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We continue ‘More Than Conquerors’ this weekend and we are going to go to Romans Chapter 8. We have been going through Romans 8 verse by verse, so open your Bible to Romans 8 and we are going to go 18-23 today.
I’m so excited about next Saturday, our 7/14 Event. Something happens at corporate prayer events that don’t happen in your own personal prayer time. You might need to get there for yourself or you might need to get there for somebody else, but there is a greater purpose that happens at these kinds of events, so I want to encourage you to be there next Saturday night and maybe consider sacrificing a couple hours of sleep to be part of that. I’m excited about it.

We are going to start out today by having a little bit of fun. We are going to play a game. I’m going to need audience participation at all locations. Just indulge me for a minute. This is called perspectives and what we are going to do is I’m going to show you a close up of an image and you take a guess at what that image is, then we will pan back and you take another guess, then we will pan back and show you the whole picture.  Hopefully you’ll get the idea.  Here’s the first image. Give me a guess. You are guessing hair. Ok, let’s pan back one time. Someone said Ella. Yes, that’s my little girl waving to the neighbor. I need to give a commentary on this one because everyone says the city is not safe, but look at this. This is like suburbia, she is waving to the neighbors and having a good time. This is the safest picture but let’s go back one more time. {Laughter}  Actually now you see she is waving to the drug enforcement officers that were arresting the drug dealer and first degree murderer next door to our house.  
Let’s do another one. What do you guess? A sweater, everyone guesses the same thing. Now pan back. This is our NCC Serve t-shirt, so yes it has to be someone giving and serving our community. Let’s pan back. {Laughter} Yes that’s my little boy not so much giving as much as eating all the candy at our Easter Extravaganza.  

One more picture, any guesses? We have cars. Pan back, we’ve got a dancer. Now one more time, there’s the best looking Elvis I’ve ever seen! That was something we did for variety show a couple years ago. We thought we’d have fun today and you get the idea don’t you? When you are looking at something close up, you don’t gain the true perspective. You don’t have a true understanding of what is really happening in the larger picture of things.
Our goal is pretty simple today. We want to take a couple steps back from our life, a couple steps back from what we are immediately involved in and try to gain an eternal perspective on things.

Last week, I was meeting someone for lunch and I was waiting for him at the restaurant and there were all these different conversations going on around me. Two older ladies were railing on their boss. Over here, there was a young girl and young guy talking about one of their friends and some of the pain that had been caused and they were angry about some things and talking bad. And then over here, there were these mojito-drinking cheerleaders, except replace ‘cheer’ with ‘complaining.’ Anything that came up, they were bitter about what was going on in their life. I was sitting there thinking that the orchestra is playing all around me in stereo about all this pain and suffering and grief and complaining and I wanted to stand up and say, “Stop it!”  How about we get a little dose of perspective in what is being said and what’s going on in our lives?
So, in terms of perspective, number one, if you are able to sit down and pay for your meal and go home and go to sleep with a roof over your head, you are richer than 90 percent of the world! So maybe we could start right there and maybe you could find something to be thankful about. Someone else is hopeful for less than what you have. You know what I’m saying? 

The second part is something I don’t know that I could share with them. If you know God, if you are in Christ, then whatever suffering or circumstances you are in has a positive, has a great ending to it. This is called perspective. Perspective, when you are a child of God, is called hope. 

Romans 8:18-25

How many of you are suffering or know someone in your life in a season of suffering? A lot of us. 

18 I consider that our present sufferings are not worth comparing with the glory that will be revealed in us. 19 For the creation waits in eager expectation for the children of God to be revealed. 20 For the creation was subjected to frustration, not by its own choice, but by the will of the one who subjected it, in hope 21 that the creation itself will be liberated from its bondage to decay and brought into the freedom and glory of the children of God. 
22 We know that the whole creation has been groaning as in the pains of childbirth right up to the present time. 23 Not only so, but we ourselves, who have the firstfruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly as we wait eagerly for our adoption to sonship, the redemption of our bodies. 24 For in this hope we were saved. But hope that is seen is no hope at all. Who hopes for what they already have? 25 But if we hope for what we do not yet have, we wait for it patiently. 
A number of years ago, I went to Colorado with a couple of my friends and we had carved out a half-day to go out and go out and climb one of the mountains. You must understand that we are over-confident, strapping young men. This was about 10 years ago. We found a ranger and asked him how long it takes to climb this mountain. He says, ‘At least four hours.’  And we said, ‘We are in pretty good shape so we’ll cut that in half and it should take up about 90 minutes.’ And he was like, ‘No, trust me.’  But we thought we were going to crush this thing. So we go out and we were setting a record. We were killing this mountain! We were literally running up the mountain. The first mile, we could be in the summer Olympics! Then all of a sudden, the wall hits and all that arrogant, cocky brashness came out heaving on the side of that trail! We were all hurting and we sat there for a while and slowly the people we passed on the way up were starting to pass us. Finally we got back out on the trail, and we were just trying to catch our air and working our way up this. We kept wondering if it was worth it, but finally we got to the summit and it was breath-taking! It was amazing! This intense experience of looking out over God’s creation and we just had a moment of silence and someone pulled out their Scriptures and started to read one of David’s Psalms about the majesty of God and we began to pray together. It was a priceless moment as friends. But here’s the deal, on the way up, there was no way that in the midst of my pride being cut down and me trying to catch my breath, there was no way I thought the reward of the summit would be worth the pain in the process. But I was completely wrong! The fact was that the reward of the summit way out-weighed, didn’t even compare to the pain of the process we had to go through to get up there.
Verse 18 says this, I consider that our present sufferings are not worth comparing with the glory that will be revealed in us.

