
Groaning that Cannot be Uttered

Before expounding Romans 8..... The Private Prayer Language Error

• Some today believe that they have a special spiritual gift of praying to God in “tongues.”  The 
problem with this belief is that the Bible does not teach any such gift.   

• Those who claim to have this gift believe that in their prayer time the Holy Spirit takes over 
their voice and they begin to speak unintelligible words to God.  

• To defend this practice they use Romans 8:26 and 1 Corinthians 13 & 14.

• What is truly the Gift of Tongues: It is clear in the New Testament that those who actually 
possessed the true spiritual gift of tongues during the Apostolic age of the church understood that 
which they were saying in the tongue.  The tongue that they miraculously were able to speak in 
was an actual language (see Acts 2:6 and 1 Corinthians 14:10).   Their message was evangelistic 
and directly from God as a sign to unbelievers.  

• Paul said that he used the gift more than anyone.  Why?  Because he traveled to many different 
cultures and language groups spreading the Gospel.  

• Paul, also, told the Corinthians that the gift was only to be used when one with the gift of 
interpretation could translate the tongue into the native language of the speakers.  

• In the Bible, the tongue speaker understood what was saying. But today, the one who claims that 
he “prays in a tongue” will usually admit that he has no idea what he just said to God.  

• And such a person usually tries to use Romans 8:26 and 1 Corinthians 13 & 14 as his Biblical 
support for “praying in an unintelligible tongue or in an angelic language.”  

• Yet, neither of these texts supports a private prayer language.  In fact, one specifically 
teaches against it.  

• Read 1 Cor. 13 EXPLAIN that Paul is not teaching us to speak with angelic language, but is using  
hypothetical absurdities (hyperbole) to stress his point about love.

• Read 1 Corinthians 14. EXPAIN that “private prayer language”  is unprofitable and unadvised.  

Now Romans 8:26-27, 26 Likewise the Spirit helps us in our weakness. For we do not know what 
to pray for as we ought, but the Spirit himself intercedes for us with groanings too deep for words. 
27 And he who searches hearts knows what is the mind of the Spirit, because the Spirit intercedes 
for the saints according to the will of God.

• is in reference to all Christians, not just the ones with a gift of tongues.  

• John MacArthur clearly states: Contrary to the interpretation of most charismatics, the groanings 
of the Spirit are not utterances in unknown tongues, much less ecstatic gibberish that has no 
rational content. (MacArthur, John. Romans. Chicago: Moody Press, 1996, c1991, c1994.)  

• Note that the “groanings” that are mentioned in that text are unspoken, so nothing is said at all.  

It has nothing at all to do with a “private prayer language.”

So what does Romans 8:26-27 mean:

I.  This text affirms the important reality of the Holy Spirit in the lives of Christians.

• Only Christianity affirms the Trinity: “there is one God existing as three persons (Father, Son, 
Holy Spirit) equal in divine essence, but distinct in personhood." 
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• If this perplexes you, keep in mind: We are in no position as creatures to dictate to our Creator 
what he may or should be like. God is absolute reality. He was there before anything else was, and 
he did not come into being, but always was. Therefore nobody made him the way he is, and there 
is no reason he is the way he is. He simply is. 

• That is his name: "I Am Who I Am" (Ex 3:14). Our role is not to say what can and can't be in 
God, but to learn who he is and to shape our lives according to his reality – his will. We submit to 
the way he is. He doesn't submit to the way we are or the way we think he should be.

One of the places where the Holy Spirit, is wonderfully revealed is in Romans 8. 

• What emerges in this chapter is that the Spirit is not just some force or power of God the Father, 
but a person who works along with the Father and in relation to the Father. 

• MY GOAL: that you might love the Spirit. Jesus said that the first and greatest commandment is 
to love God with all that you are. The Spirit is God. Therefore, you should love the Spirit – as a 
person. Not as a force or power, but as a person who thinks about you and has emotions for you 
and cares about you and works for you.

Here's an overview of what is revealed about the Spirit in Romans 8. 

• According to v. 2 the power and rule of the Spirit sets us free from the power and rule of sin.

• According to v. 4 the Spirit helps you live righteously.

• According to v. 6 the Spirit gives life and peace.

• According to v. 11 God will raise you from the dead by the Spirit who dwells in you.

• According to v. 13 the Spirit helps you put to death the deeds of the body.

• According to v. 14 we are led by the Spirit.

• According to vs. 15-16 the Spirit gives us assurance of our salvation.

• According to v. 23 the Holy Spirit gives us the foretaste and guarantee of our final redemption.

• And now in vs. 26-27 the Spirit helps us when all of this becomes overwhelming. 

