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ABSTRACT 
 
 

BELONGING TO GOD’S FAMILY: MEASURING THE EFFECT OF SERMONS ON 

PAUL’S DOCTRINE OF ADOPTION IN THE LIVES OF BELIEVERS 

 
Name: Priebe, Barton Dale 
 
 

This project argues that the apostle Paul’s doctrine of adoption has been neglected 

in the creeds, confessions, and writings of Church history and has been overshadowed by 

other soteriological metaphors such as justification and regeneration.  

Following a historical review of adoption, a presentation of new research on the 

neglect of adoption within Canadian evangelical statements of faith, and a fresh 

exposition of Paul’s doctrine of adoption, this researcher designed an experiment 

whereby Christians could encounter Paul’s doctrine of adoption in order to measure its 

effect in their lives. This was done by using a quasi-experimental design that included an 

observation (a pretest using a questionnaire on adoption), a treatment (listening to eight 

sermons on Paul’s doctrine of adoption), and another observation (a posttest using the 

same questionnaire as the pretest). The questionnaire was developed to measure the 

knowledge, beliefs, attitudes, and behaviours of respondents as they relate to the main 

aspects of Paul’s doctrine of adoption. Two randomized groups were selected from 

Christians attending Central Baptist Church in Victoria, Canada. One group was asked to 

complete the questionnaire before the sermons and the other group was asked to complete 

it after the sermons. The responses from the before and after groups were analyzed using 

statistical tests to determine differences between the two groups.  
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The results reveal significantly higher statistical differences in a few key areas 

among the after group, including knowledge about Paul’s doctrine of adoption, assurance 

of salvation, understanding how eschatological hope strengthens the believer to deal with 

suffering, and thanking God in prayer for being part of his family. The results also 

demonstrate the need for further teaching in some important areas of a Christian’s 

relationship with God. These include relating to God as Father, overcoming the idea that 

one has to earn God’s acceptance through good behaviour, and learning how to deal with 

sin in one’s life. Based on these results, this researcher concludes that there is a need for 

greater depth of teaching on adoption from the pulpit because sermons on adoption 

resonate with believers and produce positive effects in the lives of believers.  
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For it was for this end that the Word of God was made man, and He who was the 
Son of God became the Son of man, that man, having been taken into the Word, 
and receiving the adoption, might become the son of God. 
 

—Irenaeus of Lyons 
 
 
 

 
I have no other defense or refuge for salvation than His gratuitous adoption, on 
which my salvation depends. 

 
—The Last Will and Testament of John Calvin 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 
Why has the subject of adoption—so rich and fertile in fine thought and feeling, 
so susceptible also of beautiful theological treatment—been so little investigated 
and illustrated? It belongs to the category of relative grace, and forms the sweet 
complement and sparkling crown of justification by faith. On justification by faith 
we have abundant and most precious authorship; for around that doctrine and 
privilege the great battle of controversy has raged. But the conquerors seem to 
have paused, exhausted or contented with the victory. Ought it not rather to 
commend the subject of adoption, that it may be treated apart from controversy? It 
is certain, however, that a good treatise on adoption—such as should at once do 
justice to the fine theology of the question, and to the precious import of the 
privilege—is a desideratum. 

 
—Hugh Martin 

 
 

I have long had the impression, that in the region of that great truth [of adoption] 
there lies a rich field of precious ore, yet to be surveyed and explored; and that 
somewhere in that direction, theology has fresh work to do, and fresh treasures to 
bring out of the storehouse of the Divine Word. 
 

—Robert Candlish 
 

 
God’s work of salvation is described in rich and diverse ways by the biblical 

authors. The apostle Paul in particular employs a wide array of metaphors to describe 

what God has done for his people in Christ.1 For instance, Paul uses justification (a penal 

metaphor from the law courts), redemption (drawn from the slave market), and 

propitiation (a cultic metaphor from the Old Testament sacrificial system). Receiving far 

less attention, but just as magnificent and important, is Paul’s metaphor of adoption.  

																																																								
 1 Without engaging in the debate of what constitutes the Pauline corpus, I subscribe to the view 
that it includes Romans, Galatians, and Ephesians. Most modern scholars readily accept the Pauline 
authorship of Romans and Galatians but questions remain about Ephesians. For an excellent defense of the 
Pauline authorship of Ephesians see: Harold W. Hoehner, Ephesians: An Exegetical Commentary (Grand 
Rapids: Baker Academic, 2002), 2–61. 
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 The Greek word huiothesia (“adoption as sons”) appears five times in the New 

Testament and every reference is found within the writings of the apostle Paul (Rom 

8:15, 23; 9:4; Gal 4:5; Eph 1:5).2 At its most basic level huiothesia refers to the act of 

being placed, or adopted, as a son for it is the combination of huios (“son”) and thesis 

(“placing”).3 Paul does not use huiothesia to refer to what we in the modern world 

generally mean by the term; namely, the adoption of an orphaned baby or child. Rather, 

he uses it metaphorically to describe the gracious act of God whereby he places those he 

redeems from slavery into his family, granting them in Christ all the privileges and 

responsibilities that accompany their new standing and identity as God’s sons and 

daughters. This great act of God in turning slaves into sons is intended to magnify the 

glory of his grace (Eph 1:6). 

Despite the small number of references to huiothesia, J.M. Scott is right to point 

out that “its significance is great because of its conceptual and emotive power and its 

relationship to many other familial ideas.”4 As will be demonstrated in chapter 3, this 

importance is further amplified by the fact that Paul uses adoption as an organizing 

metaphor, or model, of salvation that expounds the whole of redemptive history from the 

pretemporal plan of God to the eschatological new creation. Thus, it will be shown that 

huiothesia is a soteriological metaphor that Paul develops into an entire model of 

salvation. 

																																																								
2 In chapter 2 I will argue that adoption is a distinctly Pauline metaphor and should not be 

conflated with Johannine teachings on the new birth or even with a text like John 1:12.  
 
3 W.F. Ardnt, F.W. Gingrich, and F.W. Danker, A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament 

and Other Early Christian Literature, ed. Frederick William Danker, 3rd ed. (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 2000), 1024. 

 
4 J.M. Scott, “Adoption,” in Dictionary of Biblical Imagery: An Encyclopedic Exploration of the 

Images, Symbols, Motifs, Metaphors, Figures of Speech and Literary Patterns of the Bible, ed. Leland 
Ryken, James C. Wilhoit, and Tremper Longman III (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 1998), 14. 
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Paul intends for his doctrine of adoption to transform the Christian’s life in many 

key areas. These include, but are not limited to, developing a clear understanding of the 

gospel, living in the freedom of one’s new identity as a son or daughter of God (Gal 4:1-

11), experiencing assurance of adoption through the witness of the Holy Spirit (Rom 

8:15-16), enjoying the privilege of relating to God as Father (Rom 8:15; Gal 4:6), gaining 

a clear vision of the church as the family of God that results in love for other believers as 

brothers and sisters in Christ (Eph 2:19), living a life of obedience to the Father (Rom 

8:12-14), and finding strength amidst suffering through the hope of an incomparable 

future inheritance that includes the redemption of the believer’s body (Rom 8:17-23).  

It is the purpose of this introductory chapter to: (1) relate this researcher’s 

personal experience with Paul’s teaching on adoption that formed the background for this 

project, (2) outline three troubling questions that provided further impetus for this project, 

(3) provide an overview of the project, (4) define the project’s purpose, research question 

and hypothesis, and, (5) offer an explanation about gender inclusive language as it relates 

to Paul’s use of “adoption as sons.” 

 
Background: A Personal Experience with Adoption 

 
 

The seed idea for this project was planted during a profound and personal 

experience that this researcher had with the doctrine of adoption in the summer of 2007. I 

was jogging and listening to a sermon on Galatians 4:1-7, which emphasizes the fact that 

God redeems us through Christ in order to adopt us into his family.5 The preacher took 

aim at the fact that many Christians say God loves them but live as if God’s love is 

																																																								
5 C.J. Mahaney, “God as Father: Understanding the Doctrine of Adoption in God’s Word,” 

accessed December 2, 2019, https://tonyreinke.com/2007/12/07/cj-mahaney-on-adoption/. 
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conditional upon how well they are doing, or not doing, in their Christian lives. Since 

Christians are often painfully aware of their shortcomings, they are frequently not sure if 

God fully loves and accepts them. The preacher went on to show that the doctrine of 

adoption has the power to release the believer from this insecurity because it declares that 

God has freed us from slavery and granted us full legal status as his own sons and 

daughters. It follows, then, that God’s love and favour are not based on what we do—or 

fail to do—but on our new identity as his cherished sons and daughters.  

