let me go through suffering.  He gave up on me, so I should give up on him. Look at what Job’s wife said to Job – curse God and die.  I should do the same’.  Those 2 small words contain the biggest lie and have caused many to stumble.  Does suffering mean that God does not love me?
If you think your suffering is bad just look at Jesus and his suffering in the Passion Week. Jesus, the love of the father’s heart, was betrayed by his disciple, denied by his best friends, tortured by the Romans, and finally rejected by the father while he was on the cross. But the Passion Week did not end there.  Jesus suffering was followed by God loving and glorifying Him on Easter Sunday. No.  Suffering does not disprove God’s love. 
In Romans 8, Paul went further.  Paul in V.17 said suffering rather than disproves the presence of a loving God, it actually proves our status and our maturity– “then we are heirs…if indeed we share in his sufferings, in order we may share in his glory”.

In some mysterious ways, God allows sufferings into our lives so that we can be shaped for maturity to share his Glory.
Those who regularly go to the gym and do bicep training believe in the same principal without realizing it.  When you are lifting those weights or doing the chin-ups, do you feel weaker or stronger?  I feel a lot stronger when I do not have those weights on my hands.  The lifting of those weights make me feel weaker but yet in the process of feeling weaker, I develop muscles and I actually become stronger.  Don’t ask me to explain how it works.  I remember in university that my roommate used to arm-wrestle with me and beat me badly.  Then I started lifting weights and in two months – one/two/three, the speed with which I beat him was so amusing and it shocked me. In a similar way, when you are going through trials/sufferings, you feel really weak, but in the process you become stronger.  This is God’s way of building you up.  I don’t know how it works but it does.  Look at what Paul said in Romans 5  3 Not only so, but we also rejoice in our sufferings, because we know that suffering produces perseverance; 4 perseverance, character; and character, hope.  Sufferings make us strong – but not all sufferings.
Attitude is key here.  When you have Job’s wife attitude when you suffer, when you keep asking ‘why me’, suffering destroys you. Paul in v.17 said only when you suffer with Christ - it produces growth.  What does that mean? Look at Jesus’ suffering on Good Friday.  When he was unjustly punished, he continues to trust, he continues to press on, he continues to say “not my will, but yours”.  That is the suffering of Christ.  When we are under trial, it is only when we share in that same attitude of Christ then we are suffering with him.  Only then suffering builds us and produces character and Christ-likeness.  Friends, suffering do break our hearts, but good comes out of it, we can trust God for it, we can give thanks for it.

Sing: Thank you, Lord, for the trials that come my way. In that way I can grow each day as I let you lead, And thank you, Lord, for the patience those trials bring. In that process of growing, I can learn to care.  But it goes against the way I am to put my human nature down and let the Spirit take control of all I do.  'Cause when those trials come, my human nature shouts the thing to do; and God's soft prompting  can be easily ignored.
But you say Jesus is incredible, how do we do that? Friends, on Easter Sunday, the resurrected Lord has given us all the resources not just to endure but to be victorious through trial.  And in the passage read, there are two specific helps mentioned.  Which brings us to the second point.  In sufferings, we usually yell -
2. God Help!
God himself helps us in our suffering.  I called them the 2 Hs.  The first h is - hearer of prayer.  The second h is - the helper of prayer. The first h is – hearer of prayer.

There is a saying that there is no true atheist. When trouble happens, even the atheists tries to pray.  God, if you exist, save me.  This type of prayer is like shooting a rescue flare into the dark sky hoping for the impossible that some one will see the flare light and come to his aid.  That is not the type of prayer that will help us cope with suffering because it does not know the character of the hearer.

In v.15, Paul said: V.15 For you did not receive a spirit that makes you a slave again to fear, but you received the Spirit of sonship. And by him we cry, "Abba, Father."  