Romans 8:26 Likewise the Spirit helps us in our weakness. For we do not know what to pray for as 
we ought, but the Spirit himself intercedes for us with groanings too deep for words. 27 And he 
who searches hearts knows what is the mind of the Spirit, because the Spirit intercedes for the 
saints according to the will of God.

• "likewise" at the beginning of v. 26 means that the Holy Spirit will help us HERE AND NOW 

• “likewise” = just like He he has helped us in the past and will help us in the future.

• “likewise” = just like we are help by knowing about our future resurrection, the Spirit helps us 
RIGHT NOW in our sufferings

II. This text reveals that our weakness hinders our prayers.

• Romans 8:26 Likewise the Spirit helps us in our weakness. For we do not know what to pray 
for as we ought, but the Spirit himself intercedes for us with groanings too deep for words. 

• You should ask, What does he pray for us? answers:

(1) v. 26 - Prays for us about things we don’t understand.

(2) v. 26 - Prays prayers that we are too weak to pray.

(3) v. 27 - Prays for that which is accord with God’s will for us.
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• ILLUSTR. = When my Aunt Dean called from the hospital to tell me “bye” I became unable to 
make any decisions.  The men with me handled everything.

• I didn’t know what to do.  What I did know I was too weak to do.  But they did right.

• Paul assumes that you are wise enough to admit that we are “WEAK”.

• Weak due to: our limited humanity (Romans 6:19), bodily sickness and corruption (Luke 5:15) 
and suffering and adversity (2 Corinthians 12:9-10). 

• Considering the context of Rom. 8 we are WEAK due to the fact we still live in corrupt bodies: 

• V. 23 = we groan in our corrupt bodies, waiting for bodies to be glorified

• V.10-11 = Paul said the body is as good as dead and waiting for resurrection. 

• Vs.18-25 = saints are holding on by hope in culmination of redemption (nenewed earth, 
renewed bodies)

III.  This text reveals that the Spirit helps us in our weakness by praying for us.

• We don't know the secret will of God about our sicknesses and our hardships. 

• We don't know whether we should pray for healing or for strength to endure. 

• Its not that it is wrong to pray for either or even both -- but we struggle with uncertainty so often as 
to what exactly God is doing in us through the suffering.

• ILLUSTRATIONS

(1) Paul’s thorn in the flesh. 2Cor. 12:1-10

(2) Paul facing death, unsure if to pray for grace to live or grace to die. Philippians 1:22-24 - "If 
I am to live on in the flesh, this will mean fruitful labor for me; and I do not know which to 
choose. 23 But I am hard-pressed from both directions, having the desire to depart and be 
with Christ, for that is very much better; 24 yet to remain on in the flesh is more necessary 
for your sake."

• It is “okay” to admit that you don’t know what God’s will is for you in every situation.

• The Holy Spirit prays for us AS US - that is what an intercessor is = representative, mediator

Summary: Five Encouragements from This Text

Let me close by suggesting at least five ways you can be encouraged by this text if you trust Christ and 
groan in your heart for his name to be exalted in your life.

1. We Don’t Have to Always Know God’s Will

• Be encouraged that you are not expected to know the will of God in every respect. Yes his 
revealed will for you is always faith and hope and love and purity. But whether to trust him to 
deliver from sickness or hardship or prison, or whether to trust him to help you die, you do not 
always know. And this text says it's OK not to know. There is ONE who does know. And he is 
praying the way one ought to pray who knows. Don't add to your burdens the worry that you 
don't know all the will of God.

• John Bunyan, the pastor who wrote Pilgrim's Progress over 300 years ago stayed in prison for 
12 years for conscience sake. He could have gotten out if he had agreed not to preach the 
gospel. He had a wife and four small children, one of whom was blind. Was this an easy 
decision? Stay in prison for conscience sake, or get out and take care of your family?
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• And today, you will all face similar decisions, though not all as dangerous. What should I 
do?   Should I pray for grace to suffer or pray for deliverance? .......Especially if the issue 
not only affects me but also my family, my business, my church, etc! 

• Bunyan wrote a book called Advice to Sufferers. In it he captured the perplexity and 
uncertainty that we face in danger or in front of a risk for Christ's sake. He asks, "May we try 
to escape" from the danger? And he answers:  Thou mayest do in this as it is in thy heart. If it is 
in thy heart to fly, fly: if it be in thy heart to stand, stand. Anything but a denial of the truth. He 
that flies, has warrant to do so; he that stands, has warrant to do so. Yea, the same man may 
both fly and stand, as the call and working of God with his heart may be. Moses fled (Ex. 
2:15); Moses stood (Heb 11:27). David fled (1 Sam. 19:12); David stood (1 Sam. 24:8). 
Jeremiah fled (Jer. 37:11-12); Jeremiah stood (Jer. 38:17). Christ withdrew himself (Luke 
19:10); Christ stood (John 18:1-8). Paul fled (2 Cor. 11:33); Paul stood (Act 20:22-23). . . . 
There are few rules in this case. The man himself is best able to judge concerning his present 
strength, and what weight this or that argument has upon his heart to stand or fly. . . Do not fly 
out of a slavish fear, but rather because flying is an ordinance of God, opening a door for the 
escape of some, which door is opened by God's providence, and the escape countenanced by 
God's Word (Matt. 10:23).

