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What God Knows When 
the Spirit Intercedes

timothy wiarda

golden gate baptist theological seminary

When Paul refers to the Spirit’s interceding for believers in Rom 8:26–27, he pic-
tures the Spirit as bringing elements of the believers’ felt experience of suffering
to God. Through the Spirit’s intercession God knows the heart experience of suf-
fering believers. This often overlooked aspect of Pauline pneumatology may have
something to contribute to contemporary theological discussion of God’s capacity
to be touched by human suffering. 

Key Words: intercession of the Holy Spirit, intercession, Holy Spirit, Pauline
pneumatology, passibility, divine suffering, Rom 8:26–27

Paul’s brief reference to the Spirit’s intercession in Rom 8:26–27 comes as
a word of encouragement to Christians in their weakness.1 No extant text
from the period clearly parallels this motif,2 however, and interpreters de-
bate Paul’s meaning at a number of points—what wÒsauvtwÍ connects with,
the nature of hJ a˚sqevneia hJmwÅn, the relation between the Spirit’s intercession
and the prayers of believers, the meaning of a˚lavlhtoÍ, and the sense of
kata; qeovn. This article does not aim to resolve all these matters, though
I will comment on some of them. My primary goal is to highlight some
aspects of Paul’s word of encouragement that have not received the full
attention they deserve. These include his emphasis on Spirit-to-God com-
munication, his strong hint that the believer’s experience of weakness
forms a major part of what the Spirit communicates to God, and his em-
phasis on God’s resulting knowledge of the heart experience of suffering
Christians.

Perhaps I should explain that a particular theological interest lies be-
hind this study and to some extent shapes the questions it tries to answer.
I want to see what Paul’s teaching about the Spirit’s intercession might
contribute to theological discussion about God’s capacity to be touched by
human suffering. Though Paul himself is not directly concerned with the

1. A shorter version of this paper was presented at the SBL international meeting in Sin-
gapore, in June 2005.

2. See E. A. Obeng’s discussion of proposed parallels in “The Origins of the Spirit Inter-
cession Motif in Romans 8.26,” NTS 32 (1986): 621–22.
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kind of issues systematic theologians debate when they discuss divine
passibility, I believe it is quite legitimate to let this topic motivate an exe-
getical study of Rom 8:26–27. This is first because certain elements within
this text do in fact stir up questions that impinge on the topic of divine suf-
fering. These elements deserve a closer look. Second, many scholars would
argue that more links should be established between biblical studies and
systematic theology. Putting this ideal into practice will at least occasion-
ally require exegetes to look into questions that originate from outside
their own discipline, strictly defined. 

Five Observations about Paul’s Teaching

1. Paul portrays the Spirit’s intercession as an activity that helps Christians
especially in their experience of weakness, waiting, and groaning.  The connec-
tion between the Spirit’s intercession and the weakness of believers is ob-
vious and widely recognized; what I wish to highlight is the link between
the Spirit’s intercession and the believers’ experience of weakness. Paul in-
troduces his remarks about the Spirit’s intercession into an epistolary con-
text marked by the theme of felt weakness. Felt weakness is also the life
context in which he sees this ministry of the Spirit taking place. We must
keep this in mind if we are to understand Paul’s emphases in Rom 8:26–27.

With respect to epistolary context, Paul has been highlighting experi-
ential aspects of the believer’s life from at least the middle of ch. 7.3 In 8:17
he turns his attention to the specific experience of suffering by introducing
the thought that believers share in the suffering of Christ. The twin themes
of suffering and waiting for a yet-to-be-experienced glory then dominate
the section that follows (vv. 18–25).4 When Paul goes on to speak of the
“weakness” of believers as the occasion of the Spirit’s intercessory help
(v. 26), then, he clearly refers to the situation he has just been describing.5

We can probably be yet more precise about the weakness Paul has in
mind. T¬ a˚sqeneivç hJmwÅn most likely points back specifically to the act of
groaning mentioned in v. 23. In 8:19–25 Paul uses “groaning” as a way of
summing up or symbolizing the believers’ condition in the present epoch.
He highlights this word by using it twice, first to describe the condition of

3. This would be true even if 7:7–23 refers to general human or pre-Christian experience.
4. Suffering: Ta; paqhvmata touÅ nuÅn kairouÅ (v. 18), ejn eJautoiÍ stenavzomen (v. 23). Waiting: Th;n

mevllousan dovxan a˚pokalufqhÅnai e√Í hJmaÅÍ (v. 18), u¥oqesivan a˚pekdecovmenoi (v. 23), t¬Å ga;r ejlpÇdi
ejswvqhmen (v. 24), di∆ uJpomonhÅÍ ajpekdecovmeqa (v. 25). 

5. The clause that follows Paul’s reference to “our weakness,” to; ga;r tÇ proseuxwvmeqa kaqo;
de∂ oujk oi ßdamen, leads some commentators to conclude that the believers’ weakness can be
largely defined as inability to pray with proper understanding (e.g., C. E. B. Cranfield, The
Epistle to the Romans [ICC; Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1975], 1:421; T. S. Schreiner, Romans [Baker
Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament 6; Grand Rapids: Baker, 1998], 442–44). But this
clause is not designed to define the full nature of the believers’ weakness—this has already
been made clear in the immediately preceding section (vv. 18–25)—but rather to explain why,
given their situation of all-encompassing weakness, they need the Spirit’s help in the particu-
lar form Paul is about to mention, intercession. 
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the created order (v. 22), then the condition of believers (v. 23). In fact, the
side-by-side reference to these two groanings forms the center of a small
chiasm: v. 22 climaxes Paul’s description of creation’s weakness; v. 23 in-
troduces his depiction of believers’ weakness.