The hearer is called Abba. Abba/Dada is an intimate word.  Many of you know that the word Abba is Hebrew equivalent for Dada or Papa.  It is the first word that Jewish dads train their children. But I want to focus now not on Abba father but on the baby crying dada.  Most mothers think there is one type of baby cry.  When junior cries, mom drops everything and ran to junior.  Dad knows better.  Most of you who dads realizes that there are two different types of baby cries.  There is the cry goes ____ which means I want your attention. That can wait a little while, mom will tend to junior.  And there is the loud piercing scream that means I am in pain.  As a Papa, do you remember what U did when your baby cries like that? I remembered I dropped everything and ran over to his aid. That was 20 years ago and I still remember.   And that is what God does exactly.  Because of what Christ did for you on Good Friday, we who believe are God’s sons and daughters, his babies.  When you scream for help, when you groan (v.23 said we groan), he hears from heaven and reaches down like any dada would do.  That is the privilege of sonship – to scream for help (to groan) and to know with certainty that dada will hear and act. This makes all the difference in the way you pray.  You see - if you do not really believe in the heavenly father responding to your dada cry, then you are no different from the atheists sending a flare for rescue to some unknown God.  Your prayers will have no passion.  But if you believe he is Abba, you know with certainty that he will run to your side.  You will scream to Him.  How do you cry when you are in trouble?  The atheist flare or the baby sonic scream.
The second H is the helper of prayer, the holy spirit.  In v.26, it said - 26 In the same way, the Spirit helps us in our weakness. We do not know what we ought to pray for, but the Spirit himself intercedes for us with groans that words cannot express. 27 And he who searches our hearts knows the mind of the Spirit, because the Spirit intercedes for the saints in accordance with God's will. 

What Paul is saying is that we know very little, and most of the times we do not know what is really good for us.  We may know what we want in the short term, but we have no idea of the long run implications. 

Let me give you an example. In my university days, one of my best female friends is named Jill.  She has taken a fancy to my best friend name James.  She was Jewish and he was a Filipino.  Both are believers.  And she kept asking me to pass messages to him.  And he reciprocated.  After a while of me running back and forth between the two of them exhausted, they started dating and she was in heaven.  The problem was that he was not.  And he decided that they need to part.  She was desperate and she groaned and she prayed.  She prayed that James would not leave as she was convinced that he was God’s will for her life.  And she groaned, she suffered.  Eventually they broke up and they both ended up with much better partners.  She married a Jewish Christian missionary and went back to Israel.  It was one of the best things in her life that the relationship with James did not work. Did god deny her prayer?  No not really.  My friends, Jill’s prayers like most of our prayers have 2 parts.  There is a right part and there is a silly part.  The right part is the cry/the groan – God, I need help to be the person you want me to be.  The silly part of the prayer was let James be the person to help me.  God knew them too well to allow them to come together.  He had better plans.  He answered the groan and sent a perfect mate for Jill.  He dismissed the silly part.

Question: Wouldn’t it be great if you know everything and know exactly what is best for you and that God would always answer your prayer?  (repeat) That is exactly what v.26/27 is saying. The spirit (the helper) knows everything that the father knows as well as our inner most desires prays for us. When you groan, the spirit springs into action and prays out God’s best for you and the heavenly father hears.  He bypasses the silly parts of our request that will hurt us in the long run and focuses on meeting our groans by giving us the best based on the spirit’s prayer.  That is what the passage says. That is the only reason why Paul can say in v.28 – ‘and we know that all things happen for the good of those who love God and are called according to his purpose.’  

When my dad was in the hospital, I did not know how to pray?  I groaned.  God heard me.  Three months later, I got an email from my son and my heart sing for joy. You see we have lived in Asia for 20 years.  My sons have been living apart from my parents and therefore are not relationally closed to them.  For years, I have been longing and praying that God will bring them close. In the email my son wrote: “dad I have seen life rising out of death.  My love for grandma has been kindled in a way that I have never felt before.” The death of my dad has brought to life a love relationship between grandma and grandson in a new and unique way. I groaned.  The spirit groaned deeper.  And the heavenly father heard.  

Sing: “I thank you, Lord, with each trial I feel inside, that you're there to help, lead and guide me away from wrong. 'Cause you promised, Lord, that with every testing, that your way of escaping is easier to bear.  But it goes against the way I am to put my human nature down and let the Spirit take control of all I do.  'Cause when those trials come, my human nature shouts the thing to do; and God's soft prompting  can be easily ignored.

And whenever the spirit groan, the father hears, there is hope.  

Which brings us to the 3rd most common response in suffering - 
3.  It’s hopeless.  What can I hope for!
Rom 8:18

18 I consider that our present sufferings are not worth comparing with the glory that will be revealed in us.

Imagine that we put one of two twin sons into 2 separate bathrooms. Each brother is given the identical menial tasks of cleaning toilets for every day, 7 days a week, for 12 months with no days off. The two brothers are in identical circumstances but with one exception.  One brother is told, it is his duty to wash the toilet.  The other brother is told that he will be given a ipad by the end of the month. Though they have identical jobs, they had very different experiences.  The 1st brother is having a difficult time to do the job. He sighs and pants and went into a depression. The quality shows also from the smell.  The 2nd brother is shaking a leg, looking forward to the job every day and produces a sparkling bathroom.  What made the difference?  The meaninglessness of the task is overshadowed by the glory that is to come.  Friends, how you experience your present is completely dependent on your hope of your future.