• Paul's point is that when you groan with Christ-exalting desires but uncertainty how Christ 
might best be magnified, the Spirit prays for you and brings it to pass.

2. God Knows Us Better Than We Know Ourselves

• Be encouraged that God is just watching you, but he understands you -- even better than you 
understand yourself.

• God is searching your heart, and he is finding in your holy groanings a meaning deeper than 
words – a groaning that He has actually put in your heart.  So He knows the meaning and the 
Spirit is praying accordingly.

3. Our Weakness Doesn’t Limit God

• Be encouraged that God's work for you is not limited to what you can understand and express 
with words. Be glad that God is able to do exceedingly above all that you ask or think 
(Ephesians 3:20). Your thinking, especially in times of stress and groaning, is not the limit of 
God's acting. And be glad that there is a peace that passes all human understanding (Philippians 
4:7). God is not limited by your limited mind.

• We could never attain to the resurrection. 

• We could never come to glory. 

• We could never make it to heaven by the strength of our own faith. 

• We could never get there by the strength of our own prayers. 

• We could never overcome our sinfulness. 

• We could never, ever know what all to pray for. We don't know what's coming. We don’t 
understand the complexities of every situation.

• We could never protect ourselves from the temptation that would overwhelm us. 

• We have to be helped and the Holy Spirit helps us. 

• He helps us by interceding for us in a profound groaning for our glory that could never be 
uttered by human lips. 
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• In fact, in light of this John Piper said, “To take that verse and make it have something to do 
with talking gibberish is a travesty. It's an absolute travesty on the profound reality of what is 
being presented here and must grieve the Holy Spirit deeply. As active as we are in the 
perseverance of the saints, as active as we are in obedience, and as active as we are in learning 
the word of God so that our faith is strong, and as active as we are in our prayers and in the 
application of the means of grace, all of our activity including our most passionate prayers 
could never sustain us to Glory because we do not know what to pray for. We are so weak. So 
we have an advocate in heaven at the right hand of the father interceding for us at all times and 
we have an advocate on earth dwelling in us interceding personally on our behalf.”

4.  God Is Committed to You Glorifying Him

• Vs. 31-34 - What then shall we say to these things? If God is for us, who can be against 
us? 32 He who did not spare his own Son but gave him up for us all, how will he not also 
with him graciously give us all things? 33 Who shall bring any charge against God's 
elect? It is God who justifies. 34 Who is to condemn? Christ Jesus is the one who died—
more than that, who was raised—who is at the right hand of God, who indeed is 
interceding for us. 

• Be encouraged that God intercedes FOR us, not against us. 

• Be encouraged that as you cling to Christ and groan for his exaltation in your uncertainty and 
pain, the Spirit is for you and not against you.

• God has created you to glorify Him, and the gift of prayer is one of the greatest ways we show 
our dependance upon God and thereby glorify Him.

• Prayer for God's help is one way that God preserves and manifests the dependence of his 
people on his grace and power. The necessity of prayer is a constant reminder and display of 
our dependence on God for everything, so that he gets the glory when we get the help.

• When the Spirit prays for us with groanings too deep to utter, then God is getting glory from 
the deepest part of our being.

• God gets glory because our hearts are made the theater for this divine activity. 

5. God the Father AWAYS Hears and Answers the Holy Spirits Prayers

• Romans 8:27 -- And he who searches (human) hearts (and knows what’s in the minds of 
humans, then how much more does God know) knows what is the mind of the Spirit, 
because the Spirit intercedes for the saints according to the will of God. (because the 
Spirits heart and God’s heart are in perfect unity)

• When you feel very weak, because of suffering or decay or sickness or futility or persecution 
or failed plans or baffling decisions, don't despair, as if God is angry with you or at your 
inability to know what to do or what to pray. 

• At that very moment, experience the wordless groanings of your heart as groanings for the 
glory of Christ. 

• And trust the Spirit of God to intercede for you about the specifics. Trust him, that because he 
is praying for you, your Father will bring about decisions and circumstances that will magnify 
Christ in the best way – in the very midst of your ignorance and groaning.

• What a gracious and merciful God we have. He has planned for all our weakness and nothing 
can separate us from his love!
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