Because “groaning” includes the idea of expressing as well as feeling
weakness, prayers to God are no doubt part of the believers’ groaning that
Paul pictures. This makes it natural for him to move from speaking of the
believers’ general weakness (v. 26a) to noting what he perhaps views as
one symptom of this weakness, inadequacy in prayer (v. 26b). In any case,
the main flow of his argument is simply that believers need help because
their ability to pray, which in principle should be an important resource
for handling their entire situation of weakness, is limited.

As for the believers’ weakness being something they are aware of as
part of their felt experience, several elements within the text point to this.
Sharing in the suffering of Christ (v. 17) can hardly be other than a sharply
felt thing. It might be possible to speak of a person “waiting” in a non-
experiential sense but not of someone “waiting patiently” and “in hope”
(vv. 24–25). And when Paul pictures believers groaning within themselves
(v. 23), his emphasis on felt experience is unmistakably clear. 

If his words in vv. 26–27 are designed to assure suffering, waiting
Christians, Paul offers these same believers still further encouragement in
the sections that follow. He assures them that in God’s purpose all things
work together for their good (vv. 28–30).6 When Paul says “all things,” the
implied subtext is, “even the things that pertain to your present experience
of suffering and waiting.”7 The theme of suffering then becomes explicit
again as Paul goes on to assure believers that nothing can separate them
from God’s love (31–39): the situations in which Paul says God’s love will
prevail are marked by opposition and a variety of other troubles. 

2. Paul presents the Spirit’s intercession primarily as something that takes
place between the Spirit and God.  It is important to see that this God-ward
element of the Spirit’s activity is the focus of Paul’s interest—whether or
not Paul’s conception of the Spirit’s intercession also includes a secondary
element of believer-directed activity.

Many of the specific debates that arise in connection with Rom 8:26–27
gather around one central issue, the direction of the Spirit’s ministry of in-
tercession. Two views dominate current discussion. Some interpreters
think Paul is talking about communication that takes place directly and en-
tirely between the Spirit and God. This communication is on behalf of be-
lievers, but they are not otherwise involved.8 Others hold that the Spirit’s

6. Assuming that pavnta is the subject of sunerge∂. See, e.g., J. A. Fitzmyer Romans (AB 33;
New York: Doubleday, 1993), 523; D. J. Moo, The Epistle to the Romans (NICNT; Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 1996), 527–28. 

7. Paul similarly speaks of sufferings working for the benefit of believers in 5:3–4. 
8. E.g., Cranfield, Romans, 423–24; C. C. Mitchell, “The Holy Spirit’s Intercessory Minis-

try,” BSac 139 (1982): 235; Moo Romans, 524–26; G. Smith, “The Function of ‘Likewise’ (WsauvtwÍ)
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interceding activity combines God-ward communication with ministry di-
rected toward believers. Interpreters who favor this second view typically
speak of the Spirit’s helping believers to pray and communicating with God
in and through the believers’ prayers and groans.9

A number of arguments can be offered in support of the view that
Paul has in mind a ministry in which the Spirit helps believers to pray or
participates in their praying. (1) When Paul explains why believers need
the Spirit’s help, he specifically mentions their ignorance in the area of
prayer (v. 26b)10 and then presents the Spirit’s intercession as a direct so-
lution to this problem (v. 26c). This sequence of statements can easily be
taken to imply that the Spirit’s help consists, at least in part, of influencing
believers to pray more effectively.11 (2) Influencing the inner lives of be-
lievers, including their prayer lives, is the predominant work Paul ascribes
to the Spirit elsewhere in his epistles. A kind of intercessory activity that
is directed toward believers, inspiring, enabling, or joining with their re-
sponse to God, would fit this dominant pattern, whereas an activity di-
rected purely toward God would not. (3) A comparison of Rom 8:15 (“you
have received the Spirit of adoption by whom we cry out, ‘Abba, Father!’”)
and Gal 4:6 (“God sent the Spirit of his Son into our hearts, who cries out,
‘Abba, Father!’”) shows that Paul could speak of Spirit-influenced prayer
in either of two ways, as something believers do or as something the Spirit
does.12 

(4) According to Paul, one aspect of the Spirit’s work is to bring the
presence of Christ, together with elements of Christ’s own experience of

9. E.g., J. D. G. Dunn, Romans 1–8 (WBC 38a; Dallas: Word, 1988), 493; G. D. Fee, God’s
Empowering Presence: The Holy Spirit in the Letters of Paul (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1994),
867; Fitzmyer, Romans, 517–18; Schreiner, Romans, 445–46; G. Theissen, Psychological Aspects of
Pauline Theology (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1987), 331–35. Obeng reflects this view by implication
when he traces the origin of the motif of the Spirit’s intercession in part to passages such as
Mark 13:11 and John 15:26–27 (“Origins,” 627–28). 

10. . . . to; ga;r tµ proseuxwvmeqa kaqo; de∂ oujk oißdamen.
11. This supposition becomes all the stronger if the “weakness” mentioned in v. 26a is

taken to refer exclusively to inability in prayer. But this is unlikely, given the preceding con-
text. See n. 5 above.