As the preacher developed God’s love in adopting believers into his family, he 

quoted J.I. Packer who wrote,  

Adoption . . . is the highest privilege that the gospel offers: higher even than 
justification. This may cause raising of eyebrows, for justification is the gift of 
God on which since Luther evangelicals have laid the greatest stress, and we are 
accustomed to say, almost without thinking, that free justification is God’s 
supreme blessing to us sinners. . . . The two ideas are distinct, and adoption is the 
more exalted. Justification is a forensic idea, conceived of in terms of law, and 
viewing God as judge. In justification, God declares of penitent believers that they 
are not, and never will be, liable to the death that their sins deserve, because Jesus 
Christ, their substitute and sacrifice, tasted death in their place on the cross. . . . 
But contrast this, now, with adoption. Adoption is a family idea, conceived in 
terms of love, and viewing God as father. In adoption, God takes us into his 
family and fellowship, and establishes us as his children and heirs. Closeness, 
affection and generosity are at the heart of the relationship. To be right with God 
the Judge is a great thing, but to be loved and cared for by God the Father is 
greater.6 

 
Packer’s words left me awestruck for I had spent many years studying the doctrine of 

justification but had given little thought to adoption. Yet, in that moment my heart 

profoundly resonated with the good news of being adopted into God’s family. My own 

secret fears and insecurities about God’s favour were replaced by an assurance of God’s 

complete acceptance of me as his beloved son in Christ. Overcome with a deep sense of 

																																																								
6 J. I. Packer, Knowing God (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 1993), 206–7. Emphasis original.  
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God’s personal and particular love for me, I stopped running and simply stood in the 

middle of the street giving thanks and praise to God for adopting me into his family. 

Soon after the experience of 2007, I began to see parallels between God’s 

adoption of redeemed sinners and the act of adopting orphaned children.7 It seemed to me 

that the act of adopting a child was a limited but glorious picture of what God does in 

adopting those he redeems into his family through Jesus Christ. After much prayer and 

discussion, my wife and I decided to enter the legal process of adopting a child. When 

people heard we were planning to adopt they would ask why we were doing so, 

particularly considering the risks inherent in such an endeavor and in light of the fact that 

we already had three biological children. In such moments, I would answer something 

like the following: “We are Christians. We believe that we have sinned against God but 

that he loved us so much that he sent Jesus to rescue us and adopt us into his family. 

God’s adopting love has so captured our hearts that we wanted to show this type of love 

to a child in need.” After a long process, we adopted our son, Joshua Lia Yu Priebe, from 

Kunming, China on March 26, 2013.  

 
Further Background: Troubling Questions about Adoption 

 
Alongside my newfound joy in the doctrine of adoption, I also began to be 

increasingly troubled by three major questions. First, if Packer’s high assessment of the 

doctrine of adoption was correct, why had I heard so little about it? Why was I not 

familiar with this teaching, especially considering the fact that I grew up in a Christian 

family, am the son of a pastor, and had obtained a Bachelor’s Degree in Missions and 

																																																								
7 Subsequent research revealed that adoption in the ancient world and adoption as practiced today 

have similarities but also many differences. These will be discussed in chapter 3. 
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Master’s Degree in Christian Studies? I had spent years studying soteriology and had 

somehow managed to largely overlook adoption. As I spoke with others, they also 

revealed a rudimentary knowledge of adoption but could say very little on the subject. 

After the experience of 2007 I wanted to learn everything I could about the 

doctrine of adoption. Much to my disappointment and frustration, I discovered there were 

very few books devoted to the subject. Turning to the systematic theologians on my 

bookshelves, I learned that recent authors such as Millard Erickson8 and Wayne Grudem9 

had provided some good content but the older authors clearly did not share Packer’s 

exalted view of adoption as evidenced by the almost complete absence of discussion on 

adoption within their books. For instance, Charles Hodge, whose 2200-page three volume 

Systematic Theology was a standard textbook in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries, wrote a mere paragraph on adoption that is buried deep within his discussion 

on justification.10 Published in the 1930s, Louis Berkhof’s 700-page Systematic Theology 

remains a standard text to this day but he only devoted one paragraph to the subject.11 

Likewise, Augustus Strong’s 1100 page Systematic Theology published in 1907 and 

William G.T. Shedd’s 1000 page Dogmatic Theology from 1893 each gave adoption less 

																																																								
8 Millard J. Erickson, Christian Theology, 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 1998), 974–

78. 
 
9 Wayne Grudem, Systematic Theology: An Introduction to Biblical Doctrine (Grand Rapids: 

Zondervan, 1994), 736–45. 
 
10 Charles Hodge, Systematic Theology, vol. 3 (Peabody, Mass.: Hendrickson Publishers, 1999), 

129. Adoption does not appear in the index of subjects on its own or under the heading of justification. 
 
11 Louis Berkhof, Systematic Theology, New Combined Edition (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans 

Publishing Co., 1996), 515–16.  
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than half a page.12 Were these books indicative of a historical neglect of adoption or 

would further research uncover writings that gave attention to the subject? 

Second, were believers missing out on the life-transforming effects of Paul’s 

teaching due to a neglect of teaching on the subject? As I learned more about the doctrine 

of adoption, I discovered that it is intended to provide relief and strength to some of the 

most common struggles believers face in their day to day lives. These include areas such 

as how to know if one is truly accepted by God, how to face the suffering and trials of 

life, and how to understand the work of the Holy Spirit. Yet, if adoption has the power to 

transform believers’ lives, why could I not find many books that explained it, songs that 

celebrated it, or sermons that expounded it? If believers knew about this would it help 

form their identity before God? Would it increase their assurance of salvation? Would it 

enable them to deal more effectively with the suffering in their lives? Would they relate 

to one another better if they viewed each other as brothers and sisters in Christ? My 

personal experience with adoption had been life changing and so I began to wonder if it 

would have the same effect on others if they also had the opportunity to encounter it. 

The third troubling question was even more basic: what does the Bible actually 

teach about adoption? On one level the answer appeared simple: in Christ believers are 

granted the status of sons in God’s family. However, further study raised many questions 

about the meaning of adoption. For instance, some authors such as Sinclair Ferguson and 

J.I. Packer seem to use adoption as a synonym for being a child of God and therefore tie 

just about every verse about sonship or being a child of God in the New Testament to the 

																																																								
12 Augustus Hopkins Strong, Systematic Theology (Valley Forge, PA: Judson Press, 1993), 857; 

William G.T. Shedd, Dogmatic Theology, ed. Alan W. Gomes, 3 edition (Phillipsburg, N.J: P & R 
Publishing, 2003), 714.  
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overarching theme of adoption.13 Yet, it is only the apostle Paul who uses the word 

huiothesia. While it is very possible for other authors to speak about the concept of 

adoption without using the actual word, this raised the question as to whether or not 

authors like John and the writer to the Hebrews are speaking about the same thing as Paul 

when he employs the terminology of huiothesia.  

Further confusion resulted from not understanding how adoption related to other 

soteriological doctrines such as justification and regeneration. Is adoption distinct from 

justification as Packer’s quote indicates? Most systematic theology books within the 

Reformed tradition disagree and make adoption a subset of justification. Chapter 2 will 

trace this back to the influence of Francis Turretin who wrote, “What is the adoption 

which is given us in justification?” and replied, “Adoption is included in justification as a 

part which, with the remission of sins, constitutes the whole of this benefit.”14 Similarly, 

is adoption basically the same as regeneration or is it different?  

Packer’s quote raised a further troubling question about the meaning of adoption: 

is adoption truly greater than justification? Many authors make adoption the supreme 

category for Christian living. For instance, Sinclair Ferguson writes, “the notion that we 

are children of God, his own sons and daughters, lies at the heart of all Christian 

theology, and is the mainspring of all Christian living.”15 Packer agrees and declares, 

																																																								
13 Throughout their books both of these authors move back and forth between the language and 

verses that directly speak of adoption and the language and verses that speak about believers as the 
children, or sons, of God. Sinclair B. Ferguson, Children of the Living God (Edinburgh: The Banner of 
Truth Trust, 1989); Packer, Knowing God. 

 
14 Francis Turretin, Institutes of Elenctic Theology, ed. James T. Dennison Jr., trans. George Giger 

Musgrave, vol. 2 (Phillipsburg, N.J: P&R Publishing, 1992), 668. 
 
15 Ferguson, Children of the Living God, 5.  
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“The entire Christian life has to be understood in terms of [adoption]. Sonship must be 

the controlling thought—the normative category, if you like—at every point.16  

Alongside these questions were numerous exegetical questions. Speaking of Israel 

in Romans 9:4, Paul says “to them belong the adoption.” In what sense is Israel adopted 

and how does this relate to the Christian’s adoption? If believers have already been 

adopted as Paul makes clear in Galatians 4:6 (“you are sons”), why does Paul talk about 

adoption in a future sense in Romans 8:23: “we wait eagerly for adoption as sons”? Paul 

then defines this future sense of adoption as “the redemption of our bodies” (Rom 8:23b), 

but what do our bodies have to do with adoption? Additionally, how can Paul call himself 

a “slave of Christ” in Galatians 1:10 but then only a few chapters later declare that 

believers are no longer slaves but sons (Gal 4:7)? Finally, why does Paul speak of 

“adoption as sons” instead of using more gender inclusive language such as “adoption as 

sons and daughters?”  

In summary, the personal background noted above led to the conclusion that 

Paul’s doctrine of adoption is intended to transform key areas in a believer’s life and 

result in praise to God for his glorious grace. However, this personal background also 

provoked many questions about Paul’s doctrine of adoption and preliminary research 

indicated that Paul’s doctrine of adoption had received little theological treatment, 

particularly in comparison to doctrines such as justification and regeneration. If these 

initial ideas were true then it meant that, due to the neglect of adoption, contemporary 

believers lack the transforming potential that an encounter with the doctrine of adoption 

could have in their lives and God’s grace is not exalted to the degree it deserves.  

 
																																																								

16 Packer, Knowing God, 209. Emphasis original. 
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Project Description 

 
The background noted above provoked two fundamental questions that formed 

the basis of this project: 1) what is Paul’s doctrine of adoption, and 2) is it possible to 

design an experiment that measures the effect of Paul’s doctrine of adoption in the lives 

of believers? The research on Paul’s doctrine of adoption was accomplished through a 

literature review (see chapter 2) and a fresh exegetical analysis of the five Pauline texts 

on adoption (see chapter 3).  

