Malcolm’s Monday Musings: 30 October 2023

Autumn leaves and groaning for glory.

SCRIPTURE

We are children of God, and if children, then heirs-——heirs of God and fellow-heirs with Christ,
provided we suffer with Him in order that we may also be glorified with Him.

For | consider that the sufferings of this present time are not worth comparing with the glory
that is to be revealed to us.

For the creation waits with eager longing for the revealing of the sons of God. For the creation
was subjected to futility, not willingly, but because of Him who subjected it, in hope that the
creation itself will be set free from its bondage to corruption and obtain the freedom of the
glory of the children of God.

For we know that the whole creation has been groaning together in the pains of childbirth until
now.

And not only the creation, but we ourselves, who have the firstfruits of the Spirit, groan
inwardly as we wait eagerly for adoption as sons, the redemption of our bodies.

Romans 8. 16b-23 (English Standard Version)

MEDITATION

Introduction

We are now well on the way through this autumn and | suspect that many of us have, at
times, both (i) seen this year’s swirling leaves stirred by the wind and (ii) stopped to admire
the autumn colours. But | have a suspicion that not a few of us may have been deaf to the
spiritual message proclaimed by those leaves and those colours.

The coming glory

In the scripture passage above, Paul speaks of the believer as being a joint-heir with Christ
and of his or her being glorified together with Him.

For his part, the apostle says, he reckoned that such glory was worth, not only waiting for but
also, if necessary, suffering for, because, in his eyes, the glory which awaits the believer is
out of all proportion to all of his or her present-day trials. That coming glory, he explains, will
be so magnificent ... so momentous ... so far-reaching in its effects that it will embrace the
blessing and transformation of the entire created universe.

Poetic imagery

Indeed, in bold poetic language, Paul describes the whole of creation, vividly personified, as
standing on tip-toe as it waits to witness and to participate in that glory."

If we find strange the attribution of human feelings and emotions to the material creation
around, we have only to remind ourselves of the many times that the same poetic strains are
heard in the Old Testament. By way of example only,2 we might recall:

(i) the happy expectation of the psalmist that the very ‘trees of the forest’ shall ‘sing for joy’
when ‘the Lord ... comes ... to judge the world in righteousness’,3 and

(i) the description given by the prophet Isaiah of, on the one hand, the time when the ‘gates’
of Zion ‘shall lament and mourn’# and, on the other hand, the time when ‘the mountains and
the hills ... shall break forth into song and all the trees of the field shall clap their hands’.5
Creation’s yearning

Paul speaks of creation’s ‘eager longing’, an expression which translates a word that conveys
the idea of ‘watching with outstretched head’.6 That is, the apostle graphically pictures the
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whole of creation as a great crowd of spectators straining forward, with necks craned over the
barriers, to catch a glimpse of some great pageant.”

And that is just how, he says, the creation eagerly awaits the time of our ‘revelation’—for the
time, that is, when our privileged relationship as the sons of God8 will be ‘unveiled’ and
publicly displayed.® For, in the words of Paul elsewhere, ‘when Christ who is your life shall
appear (‘be manifested’), you also shall appear (‘be manifested’) with Him in glory’.10

But why should the whole of creation show such keen interest in our future prospects? ‘Ah’,
Paul says, in effect, ‘because it has its own vested interest in our day of glory, for it is that day
which will trigger the universal transformation and renovation of the whole creation’.!!

Nature, as it were, grows impatient to see the royal guests arrive because it knows that, when
they arrive, it will get to put on its new clothes ... and what magnificent clothes they will be!

The effect of man’s fall

The apostle next explains the background to creation’s earnest expectation. Through no fault
of its own (rather, through the fault of man and as part of God’'s grim judgement on him:
‘Cursed is the ground because of you'12), ‘the whole creation’ was subjected to corruption,
decay and ‘futility’—constantly failing to achieve its proper purpose and goal,’® and thereby
destined to suffer continual frustration and disappointment. 4

But, Paul adds, such subjection on the part of creation is only temporary and is accompanied
by the bright prospect’s that one day it will be freed from its slavery to corruption and will
come to share in the glorious freedom and blessing® of God'’s children.!”