12. In addition to the Rom 8:15//Gal 4:6 example, Fee cites 1 Cor 14:14–15 as a further in-
stance where Paul overlaps reference to the Spirit’s praying and the believer’s praying (Pres-
ence, 582, 867). But this rests on a questionable exegesis of the 1 Corinthians passage. Fee also
sees an example of this sort of mixed or overlapping reference when Paul speaks of believers’
“groaning” and the Spirit’s “groaning” in close proximity (Rom 8:23 and 26); in both instances,
he affirms, Paul refers to the Spirit using the mouths of believers (Presence, 582). But the jux-
taposition is not so neat. The groaning of 8:23 is not precisely the same thing as that of 8:26—
for one thing, it does not seem to refer exclusively to prayer or (as Fee understands the “groan-
ing” of 8:26) tongues-speaking. The presence of a third “groaning” in 8:22, that of the whole
creation, complicates the picture still further. 

in Romans 8:26,” TynBul 49 (1998): 38 n. 13; P. Stuhlmacher (who identifies the Spirit with the
exalted Christ), Paul’s Letter to the Romans: A Commentary (Louisville: Westminster, 1994), 135;
B. Witherington III, Paul’s Letter to the Romans: A Social-Rhetorical Commentary (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 2004), 226.
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life in relation to God, into the hearts of believers.13 While Paul specifically
mentions Christ’s experience of sonship in this regard,14 we might specu-
late that the Spirit also plays a role in bringing believers to experience
something of Christ’s suffering.15 If this is so, it might strengthen the
suggestion that the groaning prayer Paul speaks of in v. 26 is that of Spirit-
enabled believers. (5) Several scholars argue that early Christian experi-
ence was a major source for Paul’s teaching concerning the Holy Spirit.16

If this is true with respect to what Paul says about the Spirit’s intercession,
then this intercession must have been something believers consciously ex-
perienced and participated in.17 

Though these arguments are impressive, I think interpreters favoring
the alternative view, that Paul describes something that takes place solely
between the Spirit and God, are stronger still. (1) The most important con-
sideration is simply that Paul speaks twice of the Spirit’s interceding. He
uses terms (uJperentugcavnw, ejntugcavnw uJpevr) that refer to an act of commu-
nication one party undertakes on behalf of another.18 It is hard to see how
Paul could use these particular words to describe a kind of co-praying that
believers engage in together with the Spirit. Could believers be said to “in-
tercede” for themselves? There is thus no exact parallel between what Paul
describes in Rom 8:26–27 and the kind of Spirit/believer concurrence in
prayer that seems to be pictured in Rom 8:15 and Gal 4:6. These latter pas-
sages, when seen together, show that Paul could attribute one and the
same act, crying “Abba, Father,” to both the Spirit and the believer. But it
is unlikely that Paul envisages this type of joint activity when he speaks of
the Spirit’s intercession, because interceding for others (what the Spirit
does) is not the same thing as praying for oneself (what the believers
would be doing). 

(2) When Paul first speaks of the Spirit’s intercession, he includes an
intensifying pronoun (au˚to; to; pneuÅma uJperentugcavnei), highlighting this in-
tercession as the Spirit’s own activity. (3) In describing the Spirit’s work of
intercession, Paul makes the point that God knows the mind of the Spirit
(v. 27). This implies that the Spirit is the one communicating to God.19

13. E.g., Rom 8:9–11, 15–16; 2 Cor 3:18; Gal 4:4–6.
14. Galatians 4:4–6.
15. See Rom 4:16, Phil 3:10.
16. E.g., J. D. G. Dunn, The Theology of Paul the Apostle (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1998), 426;

Fee, Presence, 905.
17. Fee particularly stresses this point, linking the Spirit’s intercession to the experience

of speaking in tongues (ibid., 583).
18. ÔUperentugcavnw (v. 26) means to intercede or plead for someone. ∆Entugcavnw simply

means to plead, but in combination with uJper aJgÇwn (v. 27) has the sense of “intercede.” Paul
uses a similar expression (ejntugcavnei uJper hJmwÅn) in 8:34 to describe Christ’s ministry of inter-
cession at the right hand of God. 

19. See, e.g., Moo, Romans, 525 n. 95. It might be countered that Paul uses the same ex-
pression (to; frovnhma touÅ pneu;matoÍ) in 8:6 to refer to a Spirit-led way of thinking in the be-
liever. But the context of 8:27, with its focus on the Spirit’s act of intercession, does not allow
the expression to have that same sense here. 
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(4) While v. 26 indeed presents the Spirit’s intercession as a solution to the
problem of believers’ ignorance in the area of prayer, it is not necessary to
conclude that this means the Spirit helps them to pray. The thought is,
rather, that the Spirit makes up for believers’ deficiency in prayer by pray-
ing for them.

(5) In the section leading up to v. 26, Paul links the believers’ groaning
(v. 23), weakness (v. 26a), and ignorance in prayer (v. 26b)20 and sets all
three in contrast to the Spirit’s groaning introduced in v. 26c. The believers’
groaning, weakness, and ignorance define a problem; the Spirit’s groaning
in intercession provides the solution. It would thus go against the flow
of Paul’s argument to suggest that the groaning in v. 23 is itself produced
by the Spirit’s work of intercession.21 The relation between the believers’
groaning and the Spirit’s is one of contrast22 rather than concurrence. This
makes it difficult to suppose that Paul sees the Spirit’s intercession as op-
erating in or through the prayers of believers—at least if these prayers are
thought to be one element of the groaning mentioned in v. 23.23 The Spirit’s
groaning is a sympathetic response to the groaning of believers, not its in-
spiration or equivalent. 