How do you convince somebody of that statement? Someone tells you about their suffering and we say oh, we are sorry to hear that but you’ll be fine and everything will be ok. It almost sounds trivial, doesn’t it? Paul throws this out there and it sounds like Paul is giving a cheap consolation. You don’t understand my situation. How can you understand what I am going through? There is no way you can understand. But listen, we read it completely differently when we understand Paul’s resume of suffering.

Listen to what Paul has gone through. In II Corinthians 11:24

Five times I have received, at the hand of the Jews, 40 lashes less one. Three times I have been beaten with rods. Once I was stoned. Three times I have been shipwrecked. A night and day I have been adrift at sea. I have been in danger from rivers and from robbers and from my own people, from Gentiles, in the city and in the wilderness. I’ve known hunger and thirst, and cold and exposure.

Paul have gone through the ringer and he has come out swinging. This guy knows suffering backwards and forwards. He has looked it in the eye and here is what he speaks to it – the glory of God! He speaks the glory of God into suffering. 

Verse 17 says this

Now if we are children, then we are heirs, heirs of God and co-heirs with Christ if indeed we share in his sufferings in order that we may also share in his glory.

Did you catch that last part? If indeed we share in his sufferings in order that we may also share in his glory.

It’s like this, when you go out with your boyfriend or your girlfriend and you are eating your peanut buster parfait and they reach over and take a bite of your peanut buster parfait. That does not make me happy! A lot of anger builds up when this situation happens! But here’s what happens, there is an unwritten rule, when they take a bite of your peanut buster parfait, you have first right, you have the ability to now partake in the glory of their mister misty float! Any Dairy Queen fans here today? Now I have two desserts at my access.  Listen, I’m joking around about it but when you are in the midst of suffering, do this, take two steps back from where you are at and look at it again. Get some perspective on it. Here’s what we realize that verse 17 tells us. Any time suffering comes along, when we share in his suffering, we also share in his glory. When a little bit of suffering is taken from what we have over here, we gain the glory of God, which is completely a greater capacity over here. 
Unfortunately, many of us allow suffering to drive us away from God when it’s intended purpose was the complete opposite. Suffering was given in hope to drive us back into healing with God. That’s what verse 20 says. Creation was subjected to frustration in hope that it would be delivered from bondage. If you are a child of God, what does that mean? Define that. If you have confessed with your mouth that Jesus is Lord and believe in your heart that God raised Him from the dead, then you shall be saved.  If you confess that Jesus is Lord and you are not. If you know that your sin exists and that his righteousness exists, then you are a child of God. If you are a child of God, here is the realization, here is the truth we have that is a beautiful truth, there is purpose in pain. There is purpose in your pain.
This Scripture doesn’t give us a rosy outlook on our current situation and what’s going to happen. It gives us a rosy outlook on our eternal situation and how God will redeem us. 

Phillip Yancy said this, “Pain is not God’s great goof. The sensation of pain is a gift, the gift that nobody wants.” This Scripture is about an affirmation of our pain and of our suffering and what you are going through right now. But it is also an affirmation that in the midst of your pain, there is purpose, and in the midst of your pain, He gives us hope of redemption.

I’m going to spend a few minutes today unpacking the purpose that comes through pain. 