The seasonal circle of futility

In the present, both plant and animal kingdoms produce their offspring, which in turn
themselves produce offspring. But, without fail and without exception, each generation is
eventually cut off by death. The whole natural world is fading and transient and the changing
seasons provide you and me with an unmistakeable example of this. Every spring, nature (so
to speak) exerts itself and thrusts forth new life—lush and splendid—as if to proclaim, ‘Look at
me. This time | really have got the better of death and decay. Corruption will have its work cut
out destroying all this’.

But what happens, pray? In one sense, all nature’s spring effort is wasted, for, right on cue,
autumn arrives and all of nature’s finery dies away.'® It is happening at this moment, as it
does every year.® Yes, it is true that the autumn colours have a beauty all their own but, at
the same time, they remind us forcibly that (on account of man’s fall20) the present creation is
characterised by one long struggle between life and death—by one gigantic circle of futility
and frustration.

Creation to be set free

Ah, Paul says, but not for ever ... another day, a better day, a blissful day, is coming. For the
whole of the physical creation is destined to share in our indescribable glory, liberty and
physical redemption.2! Then it will be liberated from its present bondage to frailty, corruption
and decay and will fulfil God’s great purpose for it. Nathan Fellingham summed up this truth
well in a song he wrote in 2001: ‘There is a day that all creation’s waiting for; a day of
freedom and liberation for the earth ... .22

Birth pangs

It is as if, then, Paul lays his ear to the ground and hears the creation sighing and groaning in
agony.23 All the failure and the futility in the world around (every autumn leaf and colour, if
you like) speaks to him of creation’s yearning for something better.

He likens it to a woman’s cries in pain preceding the birth of her child—and he knew that
where there is travail there will be a birth!24 That is, creation’s present birth pangs25 point to
creation’s coming deliverance, when the creation will no longer be (i) subject to futility,2¢ (ii)
enslaved to corruption,27 or (iii) confined in labour.28

Groaning for glory

And we are linked to the present groaning creation in that we, too, groan for glory.2® Indeed,
as an added inducement, we have ‘the firstfruits of the Spirit’. ‘Our very privileges make us
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long for something more’0 ... our present enjoyment of the indwelling Spirit and of all the
spiritual blessings which He bestows are to us the guarantee, foretaste and first instalment3?
of spectacular vistas of transcendent glory which lie far beyond the present world.32

And that which we now enjoy of the presence of the Holy Spirit and His blessings serves to
whet our appetite for the glorious day of consummation when we shall experience the full
manifestation of our adoption as sons33 and when our present bodies shall be ‘redeemed’.34
For we know that, in common with the wider creation, we are to undergo a physical
transformation ... that, when the Saviour comes from heaven, He will free our bodies from
their humiliating weakness and mortality and will conform them to His own ‘body of glory,
according to the working by which He is able even to subject all things to Himself’.35 All our
sighs will then be turned to songs!3¢

Listen to the leaves

So, when today, you kick (or, as | must at my age, ‘pick’) your way through the fallen leaves,
listen for the sermon which they are preaching; namely, that the creation itself has a glorious
future in store for it ... and how much more do we.

With an eye to current world events, don’t allow yourself to be overwhelmed and discouraged
on account of the widespread evil, violence and warfare. Rather, join creation around and
look forward ‘with eager longing’ to the day when the Lord Jesus will establish His kingdom of
peace and justice on earth,3” when He will ‘make wars to cease to the end of the earth’ and
when He will put an end to all weapons of death and destruction.38
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Testament Commentary', comment on Rom. 8. 19-22.

13 The Greek word translated ‘futility’ is paraiérng¢ ... ‘The idea is that of looking for what one
does not find—hence of futility, frustration, disappointment’, James Denney, ‘St Paul’s Epistle
to the Romans’, The Expositor’'s Greek Testament: Volume Il, page 649.

‘The futility of an object which does not function as it was designed to do (like an expensive
satellite which has malfunctioned and now spins uselessly in space)’, J. D. G. Dunn, ‘Romans
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