(6) When Paul speaks of the Spirit as interceding for believers, he uses
a distinctive image that is not easily assimilated to the language he uses to
depict the Spirit’s believer-directed acts (as in 8:15–16). The best explana-
tion for the distinctive imagery of Rom 8:26–27, therefore, is that Paul
wishes to depict a distinct spiritual reality. It is no doubt true that Paul
sometimes uses a variety of images to depict what is essentially a single
experience or spiritual reality. But in the present instance, the distinctive
language of Spirit-intercession points to a genuinely distinct concept.24

There is nothing surprising about this. If Paul viewed God’s activity on be-
half of believers as manifold and varied, diverse elements will naturally
appear in his depictions of that activity.25

20. See n. 4 above.
21. As argued, e.g., by Fee, Presence, 582. ¢EconteÍ in 8:23 should be understood as con-

cessive, not causal: even though the believers have the firstfruits of the Spirit, they still groan.
That this is Paul’s thought is shown by the preceding reference to the creation’s groaning, the
repetition of kaµ aujtoµ, and the following reference to being saved in hope. 

22. Not complete contrast, of course. Through his repetition of the term, Paul implies that
the groanings of nature, Christian believers, and the Spirit are to some extent parallel actions,
sharing some qualities. See the discussion in §3 on p. 305 below.

23. Though it is difficult to see the Spirit’s specific work of intercession involved in the
groaning described in 8:23, Paul does show the Spirit as influencing groaning and waiting
Christians in other ways.

24. In another context, Dunn warns against turning Pauline metaphors into theories or re-
ducing their poetry to clinical analysis (Theology, 333). But one must also take care not to inap-
propriately reduce Paul’s thought by underestimating the referential potential of his imagery. 

25. Romans 8:26–27 forces interpreters to reflect on the consistency and stability of Paul’s
metaphoric language at two points. First, one must decide whether the language of interces-
sion found in 8:26–27 and the language of influence and participation found in passages such
as 8:15 are alternative ways of describing one basic work of the Spirit or whether they refer
instead to two distinct types of activity. Second, one must determine whether the picture of the
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(7) There is no reason to suppose that Paul would hesitate to teach
about an activity that takes place independent of the believer’s experience.
In 8:34, to cite just one instance, he encourages believers by speaking of
Christ’s intercession, an activity that takes place at the right hand of God,
beyond the range of human observation or experience.26 

26. The argument that Paul’s concept of Spirit intercession derives from his reflection on
the early Christian experience of glossolalia or other forms of Spirit-inspired prayer and that
it must therefore refer to something believers consciously experience and participate in (ar-
gument 5 on p. 301 above) raises a methodological question about the relation between exe-
geting Paul’s comments and explaining their origin. To what extent should the one task
influence the other? While background reconstructions can clarify a writer’s thought in many
instances, I do not think assumptions about the origins of Paul’s ideas should be allowed too
much exegetical weight in the case of Rom 8:26–27. In this instance the background recon-
struction would have to be quite precise in order to be exegetically useful. The interpretive pro-
posal noted above, for example, would require us to show not only that it was the particular
phenomenon of Spirit-influenced prayer that sparked Paul’s thinking but also that his remarks

Spirit interceding (8:26–27) and the language of Christ interceding (8:34) refer to one and the
same thing, or whether Paul intends to describe two separate realities. These questions cannot
be decided by appeal to a general theory of metaphor, or even of Pauline metaphor, but only
by examination of specific factors in the texts. (1) In both of the cases noted above, the shift in
language/imagery occurs within a short textual distance. This implies that the shift is not ac-
cidental, unconscious, or the result of a change in rhetorical situation. (2) In both cases the shift
is radical. In 8:15–16 the Spirit influences believers, and believers pray; in 8:26–27 the Spirit
prays. In 8:26–27 the Spirit intercedes from within believers (see §4, pp. 307–308, below); in
8:34 Christ intercedes from the right hand of God. (3) In principle, it is quite possible for Paul
radically to shift his language even when describing a single reality or experience. In 8:9–11,
for instance, he moves from talk of the Spirit’s indwelling believers to talk of Christ’s indwell-
ing, and then back again. In Rom 8:15 he speaks of believers crying “Abba” by the Spirit’s
influence, while the closely parallel Gal 4:6 pictures the Spirit within them crying “Abba.”
(4) Neither of the instances just cited constitutes a simple example of the fluidity of Paul’s
metaphors, however. If in each case Paul describes a single spiritual reality in radically dif-
ferent terms, this is not due to the nature of his metaphorical language per se but, rather, to
the complex and paradoxical nature of the realities he wishes to describe. The shifts in lan-
guage within Rom 8:9–11 are Paul’s way of highlighting the close yet hard-to-define relation
between the Spirit and the risen Christ. The shift between Rom 8:15 and Gal 4:6, by way of
contrast, is not a deliberate rhetorical device, because the change of language only appears
when passages from separate epistles are set side by side. But it does reflect a strand of Pauline
thought about divine-human concurrence that is marked by deep paradox. In several other
contexts Paul does deliberately use surprising shifts of language to highlight this kind of par-
adox (e.g., 1 Cor 15:10, Phil 2:12–13). In such cases the decisive factor is paradoxical reality, not
unstable language. (5) Returning to the interpretation of Rom 8:26–27, there is no indication
that Paul intends readers to identify the Spirit’s intercession with the intercession of the risen
Christ mentioned in 8:34. His reference to the latter is not tightly juxtaposed to his description
of the Spirit’s intercession (in contrast to the tight connection between references to the Spirit’s
indwelling and Christ’s indwelling in 8:9–11). There is also a shift in the locale from which the
intercession takes place and a shift from intercession on behalf of suffering believers to a more
judicial intercession on behalf of accused believers. Taken together, these factors show that
Paul refers to two distinct intercessions. With respect to the relation between 8:15 and 8:26–
27, the shift from believers’ praying to the Spirit’s interceding cannot be viewed simply as an-
other instance of Paul’s concurrence language. It is not simply the actors who change but the
activity itself: by using the specific language of intercession in 8:26–27, Paul shifts to describing
an activity that is difficult to ascribe to the believers themselves.
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In my opinion the factors listed above tip the balance in favor of the
view that Paul understands the Spirit’s intercession as a matter of direct
communication between the Spirit and God.27 Nevertheless, it is not my
purpose to insist that the alternative interpretation, that the Spirit helps
believers to pray and intercedes in, through, or alongside their prayers is
completely impossible. I do want to stress, however, that the one clear and
definite thing Paul says is that the Spirit communicates with God on behalf
of believers. Any additional thought to the effect that the Spirit also helps
believers to pray is at best an implication derived from the wider context
of Pauline thought. Paul’s primary point and rhetorical emphasis must
therefore relate to what the Spirit does in relation to God. There is a no-
ticeable tendency among interpreters who hold that Paul speaks here of
both a God-directed and a believer-directed activity of the Spirit to focus
on the latter and let the former slip into second place. Romans 8:26–27 then
becomes a text about Christian spirituality. In fact it is much more a text
about God.