An experiment was then devised using a quasi-experimental design.17 In essence, 

this design included an observation (pretest), an intervention (sermons on Paul’s doctrine 

of adoption) and an observation (posttest). This experiment can be summarized in four 

points. First, the research from chapters 2 and 3 was shaped into an eight-part sermon 

series designed to expound, illustrate, and apply the key elements of Paul’s doctrine of 

adoption. This series was preached at Central Baptist Church in Victoria between January 

13 and March 3, 2019 (see appendices 2-9). Second, a questionnaire was developed to 

measure the knowledge, beliefs, attitudes, and behaviours of respondents as they relate to 

the key aspects of Paul’s doctrine of adoption (see appendix 1). Third, two randomized 

groups were selected from a list of members and congregants attending Central Baptist 

Church. One group was asked to complete the questionnaire before the sermons and 

another group was asked to complete it after the sermons (see research methodology in 

chapter 4). Finally, the responses from the before and after groups were analyzed using 

statistical tests (e.g., chi-square tests) to determine statistical differences between the two 

groups. Various questions were also used to more directly assess the impact of the 
																																																								

17 Lawrence W. Neuman, Basics of Social Research: Qualitative and Quantitative Approaches, 
2nd ed. (Boston: Pearson, 2007), 205–12. 



	

 11 

sermon series (see findings and analysis in chapter 4). Finally, eight implications were 

suggested on the basis of the research results (see chapter 5).  

 
Purpose, Research Question, and Hypothesis 

 
It is the purpose of this project to magnify the grace of God by developing a clear 

exposition of Paul’s doctrine of adoption that is communicated to a group of believers in 

order to investigate its effect in their lives. The research question for this project is as 

follows: what effect will an eight-part sermon series on Paul’s doctrine of adoption have 

in the lives of participants from Central Baptist Church, Victoria? 

Based upon personal and pastoral experience, and after reviewing the current 

literature, the hypothesis at the beginning of this project was that participants in the after 

sample (i.e., those who heard the eight-part sermon series on Paul’s doctrine of adoption) 

would have higher statistical averages than those in the before sample (i.e., those who did 

not hear the sermon series). Since beliefs, attitudes, and behaviours take time to change 

and can be influenced by many factors, it was thought that the greatest differences would 

be seen in the area of knowledge. Additionally, it was hypothesized that there would be 

significant statistical differences in the area of assurance of salvation with the after group 

reflecting higher scores. 

 
 “Adoption as Sons” and Gender Inclusive Language 

 
 

 Paul employs exclusively masculine language when expounding his doctrine of 

adoption. There are at least four reasons why this language should not offend modern 

readers but should also be applied in terms of “sons and daughters” or “children of God.” 



	

 12 

 First, the biblical authors and Paul himself use masculine and feminine metaphors 

to describe God’s people. For instance, Paul refers to the Church as “the bride of Christ” 

(2 Cor 11:2). Just as modern men need not take offense that they are referred to using 

feminine imagery and language, modern women need not take offense that they are 

referred to using the masculine imagery and the language of “sons.” 

Second, the concept and language of adoption required Paul to use “sons” and not 

“sons and daughters” or “children.” Paul uses the language of “adoption as sons” for two 

reasons that will be fully developed in chapter 3. First, in Paul’s day the father of a 

household would adopt a mature male for the purpose of having an heir to carry on the 

family name and wealth. Mature women were not legally adopted for this purpose and so 

it would have been nonsensical for Paul to speak of “adoption as sons and daughters.” 

Second, Paul is picking up the language of Israel whom God adopted as his son (Rom 

9:4). 

Third, we may rightly use “sons and daughters” in application for Paul intended 

that both Christian males and Christian females understand themselves as possessing the 

status that only males did within Roman culture. As Paul writes, in Galatians 3:26, “in 

Christ Jesus you are all sons of God, through faith.” Paul’s application of sonship to 

females was a subversive act for he was declaring that what females could not receive in 

their culture (i.e., adoption that made one an heir) they had now received in Christ.  

Fourth, in Romans 8:15 Paul speaks of believers receiving the “Spirit of adoption 

as sons” (huiothesias) but then immediately switches to the more generic and gender 

inclusive term for “children” (tekna) in Romans 8:16: “The Spirit himself bears witness 
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with our spirit that we are children (tekna) of God.” Since Paul felt free to move between 

the two terms, it seems wise to follow his example.  

In summary, Paul used adoption to emphasize that all believers, whether Jew or 

Gentile, male or female, have received the full rights that only adopted sons received in 

Paul’s day and that Israel received from God. Therefore, it is appropriate to explain 

adoption in terms of sonship but in application to use “sons and daughters,” or “children 

of God.” 

 
Conclusion 

 
 
In 1864, the Scottish theologian Robert Candlish delivered the Cunningham 

Lectures in Edinburgh on “The Fatherhood of God.” He spoke on the Bible’s doctrine of 

adoption and emphasized the fact that the doctrine of adoption had not yet been 

developed in Church history. He excused the Reformers for their neglect of adoption by 

appealing to the idea that their hands were already full with the doctrine of justification. 

He also exempted the early church fathers citing the fact that they were wholly absorbed 

with the doctrine of the Trinity. Yet, as Candlish began his conclusion, he said,  

I do so with the feeling that, however inadequately I have handled my great 
theme, I have at least thrown out some suggestive thoughts, and in the hope that 
more competent workmen may enter into my labour and rear a better structure. 
For I cannot divest myself of the impression that the subject has not hitherto been 
adequately treated in the Church.18 

 
Candlish believed that he, and all those who had come before him, had only 

begun to discover the riches that the doctrine of adoption has to offer: “I have long had 

the impression, that in the region of that great truth there lies a rich field of precious ore, 

																																																								
18 R.S. Candlish, The Fatherhood of God: Being the First Course of the Cunningham Lectures 

(Edinburgh: Adam and Charles Black, 1865), 282. 
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yet to be surveyed and explored; and that somewhere in that direction, theology has fresh 

work to do, and fresh treasures to bring out of the storehouse of the Divine Word.”19 

Candlish drew specific attention and praise to the Westminster Assembly for devoting a 

separate chapter to adoption in the Westminster Confession of Faith. However, he also 

pointed out that they did not mine its riches with anything near the effort they put into 

mining other doctrines, such as justification. In light of this Candlish said,  

I hold them, therefore, to have virtually left the whole of that department of 
theology which bears on God’s paternal relation to his people, and their filial 
relation to him an entirely open question,—a perfect tabula rasa,—so far as any 
verdict or deliverance of theirs is concerned. I consider that we have the fullest 
liberty to sink new shafts in this mine, which they evidently had not explored, if 
only we take care that our diggings shall do no damage to any of the far more 
important mines which they did explore,—and explored so thoroughly and so 
well.”20 

 
Candlish argued that his generation was well positioned to take up the task of 

mining this great doctrine and sought to encourage his hearers to do so: “I thoroughly 

believe that the line of inquiry which I have been tracing is as safe as I think it will prove 

to be interesting for anyone who will prosecute it with due reverence, docility, and 

humility of spirit. I commend the subject to the study of younger and fresher minds.”21 

While Candlish’s commendation went largely unheeded in his generation, it will be 

shown in chapter 2 that this present generation stands at another opportune season to 

mine the doctrine of adoption. This project, therefore, seeks to “sink new shafts” in the 

mine of adoption in order to investigate the effect these riches have in the lives of God’s 

sons and daughters.  

																																																								
19 Candlish, 284. 
 
20 Candlish, 286–87. 
 
21 Candlish, 288. 
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
 

Over these two millennia very little has been written exclusively on the theme of 
adoption. . . . In perusing the literature one is not only staggered by the lack of 
attention adoption has received, but also by the silence about this inattention! 
 

—Tim Trumper 
 
 

Adoption is about being wanted. It is about belonging. These are deeply emotive 
themes, which resonate with the cares and concerns of many in our increasingly 
fractured society. To be adopted is to be invited into a loving caring environment. 
It is about being welcomed, wanted and invited. Adoption celebrates the privilege 
of invitation, in which the outsider is welcomed into the fold of faith and love. 

 
—Alistair McGrath 

 
 

This chapter seeks to justify the need for this project by placing it within the 

framework of what others in Church history have said about the believer’s adoption in 

Christ. It is the thesis of this researcher that a project on the impact of Paul’s doctrine of 

adoption in the lives of believers is needed because of, (1) the neglect of adoption in the 

history of Christian doctrine, (2) the confusion of adoption with other soteriological 

metaphors that results in a loss of its distinct nature and important status, and (3) the 

transformational power it can have in the lives of believers.  