The journey through suffering is like a trip through a long dark tunnel.  When we first enter suffering, we keep looking back at the good old days before we enter the tunnel. We long for what we have.  However, if your deepest hope/desire is of this world, then eventually decay and deterioration will take it away from you. Meaninglessness and pain will mark our life when we suffer. 
However, as we travel more into the dark tunnel, there is good news.  Some of us start learning to look upward towards God  and God promised in v.21 that Creation will be liberated from decay.  When?  In V.18 when the glory of God is revealed in us. As we learn to trust God and believe in that we soon see a light at the end of the tunnel and we start looking forward that some day soon we will receive glory of the size of the nuclear bomb, and boy it will be grand. 
After my father died, we all grieved.  Three days later I was in a church that I took my father to visit once when he was alive.  It was a black church.  Scenes of my father sitting next to me flooded my mind.  And then the Lord allowed my mind to drift to a picture of of streets of gold, fountains of Jasper, and gates of pearl.  It was glorious.  Then I saw a man of about 20 yrs old ran down the streets of gold bare footed.  The young man turned and I could see his face.  He was beaming with contagious joy.  I looked closer and I recognized  it was my father.  If a smile can chase blues away, his 10 K watt smile ended my grieving there and then.  From that moment on, God give me the strength to minister to the rest of the family members.  Friends, that is power of hope of glory.

Creation today is already breath taking.  Look at the sunrise over Changi.  Look at the seas of stars from the mountain top of Kota Kinabaru. Look at the millions of colorful fishes in the waters of Maldives.  A young girl was walking with her father when the rays of the setting sun were dancing gloriously across the skies in rainbow colors.  She asked her daddy, “If the wrong side of heaven is so beautiful, what do you think the right side will look like?” 

Friends, the bible tells us what we see today is only going to be a pale shadow of the glory that we will experience in the heavenly realm.  Do you really believe in that?  If you just believe a fraction of that,  Paul said it will turn your weakness into strength, it will give you the ability to withstand any trials because you know the trials/sufferings are just preparation for the coming glory and it is well worth it.

The hearing father, the helping spirit, and the hope of glory give us all the resources to deal with any trials.  But one final question. How do I know for sure that the resources are there?

In v.26, Paul said the spirit of God groans.  That is unusual, as we know that groaning is a death cry.  How can the spirit of God utter a groan – a death cry?

Tim Keller said the answer is Good Friday.  Jesus Christ was immersed into chaos, thirst, hunger, torture and death. On the cross, he was forsaken by the father.  God knows all about groaning because He groaned on the cross – My God, my god, why have you forsaken me.  Jesus’ groans were rejected on the cross so the father will always hear our groans today. Because of the cross, whenever your groan, the spirit groans, the father hears, so that today Romans 8:28 is a reality in our lives.  And Tomorrow, you will live in a realm of glory.

Many times when we are suffering, we focus on ourselves.  We say: “Why me! Help! Hopeless!”.  The passion week reminds us that our suffering is about how we look at God in three key ways. In our suffering, do we look up and see a Dada rushing to our aid. In our suffering, do we look around us and believe that God is building our spiritual muscle.    In our suffering, do we look forward and see God has creating a beautiful future for us.  When we believe that, God will indeed create something beautiful out of our suffering today.

Years ago, when Amy Carmichael was ministering in India as a missionary, she went to a goldsmith to find out how gold was purified so that she could understand how God "tests" or "proves" us. The goldsmith placed in the pot old jewelry, gold bars, and ore, which all seemed to have varying degrees of purity. She watched as the gold was being melted in a pot over an intense fire. As the material in the pot heated, smoke began to rise from the pot. The goldsmith explained that if she would look down into the pot, Amy would notice scum floating on the surface. The scum, he explained, is called "dross" and must be burned off. At one point, Amy asked the goldsmith how he would know that the gold was purified. He answered that the gold would be pure when he could look down into it and see a perfect reflection of his face.  Suffering, friend, is God’s way of forming Christ in you.
Sing (the whole song).

 I thank you, Lord, for the victory that growing brings. In surrender of everything life is so worth while. And I thank you, Lord, that when everything's put in place, out in front I can see your face, and it's there you belong.

CONGREGATIONAL SINGING.

PETER AND KAREN.

Friends, if you are suffering now, how are you responding to the suffering now.  Do you exclaim: Why me! Help! Hopeless! Or do you:

Do you believe God is building you through these suffering?  

Do you believe that God has heard your cry and is giving you the best? 

Do you believe today is just preparation for glory? 

It makes all the difference in your world.  You have a choice.

(Meditate)
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