3. Paul implies that when the Spirit intercedes for believers this includes
bringing their felt experience of weakness to God. If believers experience
weakness and if the Spirit communicates with God on their behalf, what
exactly does the Spirit pass on to God? One common answer highlights the
conceptual content of the Spirit’s prayer. This is understandable, because
Paul describes believers as having the problem of not knowing what to
pray (or pray for).28 Many interpreters therefore conclude that the Spirit
makes up for the believers’ ignorance by formulating more appropriate re-
quests than believers themselves know how to make.29 This is a fair con-
clusion as far as it goes. Nevertheless, a simple focus on the conceptual
content of the Spirit’s prayer does not fully reflect Paul’s emphasis. Paul
takes the trouble to describe the Spirit’s intercession as an activity under-
taken stenagmo∂Í a˚lalhvtoiÍ. What a˚lavlhtoÍ might imply with respect to
our present question is not entirely clear, but there should be no uncer-
tainty about the implications of stenagmo∂Í.

27. Does Paul’s description of the Spirit’s groans as a˚lalhvtoÍ shed further light on the
question of whether the Spirit’s intercession is a purely Godward activity? Not in any clear
way. Scholars debate the word’s nuance in the present context, some seeing a reference to glos-
solalia, some to inarticulate groans, and others to silent groaning. Because a fairly plausible
linguistic case can be made for each of these senses, other exegetical considerations, such as
those reviewed above, must be determinative.

28. To; ga;r tÇ proseuxwvmeqa kaqo; de∂ oujk o≥damen. See Cranfield’s comments (Romans, 421).
29. See, e.g., Moo, Romans, 526; J. Murray, The Epistle to the Romans (NICNT; Grand Rap-

ids: Eerdmans, 1968), 311–13; Schreiner, Romans, 446. A variation on this view is that the Spirit
adds an intelligible interpretation to the believers’ inarticulate sighing or tongues speaking
(C. Brown, “ejntugcavnw,” NIDNTT 2:884).

in Rom 8:26–27 are an attempt to explain that phenomenon. But there is insufficient evidence
for either claim, even if we were to begin by assuming that, in a general way, Paul’s experience
of the Spirit did play a major role in the process through which he came to understand the
Spirit’s intercessory work. 



Wiarda: What God Knows When the Spirit Intercedes 305

If Paul says the Spirit intercedes for believers “with groans,” this
surely implies that what the Spirit brings to God includes a sizable mea-
sure of feeling. Groaning is by nature an emotive kind of communication.
Rather than communicate messages, in fact, groans typically express pain-
ful feelings, either physical or emotional. Furthermore, a reference to
groaning at this point in Paul’s discussion suggests that he sees a parallel
between the groaning that the Spirit does in the process of interceding and
the believers’ experience of groaning that Paul has mentioned just a few
sentences earlier (v. 23).30 And the believers’ groaning, for its part, paral-
lels yet another instance of painful groaning, that of the creation (v. 22).31 

All this calls for a closer look at the groaning described in 8:23. What
kind of experience do these groans express? Paul offers several clues. On
the one hand, he shows that the believers’ experience partakes of the
wider sufferings of the whole created order in the present age. These in-
clude physical pain—in describing the experience of creation (v. 22), Paul
links sustenavzw to sunwdÇnw (suffer pain together, as of a woman in child-
birth32)—but also frustration arising from bondage and decay (vv. 20–21)
and the ache of unfulfilled hope (v. 19). On the other hand, believers groan
because of factors that enter their experience as a specific result of their
connection to Christ and the presence of the Spirit in their lives. One of
these is the Spirit’s work of giving believers a sense of their adoption
(vv. 15–16), which creates a positive though nevertheless groan-inducing
longing for that adoption to be completed (v. 23). Another factor, perhaps
more painful, is that believers have been given a share in the sufferings of
Christ (v. 17). When Paul speaks of believers groaning, then, he has in
mind a range of underlying experiences. Some derive from being part of
fallen creation; some are uniquely Christian. Some are relatively positive,
longings that result from having received a foretaste of blessing, while
others involve direct pain and suffering. But all are human experiences in-
volving deeply felt emotions. These experiences and emotions, according
to Paul, form an important part of what the interceding Spirit communi-
cates—not just by translating them into intelligible concepts but by bring-
ing the feelings themselves to God. 