 
The Neglect of Adoption in Church History 

 
 

J.I. Packer declares, “Our understanding of Christianity cannot be better than our 

grasp of adoption.”1 In light of such an assertion, it is astonishing to discover that the 

doctrine of adoption has received very little attention in Church history. While Mark 

																																																								
1 J. I. Packer, Knowing God (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 1993), 202.  
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Stibbe overstates the case in saying, “Adoption has been the most neglected doctrine in 

the church,”2 it is not too much to say with Robert Webb that “the evangelical doctrine of 

Adoption . . . has received but slender treatment at the hands of theologians. It has been 

handled with a meagerness entirely out of proportion to its intrinsic importance, and with 

a subordination which allows it only a parenthetical place in the system of evangelical 

truth.”3 David Garner protests that this complaint of neglect is raised too much and thus 

undermines the credibility of the claim: “It has become almost annoyingly habitual for 

contemporary students of adoption to complain about the dearth of attention to it. The 

more the complaint is followed by an exposition of adoption, the less credible the 

complaint seems.”4 Despite this comment, Garner himself goes on to say, “Yet, however, 

tedious the petulance, a survey of theological literature and even a survey of systematic 

theologies will simply confirm the inadequacy of the doctrine’s treatment. . . . Adoption 

has suffered too long as a nomad.”5 

A small, but growing, number of voices over the past two centuries have drawn 

attention to this widespread neglect and have called for greater attention to be given to 

adoption. Here in part one, this researcher joins these voices, seeking to establish the 

need for this project by demonstrating the neglect of adoption in the creeds and general 

writings of Church history. 

 

																																																								
2 Mark Stibbe, From Orphans to Heirs: Celebrating Our Spiritual Adoption (Abingdon: The Bible 

Reading Fellowship, 2005), 58. 
 
3 Robert Alexander Webb, The Reformed Doctrine of Adoption (Harrisonburg, VA: Sprinkle 

Publications, 2012), 17. 
 
4 David B. Garner, Sons in the Son: The Riches and Reach of Adoption in Christ (Phillipsburg, 

N.J: P&R Publishing, 2017), Location 862, 6114, Kindle. 
 
5 Garner, Location 862, Kindle. 
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Neglect in the Creeds and Confessions 

 
Phillip Schaff’s The Creeds of Christendom assembles all the major creeds and 

confessions from the first nineteen centuries of the Christian Church. Schaff’s three 

volumes span over 2500 pages and yet only six confessions contain distinct statements on 

the doctrine of adoption. Since creeds and confessions are public statements of faith that 

reveal what Christians regard as essential for the belief and well-being of the Church, the 

scant few references reveal the low estimation adoption has held in the minds of most 

throughout the history of the Church.6  

The Westminster Confession of Faith (1646) is the first creed or confession in 

history to devote an individual chapter to adoption.7 While this is the shortest chapter in 

the entire confession (and is sandwiched between two larger chapters on justification and 

sanctification) it nevertheless stands out by the mere fact that the Westminster Assembly 

considered adoption to be of such importance that it required its own chapter. The chapter 

reads as follows:  

Chapter XII: On Adoption 
All those that are justified, God vouchsafeth, in and for his only Son Jesus Christ, 
to make partakers of the grace of adoption: by which they are taken into the 
number, and enjoy the liberties and privileges of the children of God; have his 
name put upon them; receive the Spirit of adoption; have access to the throne of 
grace with boldness; are enabled to cry, Abba, Father; are pitied, protected, 
provided for, and chastened by his as by a father; yet never cast off, but sealed to 
the day of redemption, and inherit the promises, as heirs of everlasting salvation. 
 

																																																								
6 Tim J.R. Trumper, “A Theological History of Adoption: I. An Account,” Scottish Bulletin of 

Evangelical Theology 20 (2002): 7–8. 
 
7 The Scottish Craig’s Catechism of 1581 has two very small sections on adoption: “The Certainty 

of Adoption” and “The Trial of Adoption.” 
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The Westminster Assembly then amplified the importance of adoption when they 

included it in the Westminster Shorter Catechism and the Westminster Larger Catechism. 

Both catechisms ask the question, “What is Adoption?”  

Answer 34 (Shorter Catechism) 
Adoption is an act of God's free grace, whereby we are received into the number, 
and have a right to all the privileges of the sons of God. 
 
Answer 74 (Large Catechism) 
Adoption is an act of the free grace of God, in and for his only Son Jesus Christ, 
whereby all those that are justified are received into the number of his children, 
have his name put upon them, the Spirit of his Son given to them, are under his 
fatherly care and dispensations, admitted to all the liberties and privileges of the 
sons of God, made heirs of all the promises, and fellow-heirs with Christ in glory. 
 
Two of the other six confessions in Schaff’s collection of creeds that devote a 

specific article to adoption come through the Reformed tradition and simply copy the 

Westminster Confession (the Savoy Declaration of 1658 and the Baptist Confession of 

Faith of 1689). The remaining three confessions are from the liberal tradition of the 

nineteenth century that gave focus to the Fatherhood of God.  

Tim Trumper shows eighteen other confessions within Schaff’s work that, while 

not including a specific article on adoption, “make passing allusions to adoption or at 

least employ the sort of familial terminology that can be construed as such.”8 However, 

he goes on to warn that this list can be deceptive because it contains even the faintest 

																																																								
8 “These include: (1) The Councils of Toledo (675) and the Synod of Frankfurt (794), which 

discuss adoption in relation to the sonship of Christ; (2) The Sixty-Seven Articles or Conclusions of Ulrich 
Zwingli (1523); (3) The Anglican Catechism (1549); (4) The French Confession of Faith (1559); (5) The 
Scots Confession of Faith (1560); (6) The Canons and Dogmatic Decrees of the Council of Trent (1563); 
(7) The Heidelberg Catechism (1563); (8) The Second Helvetic Confession (1566); (9) The Thirty-Nine 
Articles of the Church of England (1566); (10) Formula Concordiae (1576 (L. 1584)); (11) The Saxon 
Visitation Articles, 1592; (12) The Irish Articles of Religion (1615); (13) The Canons of the Synod of Dort 
(1618-19); (14) The Orthodox Confession of the Eastern Church (1643); (15) The Confession of the 
Waldenses (1655); (16) The Confession of Dositheus, or The Eighteen Decrees of the Synod of Jerusalem 
(1672); Reformed Episcopal Church in America (1875); the National Council of the Congregational 
Churches of the U.S.’s statement of doctrine (1883).” Trumper, “A Theological History of Adoption: I. An 
Account,” 7–8. 
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allusions to the familial language of adoption in Creeds of Christendom. Aside from 

some rare examples such as The Thirty-Nine Articles of the Church of England, The 

Heidelberg Catechism, and The Canons of the Synod of Dort, the vast majority of creeds 

and confessions are silent on the subject of adoption.  

Of particular interest to this project is the place of adoption within the creeds, or 

statements of faith, of evangelical denominations in Canada.9 This researcher examined 

the beliefs of denominations that are members of the national association called The 

Evangelical Fellowship of Canada (EFC), which includes many of the largest 

denominations that identify as being evangelical in Canada.  Not surprisingly, this 

research revealed that evangelical denominations in Canada strongly declare the necessity 

of salvation through faith in Jesus Christ and consistently provide a clear, and often 

sizeable, statement on justification and/or regeneration/new birth. The same, however, 

cannot be said of adoption. On this topic, the official statements of belief can be divided 

into three categories.  

The first category includes statements of belief that contain no reference to 

adoption and no description of believers as children, or sons, of God. These include: The 

Pentecostal Assemblies of Canada,10 The Fellowship of Evangelical Baptist Churches in 

																																																								
9 The Evangelical Fellowship of Canada defines “evangelicals” in two primary ways: according to 

beliefs and behaviours, and as a movement. In regard to beliefs and behaviours, evangelicals have four 
particular emphases as outlined by the Bebbington Quadrilateral: 1) Biblicism: Devotion to the Bible as 
God's word; 2) Crucicentrism: The centrality of the cross of Christ in evangelical teaching and preaching; 
3) Activism: Cooperating in the mission of God through evangelism and charitable works; 4) 
Conversionism: The conviction that each person must turn from their sin, believe in the saving work of 
Christ, and commit themselves to a life of discipleship and service. Further, evangelicals can be defined as 
those individuals, or denominations that follow in the historic movement known as Evangelicalism. 
Recently, this has expanded to include groups within the Reformed and Anglican traditions.  
 

10 “What We Believe,” The Pentecostal Assemblies of Canada, accessed September 18, 2017, 
https://paoc.org/family/what-we-believe. 
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Canada,11 Evangelical Free Church of Canada,12 Baptist General Conference of Canada,13 

Church of the Nazarene Canada,14 Evangelical Mennonite Conference,15 Canadian 

Baptists of Western Canada,16 Canadian Baptists of Atlantic Canada,17 Calvary Chapel 

Association,18 Canadian Foursquare Church,19 Apostolic Church of Pentecost of 

Canada,20 Congregational Christian Churches in Canada,21 Associated Gospel Churches 

of Canada,22 Evangelical Missionary Church of Canada,23 Grace Communion 

																																																								
11 “What We Believe,” The Fellowship, accessed September 18, 2017, 

http://www.fellowship.ca/WhatWeBelieve. Fellowship Pacific (the region of the FEBCC to which this 
researcher belongs) has a much longer statement of belief but this also has no reference, or even allusion, to 
adoption or becoming children of God. “Statement of Faith,” Fellowship Pacific, accessed September 18, 
2017, http://www.febpacific.ca/beliefs. 

 
12 “The EFCC’s Official Statement of Faith,” EFCC, accessed September 18, 2017, 

http://www.efccm.ca/wordpress/aboutus/learn-about-the-efcc/important-info/statement-of-faith/. 
 
13 “What We Believe,” Baptist General Conference of Canada, accessed September 18, 2017, 

https://www.bgc.ca/about-us/what-we-believe. 
 
14 “Doctrine,” Church of the Nazarene Canada, accessed September 18, 2017, 

https://www.nazarene.ca/about_us. 
 