Number one, you become teachable. Tell me any other time then when you are more attentive to your mom then when you were sick or in pain. When you are sick, you will listen to anything your mom has to say. ‘Don’t eat that sweetie, it will make your stomach sick.’  ‘Ok mom.’  ‘keep your ankle raised up above your head because of the blood flow and it will keep the swelling down.’ ‘Yes mom.’ Everything she says, you take it. And it is interesting for a mom and a son or daughter because the person who loves you most and knows you best all of a sudden has a voice in your life. And it is interesting to watch moms because moms are so good at reaching out and feeling your pain, and they can relate to you and they are a comforter. Then your dad is like, hurry up, walk it off, are you done with that sickness yet? So your mom is your comforter and there is that little twinkle in her eye that says she might just enjoy it a little tiny bit. You know what I’m talking about? She loves her kids so much and finally, in the pain, her kids are actually listening to the wisdom she has to give, right? There is purpose in pain. The pain that you are going through right now is a gift to you. I’m going to say that one more time. The pain that you are going through right now is a gift to you. I didn’t say the thing that caused the pain is a gift. I said the pain that you are going through right now is a gift to you. You have an opportunity. You have been given an opportunity through this pain; for routines that you have not been able to break; for habits you have not been able to quit; all of a sudden you have pain and you have to be able to harness this pain to take you to a different place, to take you to a different level, to begin to listen to the voice of God.

There are so many spiritual giants that we see in the Scriptures are giants because of pain in their life. Look at Paul, he had physical pain, his limp, but it constantly leads him back to God. There is Peter, who denied Christ, has emotional pain, but that experience solidified his commitment to Christ. Abraham, back in the Old Testament, who can’t have kids and is going through this painful season, but his faith is grounded in a way that he never had before and it leads him into the next season, and generations to follow him are encouraged by his faith and what he set forth.  All of these spiritual giants in the Scriptures are good men, but when they went through pain, because they looked to God and they understood that in the midst of pain, there is hope and there is purpose! God sees those things and He has an idea in mind and it is called redemption. When they gain that perspective, it catapulted them to do things that were incredible for the kingdom of God and to attack life in a different way.
C.S. Lewis said, “But pain insists upon being attended to. God whispers to us in our pleasures. He speaks in our conscience, but shouts in our pain. It is his megaphone to rouse a deaf world.”

I spend a few moments at the altar recently where I’ve just prayed and felt the pain of those around me. You know when somebody is broken because they have no words left and they are done. They have no wisdom left to give to God, how to help them, but they are just soaking in God’s presence and they are letting go of what they have, just asking God to come and to meet them. It is almost like I Samuel Chapter 1 when Hannah comes before God and the Scriptures say that Hannah prayed in her heart and it says that her lips were moving but no voice was coming out. She was broken before the Lord. When we are broken, it puts us in a position for God to do something unique within us.

Remember the little boy who came to Jesus and brought his lunch to Jesus, a couple fish and a little bit of bread and he gave it to Jesus and then Jesus prayed and He breaks it and He blesses it and it multiplies to feed 5,000 people. It is this incredible experience. Let me tell you something, the blessing didn’t come in just the giving of that gift, did it? The blessing came through the giving and then through Jesus’ prayer, but then the multiplication, the blessing happened in the breaking of that bread and the breaking of that lunch. We need to understand here today that hurt and that pain and that in the breaking of ourselves, we put ourselves in position to receive the blessing of God. We put ourselves in position for God to come into us and for Him to give us perspective that there is purpose in the midst of whatever situation you are in.

Take a quick peek ahead to verse 26

In the same way, the Spirit helps us with our weakness. We do not know what we ought to pray for but the Spirit Himself intercedes with us, for us with groans that words cannot express.

Not in our strength but in our weakness, in our brokenness, in our pain He comes and He helps us. We become teachable in pain.

Number two, pain alerts us to where we need to find healing. It is when we are unable to feel pain that we are at greatest risk. Take lepers for instance. Lepers can’t feel physical pain, so you see spots and deformities on their bodies and it is not because of the disease itself but it is actually because when the disease does is it comes in and it begins to numb the extremities of the body. So as they are numbed, something happens and the body can’t feel that and so the sores stay sore. For example, if a leper goes out to garden and he is planting seed and working the ground and weeding, and while he is doing that, a rosebush pricks him and a thorn gets stuck in his arm but he continues to work because he can’t feel it.  The blood is bleeding down his arm but he keeps going. That sore doesn’t get better because he can’t feel that pain. Terrible consequences can come when we don’t acknowledge the spiritual or emotional pain in our lives. Pain that comes through sin or self-destruction or self-centeredness, but if we decide to become numb to that pain and not deal with it, we are the spiritual or emotional equivalent of a leper. 

All of us need the healing of God in our lives. This is greater than us. That’s what the Scripture says. This is bigger than us. All creation, the Scriptures say, needs healing. Verse 20, for all creation was subjected to frustration, not by its own choice. Verse 21, it is in bondage to decay. Verse 23, it has pains of childbirth. 