Paul’s statement that the Spirit intercedes for believers “according to
God’s will” (kata; qeovn, v. 27) requires comment, because many interpreters

30. . . . stenavzomen kaµ au˚toµ ejn eJauto∂Í.
31. . . . paÅsa hJ ktÇsiÍ sustenavzei kaµ sunwdÇnei aßcri touÅ nuÅn. The parallel between the Spirit’s

groaning and the painful experience of believers grows stronger still if, as many commenta-
tors hold, the wÒsauvtwÍ at the beginning of v. 26 is designed to draw an explicit comparison be-
tween the Spirit’s intercession with groans and the groaning of believers depicted in v. 23. See,
e.g., Cranfield, Romans, 421; Dunn, Romans, 476. In support of this interpretation note the par-
allel use of the intensifying pronoun in v. 23 (au˚toµ ejn eJauto∂Í stenavzomen) and v. 26 (au˚to; to;
pneuÅma uJperentugcanei stenagmo∂Í . . .). But some think Paul is pointing to a comparison with
the Spirit’s testimony depicted in v. 16 [Fee, Presence, 576; G. Smith, “Function,” 29–38], while
still others see a comparison with the sustaining hope described in vv. 24–25 (Moo, Romans,
523; Murray, Romans, 310–11).

32. BDAG 997.
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see this as a description of the content of the Spirit’s prayer: the things the
Spirit seeks accord with God’s will.33 If correct, this reading might re-
inforce the view that Paul focuses primarily on the Spirit’s communication
of concepts and thereby weaken the claim that Paul significantly empha-
sizes the Spirit’s communication of believers’ feelings. It is equally pos-
sible, however, to relate “according to God’s will” to the act of praying itself.
In light of the overall context of his discussion, I think this is more likely
to be Paul’s meaning. It is God’s own purpose, he says, that the Spirit
should carry out this ministry of intercession.34 Why does Paul affirm this?
To assure his readers that God is very ready to receive all that the Spirit
seeks to communicate on their behalf. 

I have argued that, when Paul speaks of the Spirit interceding, this in-
cludes the thought that the Spirit communicates believers’ feelings to God,
especially their experience of weakness. Can we clarify Paul’s picture still
further? The concept of “intercession” is broad enough to cover two some-
what different models of mediation. One involves the mediator taking up
another person’s message or appeal. The mediator presents this message
in a more acceptable way than the person himself or herself can, or brings
it to someone the person himself or herself cannot approach directly.35 A
second model involves the mediator’s communicating his or her own
thoughts and feelings, motivated simply by what he or she observes about
a needy person’s situation.36 Which model better reflects Paul’s thought
concerning the intercession of the Spirit? While it may not be possible to
say with certainty, a few factors suggest that Paul was thinking in terms
of the first. When he says believers do not know what to pray (v. 26), he
implies a situation in which the believers themselves have something they
would like to communicate or are trying to communicate to God. In addi-
tion, by linking the Spirit’s groaning (v. 26) to the believers’ groaning
(v. 23), Paul implies that the Spirit intercedes by taking up the believers’
own groans.

If Paul does picture the Spirit’s intercession primarily in terms of the
first model, we may make two further suggestions. First, Paul seems to
think of the Spirit’s carrying out this intercessory activity, especially when
believers themselves are trying or wishing to communicate with God. Sec-
ond, Paul does not just picture the Spirit as communicating in an earnest,

33. E.g., Cranfield, Romans, 421; Murray, Romans, 313; E. A. Obeng, “The Reconciliation
of Rom. 8.26 to New Testament Writings and Themes,” SJT 39 (1986): 167; Schreiner, Romans,
446. Cranfield and Obeng see the kata; qeovn of v. 27 as paralleling the kaqo; de∂ of v. 26. 

34. Cf. Fitzmyer, Romans, 520. Paul’s belief that it is God’s will for the Spirit to minister
in believers is also evident in passages such as Rom 5:5, where he speaks of the Holy Spirit’s
being “given” to believers (cf. Gal 3:5, 4:6, etc.).

35. This seems to be the picture in Heb 7:25. As high priest, Jesus intercedes (ejntugcavnw
uJpevr) for “those who come to God through him”; that is, for people who are trying to approach
God but can only do so through his mediation (cf. Heb 4:10; 10:1, 22). 

36. Examples of this model of intercession would be Moses praying for the people of Is-
rael (Exod 32:32) and Jesus praying for Peter (Luke 22:31–32).
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feeling-laden manner about believers but, rather, pictures the Spirit as con-
veying to God something of the believers’ own thoughts and experience.

4. Paul’s concept of the Spirit’s indwelling provides the necessary background
to what he says about the Spirit’s intercession: if the Spirit is able to communicate
the feelings of believers, this is because the Spirit indwells them and is thus in
touch with their inward experience. Though Paul does not directly make
this connection between indwelling and intercession, I believe it can be
shown to be part of the unexpressed sub-structure of his teaching in Rom
8:26–27. 

First, in Romans and elsewhere Paul frequently pictures the Spirit as
dwelling within believers. In 8:27 itself he hints that this is the position
from which the Spirit carries out his ministry of intercession, by describing
God as “the one who searches the hearts.” That he identifies God in such
a way precisely when introducing a statement about God’s knowing the
Spirit’s mind suggests that, in Paul’s thinking, searching believers’ hearts
and discerning the Spirit’s mind are naturally coinciding activities. In any
case, the Spirit’s location is explicitly described in the sections leading up
to 8:26–27. Paul speaks (three times) of the Spirit’s “dwelling in” believers
in 8:9–11. In 8:15 he mentions “receiving” the Spirit, which again points to
indwelling. Looking more widely in Paul’s writings, we may note 2 Cor
1:22 and Gal 4:6, where he locates the Spirit in the “hearts” of believers. 