15 “EMC Statement of Faith (Unabridged),” Evangelical Mennonite Conference, accessed October 

21, 2017, http://www.emconference.ca/about/what-we-believe/statement-of-faith-unabridged/. 
 
16 “Statement of Faith,” Canadian Baptists of Western Canada, accessed September 18, 2017, 

http://cbwc.ca/about/. 
 
17 “The Basis of Union: A Statement of Agreed Doctrine and Church Polity,” Canadian Baptists of 

Atlantic Canada, accessed October 21, 2017, http://baptist-atlantic.ca/wp-
content/uploads/2012/02/Basis_of_Union-updated-2017-with-new-CBAC-name.pdf. 

 
18 “Statement of Faith,” Calvary Chapel Association, accessed September 18, 2017, 

https://www.nazarene.ca/about_us. 
 
19 “What We Believe,” Canadian Foursquare Church, accessed September 18, 2017, 

http://www.foursquare.ca/what-we-believe.html. 
 
20 “What We Believe,” Apostolic Church of Pentecost of Canada Inc., accessed October 21, 2017, 

http://www.acop.ca/about/#faithstatement. 
 
21 “Our Core Beliefs,” Congregational Christian Churches in Canada, accessed October 21, 2017, 

http://www.cccc.ca/corebeliefs. 
 
22 “Our Beliefs,” Associated Gospel Churches of Canada, accessed October 21, 2017, 

http://www.acop.ca/about/#faithstatement. 
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International Canada,24 Independent Assemblies of God International Canada,25 and the 

Pentecostal Assemblies of Newfoundland and Labrador.26 

The second category are those statements of belief that make no reference to 

adoption but include one description of believers as children, or sons, of God. These 

include the Canadian Baptists of Ontario and Quebec who declare that “baptism 

witnesses that we are children of God,”27 Vineyard Canada who paraphrase Christ’s 

return in the language of Romans 8:21 as “the liberation of all God’s children,”28 the 

Fellowship of Evangelical Bible Churches who refer to the discipline of believers saying, 

“Our righteous Father cannot overlook the sin of his children,”29 the North American 

Baptists who state that “As a child of God, the believer is acquitted of all guilt,”30 and 

The United Brethren Church in Canada who speak of the ordinances and declare that “it 

																																																																																																																																																																					
23 “Articles of Faith and Practice,” Evangelical Missionary Church of Canada, accessed October 

21, 2017, 
https://www.emcc.ca/files/emccadmin/Resource%20Documents/PositionPapers/articles_of_faith_and_prac
tice.pdf. 

 
24 “Summary of Beliefs,” Grace Communion International - Canada, accessed October 21, 2017, 

http://www.gcicanada.ca/we_believe.html. 
 
25 “Statement of Faith,” Independent Assemblies of God International (Canada), accessed October 

21, 2017, http://www.iaogcan.com/pdf/forms/FORMFaith-2008.pdf. 
 
26 “We Believe,” Pentecostal Assemblies of Newfoundland and Labrador, accessed October 21, 

2017, https://www.paonl.ca/about/. 
 
27 “This We Believe: Resources for Faith with Baptist Distinctives,” Canadian Baptist of Ontario 

and Quebec, accessed October 21, 2017, https://baptist.ca/about/what-do-baptists-believe/. 
 
28 “The Vineyard,” Vineyard Canada, accessed September 18, 2017, 

https://www.vineyard.ca/about.php. 
 
29 “Articles of Faith,” Fellowship of Evangelical Bible Churches, accessed October 21, 2017, 

http://www.fellowshipforward.org/doctrine.html. 
 
30 “Our Beliefs,” North American Baptist Conference, accessed October 21, 2017, 

https://nabconference.org/us/#our_beliefs. 



 22 

is incumbent on all the children of God to practice them.”31 While it is encouraging to 

read such familial language, these references hardly qualify as examples of adoption 

within official Canadian evangelical statements of belief and should likely be included in 

the first category.  

The third category is those statements that make at least one direct reference to 

adoption and at least one description of believers as children, or sons, of God. The 

Christian Missionary and Alliance in Canada speaks of those who repent and believe in 

Christ as being “granted the gift of eternal life as adopted children of God.”32 The 

Brethren in Christ Church of Canada speak of being “adopted into God’s family” and of 

the Holy Spirit as the one who “helps the children of God in their need.”33 The 

Evangelical Covenant Church of Canada refers to the Spirit crying out “Abba” because 

“we have been adopted into the family of God” and has a few references to believers as 

the children of God.34  

The Canadian Conference of Mennonite Brethren Churches (CCMBC) is one of 

the best examples within this third category.35 The CCMBC does not devote a separate 

																																																								
31 “Confession of Faith,” The United Brethren Church in Canada, accessed October 21, 2017, 

https://www.ubcanada.org/beliefs/4-confession-of-faith. 
 
32 “Statement of Faith,” The Christian Missionary and Alliance in Canada, Article 6, accessed 

September 15, 2017, https://www.cmacan.org/statement-of-faith. 
 
33 “Articles of Faith and Doctrine: The Holy Spirit and the Church,” Brethren in Christ Church of 

Canada, accessed October 21, 2017, http://www.canadianbic.ca/about-us/articles-of-faith-and-
doctrine/jesus-christ-and-salvation/. 

 
34 It should be noted that “Covenant Affirmations” is very comprehensive (13 pages), including a 

large article on regeneration but no separate article on adoption. “Beliefs,” Evangelical Covenant Church of 
Canada, accessed October 21, 2017, http://www.covchurch.ca/beliefs/. 

 
35 It should be noted that the following is from the “The MB Confession of Faith Detailed 

Edition,” which is quite comprehensive (12 pages). The “The MB Confession of Faith Digest Edition” 
(which is of equivalent length to most other evangelical statements of faith) makes no reference to adoption 
but does conclude the statement on “Salvation” with, “All creation eagerly awaits its liberation from 
bondage into the freedom of the glory of God’s children.” “The MB Confession of Faith Digest Edition,” 
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article to adoption but weaves it throughout the entire confession beginning with the 

article on “God the Father”: “Through Jesus Christ the Father adopts all who respond in 

faith to the gospel.”36 The article on “God the Father” also speaks of the Father giving 

“the Counselor – the Holy Spirit – to all his children.”37 Further, the article on “God the 

Holy Spirit” directly links adoption to the ministry of the Spirit: “The indwelling Spirit 

testifies that they are God’s children. . . . As Comforter, the Holy Spirit helps God’s 

children in their weakness . . .”38 Finally, the eschatological statement on the new 

creation incorporates familial language: “All God’s children will be united with Christ 

when he appears and will reign with him in glory.”39 As chapter 3 will demonstrate, the 

CCMBC’s use of adoption throughout many different parts of redemptive history 

accurately reflects how Paul speaks of adoption.  

It is not surprising to find that two denominations within the Wesleyan tradition 

also fit into this third category since they base their beliefs on John Wesley’s revision of 

the Thirty-Nine Articles of the Church of England, which contains two references to 

adoption. More encouraging, though, is the fact that The Free Methodist Church in 

Canada is the only evangelical denomination in Canada to dedicate an individual 

statement to the topic of adoption within its official beliefs. This is placed after the 

statements on justification and regeneration but before the statement on sanctification: 

																																																																																																																																																																					
Canadian Conference of Mennonite Brethren Churches, accessed November 8, 2017, 
http://www.mennonitebrethren.ca/resource/the-mb-confession-of-faith-digest-edition/.  

 
36 “The MB Confession of Faith Detailed Edition,” Canadian Conference of Mennonite Brethren 

Churches, accessed September 15, 2017, http://www.mennonitebrethren.ca/resource/the-mb-confession-of-
faith-detailed-edition/. 

 
37 “The MB Confession of Faith Detailed Edition.” 
 
38 “The MB Confession of Faith Detailed Edition.” 
 
39 “The MB Confession of Faith Detailed Edition.” 
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“Adoption is a filial term full of warmth, love, and acceptance. It denotes that by a new 

relationship in Christ, believers have become His wanted children freed from the mastery 

of both sin and Satan. Believers have the witness of the Spirit that they are children of 

God.”40 Likewise, The Wesleyan Church holds adoption in high regard placing it within 

the article entitled, “Justification, Regeneration and Adoption.” This article refers to 

being justified, regenerated, “adopted into the family of God, and assured of personal 

salvation through the witness of the Holy Spirit.” It goes on to say, “We believe that 

adoption is the act of God by which the justified and regenerated believer becomes a 

partaker of all the rights, privileges and responsibilities of a child of God.”41  

If the definition of “evangelical” is broadened to include those Anglican and 

Reformed churches that are members of The Evangelical Fellowship of Canada, then the 

third category also includes the Anglican Network of Canada,42 Anglican Catholic 

Church of Canada,43 Christian Reformed Church,44 and the Reformed Church in America 

(Regional Synod of Canada Inc.).45  

																																																								
40 “Articles of Religion,” The Free Methodist Church in Canada, accessed October 21, 2017, 

https://www.fmcic.ca/our-ethos/articles-of-religion/. 
 
41 “Articles of Religion,” The Wesleyan Church, accessed October 21, 2017, 

https://www.wesleyan.org/about/articles-of-religion. 
 
42 They hold to the Thirty-Nine Articles of the Church of England, which includes two references 

to adoption. “Who We Are,” Anglican Network in Canada, accessed October 26, 2017, 
http://www.anglicannetwork.ca/who.htm. 