You are not the only one in pain. Sometimes we need to hear that. You are not the only one in pain. Paul gives us a global perspective here. All of creation is in pain alongside man. Or maybe even all of creation is in pain because of man and his sin.  Go back to Genesis 3, at the very beginning of time, we see that Adam and Eve come along and they have fellowship with God but the serpent comes and tempts Adam and Eve and they decide to give in and they eat of the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil and what happens? They decide to choose pride over fellowship with God and so a curse comes upon them. But not just them, even more. Genesis 3:17

Because you listened to your wife and ate from the tree about which I commanded you, you must not eat of it, cursed is the ground because of you. Through painful toil you will eat of it all the days of your life. It will produce thorns and thistles and you will eat the plants of the field.

Our society tends to teach that sin is a personal thing, that sin affects only you and God, but there are always unintended consequences to your sin. That’s just how it works. Someone commits adultery, it doesn’t just affect that person and the person they are with. No! It wrecks a home and it wrecks a marriage and it wrecks a family. Someone is addicted to pornography, it will always seep in to their intimate relationships and affect the way they look at other people. Listen, you go into alcoholism or drug addiction, there is a weight of hurt and pain in the midst of those families and friends that are left behind. Adam probably thought that his sin would affect him and him alone, the greatest underestimation that we have in all of history! He thought it was his own decision, but it affected him and it affected the earth and the ground and it affected all of creation. We talk around here about how the prayers that came before us affect us, how we step into other prayers and this is true. But let me tell you something else, the sin that came before us also affects us. Every single day, we are affected by the sin of somebody else. Our actions affect the people around us. Our sins have unintended consequences to the people around us. And here’s the deal, when I think, when I was meditating on this Scripture this week, what do you do? Do you start blaming and getting mad at others who came before you, or do you realize and begin to ponder what creation is groaning because of my sin? What creation is groaning because of the decisions that we make that we feel like are personal and unto ourselves? When you are confronted with pain, there is a reason. Don’t numb that pain. Listen to it and allow it to speak to you. Understand that in pain and in suffering there is hope. The hope that decay and groaning, the hope that destruction will be restored and healed before God. The pain has a purpose. The pain alerts us to where we need to find healing, but here is what else is true.

Number three, the deeper your pain, the greater your potential joy. Some of the most joyous people I know are in the hardest of circumstances. Some of the joyous people I know have gone through the most painful experiences. I don’t know how that works but somehow this pain thing seems to build up and rebuild people around us. Pain is a petri dish for joy! I think of a little grandmother that we met in Ethiopia. She was in a little ward and she was a sweet little lady. We went in and built a 6 x 8 mud hut. We helped repair the tin roof and we re-threw the mud on the wall to restore these mud hut walls. And this lady was so sweet. She had absolutely nothing. She had a mud hut and a couple of pictures and she had some coffee. And she gave us half of that stuff! A sweet little lady who had nothing but she had more joy than the majority of people in my life. She taught us something. In the midst of pain, there is purpose. It is a lesson that every one of us need to learn and need to know.

I’ve known so many people who have gone through horrific experiences who have come out of it and say they wouldn’t trade that experience for anything in the world. I have a hard time believing that when someone says that. Do you really believe that? They have learned that pain has been an incredible teacher. It teaches you about the good and the bad.

“The deeper that sorrow carves into your being, the more joy you can contain. Is not the cup that holds your wine the very cup that was burned in the potter’s oven?”

In the gym, you suffer. You go out running, you suffer. In pregnancy, you suffer. All different levels of pain and suffering but in all of these different painful experiences, there is always a reward at the end. And you know that out of that painful experience, something will come from it.

Verse 22

22 We know that the whole creation has been groaning as in the pains of childbirth right up to the present time.
There is a great result that comes from pregnancy. It doesn’t change the pain or the levels of pain or the intensity of pain that happens but it changes and it helps you realize perspective in the midst of that pain. What is perspective called to the children of God? It is called hope.  We are given hope at the end of the day.

The point of this passage is found in that statement right there. This is not a to-do passage. Every time I speak, I ask this question, ‘We read the passage, what are we supposed to do now?’  This isn’t a to-do passage. This is a perspective passage. There is nothing you can do. There is only something you can realize and educate yourself and begin to step into this knowledge that if you take a couple of steps back, your pain has a purpose and that purpose comes in the form of redemption through the Holy Spirit that He has hope in the midst of whatever you are going through. He has hope.