Second, Paul frequently speaks of the Spirit’s acting within believers,
influencing and communicating to their inward selves in direct and inti-
mate ways. To cite two examples in Romans, the Spirit pours out God’s
love in the hearts of believers (5:5) and testifies to their spirits that they are
God’s children (8:16). In all such instances, to be sure, the communication
and influence move from the Spirit to the believer. But passages such as
these at least show that Paul pictured a mode or level of Spirit-believer
contact (Spirit-to-spirit contact, according to 8:16)37 in which intimate
sharing and influence takes place. This being so, is it difficult to imagine
that Paul might also picture influence and effects flowing in a reverse di-
rection, from the hearts of believers to the Spirit? 

Third (and this is the most important evidence for a structure of
Pauline thought conducive to the idea of the Spirit’s accessing what lies
deepest within the hearts of believers), in 1 Cor 2:10–11 Paul cites two in-
stances in which an indwelling spirit deeply knows a personal being. The
spirit of a human person knows “the things of the person” (ta; touÅ a˚nqrwv-
pou) as no one else can (v. 11a). The Spirit of God knows “the things of
God” (ta; touÅ qeouÅ) as no one else (v. 11b). Neither of these instances is iden-
tical to the situation of a Spirit-indwelt believer, in which the Spirit of one
being (who is divine) indwells another (who is human). Nevertheless, this
passage does suggest several things about Paul’s conception of the in-
dwelling Spirit of God, or of any indwelling spirit. (1) Paul thinks of a
spirit knowing and, in the case of God’s Spirit, even actively searching

37. Au˚to to; pneuÅma summarture∂ tåÅ pneuvmati hJmwÅn.
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the one indwelt.38 (2) A spirit has unique knowledge of the one indwelt.39

(3) This unique knowledge derives from the spirit’s location. In describing
the human spirit, Paul specifies the spirit’s position within the person (to;
pneuÅma touÅ a˚nqrwvpou to; ejn au˚tåÅ). (4) A spirit’s knowledge of the one in-
dwelt is both deep and extensive—at least in the case of God’s Spirit, who
Paul says searches “all things,” including the “deep things” (ta; bavqh) of
God. (5) In the case of God’s Spirit, the deep things the indwelling Spirit
knows are then revealed to others (9–10a, 12–13). 

I argued above that Paul presents the Spirit’s ministry of intercession
primarily as something that takes place between the Spirit and God. But
the passages cited above enable us to see that another kind of activity pre-
cedes and lies behind this God-ward communication, one that does in-
volve a transaction between the Spirit and believers. Through an inward
and active connection, the Spirit comes to know what is going on in the
hearts of believers in a unique, intimate way.

5. Paul shows the Spirit’s intercession to be part of the process through which
God searches the hearts of believers—with the implication that the Spirit’s inter-
cession enables God to know believers, especially their experience of weakness, in
a deep and more-than-conceptual way. The burden of 8:27 is that God re-
ceives what the Spirit seeks to communicate in intercession for believers.
God (“he who searches the hearts”) is the subject of the main clause;
“knows” (oπden) is the principal verb. God knows “what is the mind of the
Spirit” (tÇ to; frovnhma touÅ pneuvmatoÍ). This latter expression must refer es-
pecially to that which the Spirit seeks to communicate on behalf of believ-
ers, because it appears in a clause that directly follows one reference to the
Spirit’s intercession and immediately precedes another.40

Paul’s designation of God as the “one who searches the hearts,” as
noted above, hints at the Spirit’s location within the believer’s heart. But
the fact that Paul speaks of God in this way in this context calls for yet fur-
ther comment. Some have suggested that Paul connects the ideas of God’s
searching the hearts of believers and God’s knowing the mind of the Spirit
in order to make an a fortiori argument: because God knows the secrets of
human hearts, how much more will he know the mind of his own Spirit.41

This is unlikely, however, because Paul does not structure his sentence to
lend any particular emphasis to this kind of comparison. Another pro-
posal builds on the assumption that the Spirit’s intercession involves the
Spirit’s influencing believers to groan in prayer: when God searches the
hearts of believers, according to this suggestion, he encounters their Spirit-

38. Paul uses the verbs ginwvskw and ejraunavw to speak of the activity of God’s Spirit, and
oπda to describe what the human spirit does. 

39. This is the emphasis of v. 11.
40. TouÅ pneuvmatoÍ must thus be understood as a possessive genitive. The same phrase also

appears in 8:6, though there it refers either to a way of thinking produced by the Spirit (e.g.,
Moo, Romans, 526 n. 100) or to the Spirit’s mind more generally (Cranfield, Romans, 386). Moo
suggests that the tÇ in 8:27 implies that to; frovnhma here has a verbal force. 