 
43 They hold to the Thirty-Nine Articles of the Church of England, which includes two references 

to adoption. “About,” Anglican Catholic Church of Canada, accessed November 1, 2017, 
http://www.anglicancatholic.ca/who-are-we/. 
 

44 They hold to the Canons of Dort, the Heidelberg Catechism, and the Belgic Confession, which 
refer to adoption and to believers as children of God. “Our Faith,” Christian Reformed Church, accessed 
October 26, 2017, https://www.crcna.org/welcome/beliefs. 

 
45 They hold to the Canons of Dort, the Heidelberg Catechism, and the Belgic Confession, which 

refer to adoption and to believers as children of God. “Mission and Beliefs,” Regional Synod Canada, 
accessed October 26, 2017, http://www.synodcanada.com/mission-and-beliefs.html. 
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While the space given to outlining the details of the third category may give the 

impression that adoption is well represented, it must be noted again that the vast majority 

of evangelical denominations in Canada (22 of 32, or 69%, of denominations surveyed) 

make no reference to adoption. This percentage increases if those denominations that are 

not traditionally referred to as “evangelical” are removed (22 of 28, or 79%, make no 

reference to adoption). Furthermore, it is striking that among the ten denominations that 

do speak of adoption and believers as the children, or sons, of God, a mere three of these 

give an explanation as to what is meant while the remaining seven only make a passing 

reference to adoption without giving any explanation. Table 1 lays out results of the 

research described above.  

 
Table 1. The place of adoption within Canadian evangelical statements of faith  

No reference 
to adoption.46 

1 or 2 reference(s) to adoption and 
children/sons of God but no 
explanation given.47 

Multiple references to adoption 
and to children/sons of God with 
an explanation.48 
 

22 7         3  
 

Although there are some commendable exceptions, it is this researcher’s 

conclusion that most evangelical denominations in Canada follow the pattern of history in 

placing great emphasis on justification and regeneration but neglecting adoption. Some 

hypotheses for why this is the case will be offered below. 

																																																								
46 Includes all denominations listed in categories one and two. 
 
47 Includes Christian Missionary and Alliance in Canada, The Brethren in Christ Church of 

Canada, The Evangelical Covenant Church of Canada, Anglican Network of Canada, Anglican Catholic 
Church of Canada, Christian Reformed Church, Reformed Church in America (Regional Synod of Canada 
Inc.). 

 
48 Includes, Canadian Conference of Mennonite Brethren Churches, The Free Methodist Church in 

Canada, The Wesleyan Church,  
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Neglect in the General Writings of Church History 
 
 
 While the creeds and confessions give little or no place to adoption, it may be 

thought that adoption appears more frequently in the general writings of Church history. 

Here too, however, it is discovered that aside from some shining examples like Irenaeus, 

Athanasius, John Calvin, the Puritans, a handful of figures in the nineteenth century, and 

a growing number of contemporary Reformed and evangelical theologians, there is 

widespread neglect. Trumper, who is one of the leading contemporary theologians on 

Paul’s doctrine of adoption, outlines the entire history of writings on adoption in a mere 

fifteen pages.49 One can only imagine how daunting a task it would be to write a 

literature review on another aspect of soteriology such as justification. Yet, the mere fact 

that it is possible to do this with adoption in a manner that is both comprehensive and 

succinct exposes how little attention has been given to the subject.  

This section will trace the history of the neglect of adoption within the writings of 

Church history. At critical junctures of history numerous hypotheses will be offered for 

why adoption has been neglected. 

 Beginning with the early Church fathers, Trumper demonstrates that, aside from 

the example of Irenaeus who regularly speaks of the “adoption as sons” in works like 

Against Heresies, little or no attention was given to adoption.50 While the Greek fathers 

of the third and fourth centuries, such as Origen, gave some attention to the familial 

themes of scripture, it was Athanasius who first gave significant emphasis to the 

Fatherhood of God.  

																																																								
49 Trumper, “A Theological History of Adoption: I. An Account,” 13–28. 

 
50 Trumper, 15.  
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Why was adoption so neglected? This researcher’s first hypothesis is the 

influence of Augustinian theology on the Church: “With the theology of Augustine the 

Fatherhood of God . . . passed entirely out of sight. It had been replaced by the 

conception of His sovereignty.”51 Trumper adds to this saying, “In the millennium 

following Augustine western interest in the Fatherhood of God waned as the sovereignty 

of God came to dominate dogmatic interest. . . . By the Reformation, then, western 

soteriology had, it appears, become thoroughly juridical.”52 Martin Luther’s 

commentaries on Galatians and Romans (which contain four of the five New Testament 

uses of huiothesia) give little attention to the Fatherhood of God. It has been noted that it 

was only when Luther became a father himself that he began to realize the intimacy and 

joy associated with the Fatherhood of God.53  

In Luther (and those who followed him) there is a second hypothesis for the 

neglect of adoption and that is the heavy focus on justification at the expense of adoption: 

There has sometimes been a tendency in Protestant theology, especially in the 
Lutheran Church, to lean too heavily on the doctrine of justification. This is 
understandable in view of the decisive importance of the doctrine at the  
Reformation. But the fullness of the gospel is too rich to be compressed into the 
framework of this doctrine alone. For when God extends his grace to us in Jesus 
Christ, he not only releases us from our guilt, he also receives us into his family; 
and the one thing cannot be separated from the other without the risk of serious 
misunderstanding. The doctrine of adoption is sufficiently important to merit 
treatment alongside the doctrine of justification.54 

 

																																																								
51 Scott Lidgett, The Fatherhood of God in Christian Truth and Life (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 

1902), 200.  
 
52 Trumper, “A Theological History of Adoption: I. An Account,” 17.  

 
53 Trumper, 18.  
 
54 Tim J.R. Trumper, “An Historical Study of the Doctrine of Adoption in the Calvinistic 

Tradition” (PhD diss, 2001), 16. 
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In his lectures on the Fatherhood of God, Robert Candlish stated, “the subject of adoption 

or the sonship of Christ’s disciples, did not, in [the Reformers’] theology, as it seems to 

me, occupy the place and receive the prominency to which it is, on scriptural grounds and 

warrants, entitled.”55 Yet, Candlish went to argue that we should, to a degree, excuse 

Luther and the Reformers for their neglect of adoption: 

The Reformers had enough to do to vindicate “the article of a standing or falling 
church,” – justification by faith alone; to recover it out of the chaos of Popish 
error and superstition; and to reassert it in its right connection with the Doctrine of 
the Absolute Divine Sovereignty, which Augustine had so well established. Their 
hands were full.56  
 
Preoccupation with battles over heresy and controversial doctrines seems to be a 

third hypothesis why adoption has been neglected throughout the history of the Christian 

Church. In every generation the Church gives focus to the controversies of its day 

whether it be the Trinitarian battles of the first few centuries, the battle over justification 

during the Reformation, or the battle over the authority of Scripture in the twentieth 

century. Since Paul’s teaching on adoption contains little that is controversial it was never 

thrust into the forefront of Christian thought and writing. Aaron Hartman writes, 

It appears that the theological battle of the times determines which doctrines get 
the most thought, energy, and contemplation by the church. In the first four 
centuries of the church, the identity and essence of Jesus were the first battle line. 
Was He merely a man, was He a man on whom the Spirit of God rested, or was 
He indeed the God-Man? In the seventh and eighth centuries, an Adoptionist 
controversy raged—but this one dealt with Jesus’ adoption, not ours. At the heart 
of this controversy was the theory that the Logos was the only begotten Son of 
God, but the man Jesus was the son of God by adoption. This heresy may have 
caused a degree of hesitancy in future theologians to develop a doctrine that might 
be seen as associated with it. The Reformers, during their time, were struggling to 
recover the basis of our justification (while at the same time struggling for their 
very lives). The time following this found most theologians debating soteriology, 

																																																								
55 R.S. Candlish, The Fatherhood of God: Being the First Course of the Cunningham Lectures 

(Edinburgh: Adam and Charles Black, 1865), 282–83. 
 
56 Candlish, 283. 
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justification, and the Lord’s Supper. Unfortunately, the emphasis on the doctrine 
of justification resulted in a neglect of that of adoption.57 
 
While this third hypothesis does account for some of adoption’s neglect in the 

writings of the Church, it cannot account for all of it because John Calvin represents an 

enormous exception to all that has just been said. Lidgett goes so far as to claim that, “no 

other writer of the Reformation makes such use of the Fatherhood of God.”58 While 

perhaps overstating the point, Howard Griffith claims, “The adoption of believers is at 

the heart of John Calvin’s understanding of salvation.”59 Writing his Ph.D. dissertation on 

“An Historical Study of the Doctrine of Adoption in the Calvinist Tradition,” Trumper 

argues that although the Institutes of the Christian Religion do not devote a particular 

chapter to adoption, references to this doctrine and to the Fatherhood of God are 

sprinkled throughout the work, thus showing its relative importance to Calvin.60 Sinclair 

Ferguson agrees: “[Calvin] does not treat sonship as a separate locus of theology 

precisely because it undergirds everything he writes.”61 Nevertheless, the fact that Calvin 

																																																								
57 Aaron N. Hartman, Adopted: God’s Plan “A”: The Doctrine of Adoption and Its Relationship to 

Us, the Church, and All of Creation (Sisters, OR: Deep River Books, 2013), Location 971, Kindle. See 
also: Garner, Sons in the Son, Location 843, Kindle. 
 