Verse 21, we find the ultimate idea of hope communicated in this passage. 

that the creation itself will be liberated from its bondage to decay and brought into the freedom and glory of the children of God.
Creation will be set free! The Scriptures say that our bodies will be redeemed. Isn’t this an incredible thought? When you think about your granddad or your mom or your friend or that person who passed away and their body was a shell of what it formerly used to be and then you come along and realize that as children of God, we will receive a new body. Our body will be redeemed. Isaiah 65:17 Behold I create new heavens and new earths and the former things shall not be remembered or come into mind. I think of how wonderful this is going to be for some of those little kids I met in Uganda who have been dismembered and deformed by the incredibly and horrific sin of other men. I think about those little kids when I read Revelation 21

Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth for the first heaven and the first earth had passed away and the sea was no more. He will wipe away every tear from their eyes and death shall be no more. Neither shall there be mourning nor crying nor pain anymore, for the former things have passed away.

In other words, every one of those children who have been denied a life of leaping and jumping and running, there will be a new day for them, a new day where there is no death. There is no destruction. They will step into a new heaven and a new earth and when for eternity they can run and leap and jump and praise God for eternity. 

It is an eternal hope that every one of us is given. The Scripture says that the freedom of the glory of God comes first to the children of God and then to creation. So what does that mean? Here’s how John Piper says it, ‘The child will not be changed to fit the new glorified universe, the new universe will be changed to fit the glorified child.’  The consequence of this promise is eternal hope. 

I read this passage, and eschatology is not my favorite topic of conversation to talk about, but I love talking about the kingdom of God that is at hand right now. I love talking about that. But I read this Scripture and I’m drawn into the depth of what we are given as believers and I begin to get a greater understanding of what the kingdom of God really is about. It is not just about what I see right in front of my face. It is not about that close up perspective that I have. Sometimes it is about coming right back here and realizing that his redemption is nigh! We have been given eternal hope. Do we understand the ramifications of this Scripture? 

When I read and think about the implications of this Scripture, let me close with this. When I think about the implications of this Scripture, I think about my Aunt Helen. She was actually my great-aunt Helen. And she was more like a grandma. Aunt Helen was the sweetest person in the room in every room she was ever in.  I got to know her over so many years and she had so much to offer to the people around her. The last time I saw her, her body was worn down but her spirits were not. She was funny as always. She used to always send us a $5 check at Christmastime and I always appreciated that as a little kid so I brought it up. “Aunt Helen, you were so nice, you used to always send me a $5 check and I always remember that and I’m so thankful.” She looked at me and said, “What did you do with it?”  I said, “I don’t know.”  We started laughing. It was $75 over 15 years! She is really sharp. We spent some time with Aunt Helen and she was one of those people who knew the first fruits of the Holy Spirit. She was always giving. She didn’t have many possessions at the end of her life. She lived in a modest nursing home. She had a lot of pain. She had a few stuffed animals on the mantle above her bed and of course when we were leaving, she insisted that we take one of those stuffed animals with us because she always had to give something to someone who showed up to see her. She was that kind of person. We spent time with her and listened to some stories and we prayed with her and it was one of those first fruits of the Holy Spirit kind of prayers, a sweet time in the presence of God. And then we left and she passed away and she went to be with the Lord. She went to be in glory.

There is a church over right by where Nina and I live and it is a church with some older members so we often see what we call funerals but at this church, they call them home-goings. It is always interesting when we drive by some of those funeral home-goings and you see smiles and joy on faces because they understand something. They understand that suffering has yet to defeat the glory of God and that this person who is leaving suffering behind, that does not compare with what is to come. 
I have to wonder today, if my Aunt Helen was sitting here with me today, what would she say about this passage? What perspective would she have? What would she say about the glory of God? What would she say about our suffering and our pain? What perspective would she bring to Romans 8:18? I consider that our present sufferings are not worth comparing with the glory that will be revealed in us.

Pray with me.

God we thank You that pain never has the final word. We thank You God that in the midst of suffering and in the midst of trials, and in the midst of confusion, in the midst of pain that You have given us purpose, that You have given us aligning of redemption and of hope. God I pray that You would raise our spirits up today in understanding of the Word that You have given to us. I pray that it would be seared into our soul. This is not a message we need to go out and do something with, but this is a message that needs to soak into our spirit a little bit, that needs to get down deep within our hearts and our spirits. So I pray today God that You would move and You would push into the depths of our souls today God. And I pray that we would have perspective on the different places of pain that we all live in and that those around us live in, and understand that as children of God, You  have called us out of decay, out of bondage and into hope of redemption for our lives, for our bodies, for our spirits, for our souls. We live in that, Father, and we understand that You make beautiful things out of nothing. God we thank You for that promise. In Jesus’ name we pray, Amen. 
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