41. Cranfield, Romans, 424. 
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motivated groaning; because God knows the mind of the Spirit who
inspired them, he is able to discern the meaning of these inarticulate
groans.42 As I have tried to show above, however, Paul emphasizes the
God-ward nature of the Spirit’s activity in this passage and says nothing di-
rectly about the Spirit’s leading believers to groan in prayer. A better ex-
planation of Paul’s flow of thought in v. 27a is that he is saying (in a rather
condensed way) that when God searches believers’ hearts, the Spirit’s
intercessory ministry becomes part of the process through which God
obtains the knowledge he seeks. Two implications follow. First, Paul’s lan-
guage reinforces part of what was argued in §§3 and 4 above, that the
content of the Spirit’s communication includes things pertaining to the
believers’ interior lives. Second, Paul does not picture God knowing hearts
simply through the exercise of his unmediated omniscience. Rather, it is
through the Spirit’s intercession (itself willed by God) that God most fully
knows believers.43

Does Paul intend a subtle contrast between God’s searching human
hearts but knowing the mind of the Spirit? In any case, he seems to be say-
ing that the Spirit’s intercession allows God to know believers more com-
pletely—or perhaps to know them in a different way—than would be
possible apart from this intercession.44

A further implication of Paul’s designation of God as the “one who
searches the hearts” is that God actively desires to know the hearts of be-
lievers, an emphasis that is then reinforced by Paul’s comment that God’s
will lies behind the Spirit’s interceding.45 The full picture Paul offers, then,
includes not only the Spirit’s earnest communication but also God’s ready
reception of all that the Spirit desires to express on behalf of weak and
struggling believers.

What does God know when the Spirit intercedes? Something of the
believers’ very experience of weakness and suffering.

Conclusion

Paul speaks about the Spirit’s intercession only briefly. This brevity, to-
gether with the unparalleled and unexpected nature of what Paul says,
perhaps accounts for the differing interpretations his words have been

42. E.g., Murray, Romans, 313; Schreiner, Romans, 446–47. 
43. References to God’s searching or knowing the human heart are common in Scripture.

They typically refer to God’s knowing a person’s thoughts, intentions, motives, true qualities,
or hidden sins, a concept that Paul also shares (e.g., 1 Cor 4:5). In Rom 8:27 Paul seems to use
the expression in an unrestricted sense of God’s seeking to know people’s inward selves. This
would include their hidden thoughts, motives, and intentions but could also comprise a wider
or deeper range of elements. The context suggests it includes the element of felt experience. 

44. I believe Paul would reject the idea of putting any limits on God’s omniscience.
Nevertheless, the very fact that he stresses the Spirit’s intercession implies that he views this
as a ministry that brings something distinctive to the God who searches hearts. 

45. See the comments in §3, pp. 305–306 above. Moo points out that kata; qeovn is placed
at the beginning of the clause for greater emphasis (Romans, 527).



Bulletin for Biblical Research 17.2310

given. But the main lines of his thought are clear. He explicitly says that
the Spirit communicates with God on behalf of believers and that God re-
ceives what the Spirit communicates. These simple claims, in their barest
and most elemental form, are Paul’s primary emphases in Rom 8:26–27. In
making these claims, however, Paul also conveys the thought that the be-
lievers’ felt experience of weakness is part of what the interceding Spirit
brings to God. This might be described as a supplementary aspect of Paul’s
teaching; it does nevertheless form part of his message, and it adds
strength to the encouragement he offers. Paul communicates this addi-
tional thought indirectly, but the signals he sends—reference to the Spirit’s
groaning, reference to God’s searching hearts and knowing the mind of
the Spirit—are strong. In the midst of a larger epistolary section describing
God’s saving acts and disposition toward believers, Paul thus includes a
note to the effect that God is also in touch with their feelings.

Areas for Theological Reflection

On almost any interpretation, what Paul writes about the Spirit’s interces-
sion invites readers to engage in theological reflection. This is certainly
true with respect to the exegetical results highlighted in the present study.
I believe they both invite and contribute to this reflection in two areas in
particular.46 The first concerns the issue in systematic theology mentioned
in the introduction to this study, God’s capacity to be touched by human
suffering. If it is correct that Paul pictures God knowing believers’ expe-
rience of suffering in a way that extends beyond the merely conceptual
through the Spirit’s ministry of intercession, then Pauline pneumatology
appears to offer resources pertinent to this issue. Can these be brought into
the theological discussion?

A second area for reflection emerges at the level of integrative or com-
parative NT theology. Can what Paul says about the Spirit’s intercession in
Romans be brought into fruitful relation with what Hebrews says about
Christ’s intercession as high priest? What makes this question intriguing is
the common factor of experienced suffering in both instances. This article
has argued that the suffering of believers is the context in which the Spirit
intercedes for them and that this intercession is possible because the Spirit
comes in touch with their experience of suffering. According to Hebrews,

46. Though these are not the only areas that could be mentioned. Paul’s comments in
Rom 8:26–27 also shed light on his conception of the Spirit’s relation both to God and to Christ.
As several scholars have noted, the picture of the Spirit as interceding with God lends support
to the view that Paul thought of the Spirit as both personal and in some way distinct from God
(e.g., Fee, Presence, 835–36; M. Turner, The Holy Spirit and Spiritual Gifts: Then and Now [Carlisle:
Paternoster, 1996], 178). This support grows all the stronger when Spirit-to-God communica-
tion is clearly seen to be the focus of Paul’s comments. As for the relation between the Spirit
and Christ, exegesis that recognizes that the Spirit’s intercession described in 8:26–27 and
Christ’s intercession mentioned in 8:34 refer to different actions (see n. 25 above) reinforces the
conclusion that Paul does not merge or identify the Spirit with the risen Christ (cf. Fee, Pres-
ence, 838).
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Jesus is able to serve as high priest because he has been touched by human
suffering (2:17–18, 4:14–15). Of course, the way in which the Spirit comes
to experience the suffering of believers, as implied in Romans, differs from
the way Hebrews pictures Jesus’ coming in touch with this experience. But
it is precisely this combination of parallels and differences that should en-
courage further investigation and perhaps attempts at integration. Paul
himself implies that integration is possible in principle. That he mentions
Christ’s intercession (8:34) so soon after describing the intercession of the
Spirit (and here too we find parallels combined with differences) suggests
that he saw the two activities as fitting together in a harmonious way. 