58 Lidgett, The Fatherhood of God in Christian Truth and Life, 253. 
 

59 Howard Griffith, “‘The First Title of the Spirit’: Adoption in Calvin’s Soteriology,” Evangelical 
Quarterly 73, no. 2 (2001): 135. 
 

60 Trumper, “An Historical Study of the Doctrine of Adoption in the Calvinistic Tradition.” This is 
demonstrated throughout but primarily in pages 1-69. 
 

61 Sinclair B. Ferguson, “The Reformed Doctrine of Sonship,” in Pulpit and People: Essays in 
Honour of William Still on His 75th Birthday, ed. Nigel M. deS. Cameron and Sinclair B. Ferguson 
(Edinburgh: Rutherford House Books, 1986), 81–86. Garner argues for the same: “Adoption is not a 
chapter in the Institutes because adoption is not reducible to a sequestered chapter in dogmatics. As Calvin 
saw it, adoption organically exposes the filial cast of the gospel itself, engages the entire scope of 
redemptive history, and informs the essence of union with Christ by the Holy Spirit, the Spirit of adoption. 
Adoption, does not reside at a point of logical categorization, but animates his entire theological 
enterprise.” Garner, Sons in the Son, Location 762, Kindle. 
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did not give a specific chapter to adoption in the Institutes gave the appearance of neglect 

and Calvin’s followers did not repeat, let alone develop, his familial emphasis.  

 The absorption of adoption into justification represents this researcher’s fourth 

hypothesis for the neglect of adoption in Church history. According to Trumper, no 

follower of Calvin “contributed more to adoption’s loss of a distinctive meaning . . . than 

the continental theologian Francis Turretin (1623-87).”62 As will be demonstrated below, 

Turretin subsumed adoption under justification thereby causing the former to lose any 

distinctive place within his views of soteriology. Since Turretin’s Institutes of Elenctic 

Theology became the primary textbook for Reformed theologians from the seventeenth to 

the nineteenth century, Turretin’s views had a major impact on subsequent Reformed 

teachers and preachers. Writing in the nineteenth century, Robert Duff stated that 

“Turretin has been accepted for two centuries as an authoritative teacher in the Christian 

Church, and . . . the doctrines he defined and upheld are those which distinguish much of 

evangelical theology of the present time.”63 Douglas Kelly concurs and shows the effect 

that Turretin’s low view of adoption had on subsequent generations.  

The majority of Reformed teachers followed their great textbook master in this 
sad omission, thus removing much of the central Biblical picture of family 
relationship from the theological curriculum. None can doubt that this narrowing 
down of the crucial relationship of redeemed humans to the Holy God into only 
forensic terms (crucial as the forensic element is to the Gospel) impacted the 
preaching of their students into a more legal, and less familial direction.64  
 

																																																								
62 Tim Trumper J.R., “A Theological History of Adoption: II. A Rationale,” Scottish Bulletin of 

Evangelical Theology 20 (2002): 187. See also: Garner, Sons in the Son, Location 849, Kindle; Ferguson, 
“The Reformed Doctrine of Sonship,” 83. 
 

63 Robert S. Duff, “Theologians of the Past - Francis Turretin,” The Catholic Presbyterian 5 
(1881): 372. 
 

64 Douglas Kelly, “Adoption: An Undeveloped Heritage of the Westminster Standards,” Reformed 
Theological Review (Australia) 50, no. Sept.-Dec. (1993): 112. 
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Trumper then traces the impact of Turretin on the influential theologian Robert 

Dabney and the generation that followed his theology. 

No one followed the Genevan theologian [Turretin] on adoption more closely 
than the nineteenth-century Southern Presbyterian, Robert L. Dabney (1820- 98). 
By Dabney's day justification had emerged from the heat of controversy and had 
been more positively expounded by Jonathan Edwards’ sermons on justification 
by faith (1734) and by George Whitefield’s evangelistic appeals to the masses to 
be right with God. Although a crucial biblical doctrine, it was the popular 
expositions of justification combined with the profile the doctrine gained in the 
preceding controversies that ensured the setting in stone of the soteric centrality of 
justification.65 
 

 Before tracing the final stages of neglect and the contemporary renaissance of 

adoption, it is important to highlight the contribution of the Puritans, many of whom were 

part of the Westminster Assembly. Although the Westminster Confession of Faith 

devotes only a short chapter to adoption, Joel Beeke argues against the idea that this 

reveals a trivial view of adoption among the Puritans. Rather, Beeke argues, the brevity is 

due to a lack of differing opinion on adoption, a lack of heresy to be refuted, and 

overlapping material in the confession’s chapters on assurance and perseverance.66  

Beeke also seeks to refute the statement of Packer that “the Puritan teaching on 

the Christian life, so strong in other ways, was notably deficient [on adoption], which is 

one reason why legalistic misunderstandings of it so easily arise.”67 Beeke states that he 

wrote Heirs of Christ: The Puritans on Adoption to disprove this statement, referring to it 

as a “caricature” of the Puritans.68 It seems that Beeke has succeeded for he traces 

bibliographic materials from the Puritans related to “more than 1,200 pages of writing on 
																																																								

65 Trumper, “A Theological History of Adoption: II. A Rationale,” 186–88. 
 

66 Joel R. Beeke, Heirs With Christ: The Puritans on Adoption (Grand Rapids: Reformation 
Heritage Books, 2008), Location 574, Kindle.  
 

67 Packer, Knowing God, 228. 
 
68 Beeke, Heirs With Christ: The Puritans on Adoption, Location 102, Kindle. 
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the doctrine of spiritual adoption.”69 Beeke laments that “as far as I know, no one to date 

has recognized the significant amount of work done by the Puritans on this subject, nor 

has anyone ever done a study on it . . . I show how Puritanism recognized adoption’s far 

reaching, transforming power and comfort for the sons and daughters of God.”70  

 Beeke notes, for instance, that William Ames (1576-1633) describes 27 

characteristics of adoption in The Marrow of Theology, Thomas Watson (1620-1686) 

devotes a chapter to adoption in A Body of Divinity, and Herma Witsius (1636-1683) 

gives a major section in The Economy of the Covenants between God and Man.71 Beeke 

also demonstrates how some Puritans wrote entire treatises on adoption.72 These are now 

out of print, which only serves to further promote the caricature that the Puritans did little 

to address adoption. This is perhaps a reason for Packer’s misjudgment despite the fact 

that he is a known authority on the Puritans.73 Far from neglecting adoption, the Puritans 

used it for pastoral purposes: “Above all, the Puritans use the truth of adoption as a 

																																																								
69 Beeke, Location 168, Kindle. 
 
70 Beeke, Location 170, Kindle. 
 
71 Beeke, Location 115, Kindle. 
 
72 Beeke, Location 141, Kindle. Eg. John Crabb. A Testimony concerning the Works of the Living 

God. Shewing how the mysteries of his workings hath worked many wayes in and amongst mankind. Or, 
The knowledge of God revealed, which shews the way from the bondage of darkness into the liberty of the 
Sons of God. London: John Gain, 1682; Simon Ford. The Spirit of Bondage and Adoption: Largely and 
Practically handled, with reference to the way and manner of working both those Effects; and the proper 
Cases of Conscience belonging to them both. London: T. Maxey, for Sa. Gellibrand, 1655; M.G.. The 
Glorious Excellencie of the Spirit of Adoption. London: Jane Coe, for Henry Overton, 1645; Thomas 
Granger. A Looking-Glasse for Christians. Or, The Comfortable Doctrine of Adoption. London: William 
Iones, 1620; Cotton Mather. The Sealed Servants of our God, Appearing with Two Witnesses, to produce a 
Well-Established Assurance of their being the Children of the Lord Almighty or, the Witness of the Holy 
Spirit, with the Spirit of the Beleever, to his Adoption of God; briefly and plainly Described. Boston: Daniel 
Henchman, 1727; Samuel Petto. The Voice of the Spirit. Or, An essay towards a discoverie of the 
witnessings of the Spirit. London: Livewell Chapman, 1654; Samuel Willard. The Child's Portion: Or the 
unseen Glory of the Children of God, Asserted, and proved: Together with several other Sermons 
Occasionally Preached. Boston: Samuel Green, to be sold by Samuel Phillips, 1684. 

 
73 Beeke, Location 141, Kindle. 
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source to transform God’s needy children through powerful comforts . . . when oppressed 

with sin, buffeted by Satan, enticed by the world, or alarmed by fears of death, the 

Puritans encouraged believers to take refuge in their precious, heavenly Father.”74 

While Beeke’s work unmistakably shows the Puritan emphasis on adoption, 

Trumper argues that it is not as strong as it appears to be. Trumper celebrates the Puritan 

statement on adoption in the Westminster Confession but argues that the Puritans 

regularly confuse the Johannine texts about being children of God via regeneration with 

Paul’s teaching on being sons of God via adoption, thus obscuring the uniqueness of 

adoption: 

In the biblical references belatedly added to the Westminster Confession, of 
twenty one for the chapter on ‘Adoption’ only nine come from Paul, another four 
from the OT, and eight from the other NT books of which one is John 1:12 . . . . 
This is not an exceptional case, but seems to be prevalent in Puritan treatments of 
adoption. In William Ames we have one such example. He lists 27 points under 
the heading of adoption. Of these 27 points, eight have no cross references, six are 
supported solely by Pauline references and eleven in total have reference to the 
Pauline corpus: eight refer to the Johannine writings while four are solely reliant 
upon John. Of the other fifteen three are exclusively supported by references to 
Hebrews and Revelation. Thus, over half the points which Ames makes are 
supported by texts written by authors who did not employ the adoption metaphor. 
Less than a quarter of the points are supported solely by Pauline references.75 

 
 While agreeing with Trumper that the Puritans were not as precise in their 

understanding of adoption as they could have been, it seems best to celebrate their overall 

contribution to a doctrine that was essentially ignored by the vast majority of Church 

history before them. 

																																																								
74 Joel R. Beeke and Mark Jones, A Puritan Theology: Doctrine for Life (Grand Rapids: 
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75 Tim J.R. Trumper, “The Metaphorical Import of Adoption: A Plea for Realization I. The 
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Returning to the influence of Turretin on the nineteenth century writers, Trumper 

argues that, aside from the more devotional writings that reflect knowledge of the 

Fatherhood of God, Presbyterians “almost universally settled unwittingly for a truncated 

proclamation of their confession’s soteriology.”76 The juridical tone of Westminster 

theology became so strong that a few figures such as Thomas Erkshine and John McLeod 

Campbell called for a renewed emphasis on the Fatherhood of God.77 This had little 

effect as was clearly demonstrated in the short-lived debate over the Fatherhood of God 

between Robert Candlish and Thomas Crawford in the 1860s. Crawford followed 

Erkshine in his belief that God’s paternal relationship with humanity was natural and that 

this was the best expression of the love of God. Candlish, however, spoke of God 

primarily as a Sovereign and secondly as a Father. Furthermore, Candlish denied any 

natural paternal relationship between God and humanity, stressing the believer’s adoption 

in Christ.78 The effect was minimal as the debate quickly died down. However, James 

Henley Thornwell (1812-1862) and Robert J. Breckenride (1800-1871) produced some 

works out of this debate that in turn inspired John L. Girardeua (1825-1898) and Robert 

A. Webb (1865-1919) to write some of the first major works on adoption after the Puritan 

era.79  

A cursory examination of the major systematic textbooks around this time and 

into the early twentieth century also reveals a widespread neglect of adoption. For 

																																																								
76 Trumper, “A Theological History of Adoption: I. An Account,” 25. 
 
77 Trumper, “An Historical Study of the Doctrine of Adoption in the Calvinistic Tradition,” 24. 
 
78 Don Horrocks, Laws of the Spiritual Order: Innovation and Reconstruction in the Soteriology of 

Thomas Erkshine of Linlathen, Studies in Evangelical History and Thought (Eugene, Oregon: Wipf & 
Stock Pub, 2006), 44. 

 
79 Trumper, “An Historical Study of the Doctrine of Adoption in the Calvinistic Tradition,” 24–25. 



 35 

instance, Charles Hodge, whose 2200-page systematic text was a standard in the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth century, gives adoption a mere half page. Louis Berkhof’s 

700-page systematic theology book remains a standard text to this day but only devotes 

one page to adoption. Karl Barth’s 14 volume Church Dogmatics gives five pages to 

adoption despite arguing that it is “the final goal of reconciliation,” is “more than 

reconciliation and peace,” and is the crown of God’s restoration of peace with man.80 

Augustus Strong allots half a page while Adolf Harnack, Helmut Dorner, Karl 

Hagenbach, Robert J. Breckinridge, W.G.T. Shedd, Thomas Chalmers, George Hill, and 

William Cunningham (to name a few) say nothing on the subject.81  

Coming to the twentieth century, this neglect of adoption begins to be corrected. 

Beeke states, “The twentieth century saw a burst of evangelical writings on adoption.”82 

While this is encouraging, it should be noted that this is indeed a “burst,” not an 

explosion, and the “burst” is only noticeable because of the distinct lack of writings over 

the previous centuries. John Murray was a key author in reviving adoption through his 

influential little book, Redemption Accomplished and Applied published in 1955.83 
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Murray argued that adoption was distinct from justification and devoted a separate 

chapter to it. Authors such as J.I. Packer, Sinclair Ferguson, Robert Peterson, Tim 

Trumper, Trevor Burke, and Alan Hartman have followed Murray in arguing (against 

Turretin and his followers) that adoption should be treated as a distinct soteriological 

metaphor and so be given far greater attention.84 Alongside these authors, many articles 

on adoption have been published in academic journals.85 Beeke lists seven Ph.D. and 

Th.M. dissertations that have made significant contributions to the subject.86 From the 
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charismatic tradition, Thomas Smail drew a lot of attention to the neglect of God’s 

Fatherhood in The Forgotten Father published in 1996.87 Further, many contemporary 

systematic theology texts such as Wayne Grudem, Robert Reymond, Michael Horton, 

Millard Erickson, Robert Culver, and Michael Bird give increased emphasis to adoption 

through longer sections or chapters devoted exclusively to the subject.88  

From the 1970’s to the 1990’s, C. John (Jack) Miller drew significant attention to 

the doctrine of adoption through the development of his Sonship discipleship course and 

the formation of World Harvest Mission (now rebranded as Serge) to propagate its 

teachings.89 Sonship was based on the idea that believers often say with their mouths that 

they are justified by faith alone but live as if God’s pleasure in his people is determined 

by how well they are doing at living holy lives. Miller’s theology called believers to enter 

into the fullness of their justification and adoption and contended that this is the key to 

ongoing personal revival.  
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The theology of Sonship was not without its critics, the foremost being Chad Van 

Dixhoorn, Jay Adams, and Terry Johnston.90 In a widely read article, Van Dixhoorn, 

argued that Sonship presents 1) a distorted teaching on adoption (it makes adoption the 

overarching theme of the Christian life); 2) a truncated view of the Holy Spirit’s work in 

sanctification (it does not adequately emphasize the Spirit’s role in the believer’s 

mortification of remaining sin), and 3) a confused doctrine of revival (it speaks of revival 

when it only means sanctification).91 Others, such as Trumper, rose to Miller’s defense 

contending that it was an “unnecessary controversy” and that “some criticisms are 

inaccurate, some loaded and exaggerated, and some true.”92 Trumper concludes that 

Sonship “is neither the panacea nor the compromise that some have thought it to be.”93 

Nevertheless, by the 1990’s the controversy caused many churches within the Orthodox 

Presbyterian Church who followed Miller’s theology to leave and join the Presbyterian 

Church in America.  

Finally, the twenty-first century has seen another significant burst in writings on 

adoption, particularly among evangelicals in North America. This is not occurring 

because of controversy related to the doctrine of adoption. Neither is it a result of 
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believers researching the doctrine of adoption in order to teach, preach, and write on how 

it can transform the lives of believers. Rather, the past decade has witnessed a major 

increase in North American evangelicals committing their lives and resources to care for 

the approximately 171 million orphans in the world today.94 This has, in turn, caused 

evangelicals to reflect further on the doctrine of adoption. In this case, daily Christian 

living has served to increase theological reflection. 

It is not an overstatement to say this interest has, in the past five to seven years, 

become a “bone fide movement within evangelicalism.”95 It started in the beginning of 

the twenty-first century as Christians and pastors began to emphasize how the gospel 

must take central place in the life and mission of the Church. This emphasis on gospel 

centrality highlighted the need for involvement in orphan care and in adopting children. It 

surged forward as projects and organizations were formed to address the global orphan 

crisis. Foremost among these is Together for Adoption, which was formed by Dan Cruver 

and Jason Kovacs in 2008 and is founded on the belief that “social causes with a robust 

theology driving them can flourish and be sustained over the long-haul.”96 Together for 
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Adoption explicitly connects orphan care to the doctrine of adoption: “Together for 

Adoption exists to provide gospel-centered resources that magnify the adopting grace of 

God the Father in Christ Jesus and mobilize the church for global orphan care.”97 This 

statement is expanded into a longer explanation that further elevates the doctrine of 

adoption: 

Together for Adoption provides gospel-centered resources to mobilize the church 
toward orphan care. The word “Adoption” in our name does not refer to adopting 
children, but to the theological reality of our adoption in Christ. We provide 
teaching, training, and resources to the local church on the theology of adoption 
as the proper foundation and motivation for orphan care ministry. Since the 
theology of adoption has implications for every aspect of orphan care ministry 
(adoption, foster care, international care, etc), we are able to equip individuals, 
churches, and organizations theologically however they are engaged in caring for 
orphaned and vulnerable children.98 

 
It is the desire of Together for Adoption to see this movement experience exponential 

growth over the next fifty years. “If,” they declare, “the orphan care movement is to 

prosper and experience exponential growth over the next 50 years, a robust theology of 

adoption must be at the centre of it.”99 

 Christianity Today published an article in 2010 entitled, “Adoption Is 

Everywhere.”100 The magazine ranked the growing attention to adopting children as 

number six on its top ten theology stories for 2009. The article gave further examples for 

why this attention was increasing in 2010, including Rick Warren devoting his 
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Saddleback Civil Forum to the issue of orphans and adoption, the growing popularity of 

conferences like Together for Adoption, the Christian Alliance for Orphans hosting their 

Summit meeting, and Russell Moore releasing his book, Adopted for Life: The Priority of 

Adoption for Christian Families & Churches. The article also drew attention to the fact 

that this movement is not marked by “guilt trips or apocalyptic warnings” but by people 

talking about how adopting children “directly mirrors God’s actions toward us.”101 

 
Summary 

 
While the current interest in adoption is encouraging, the many names and works 

listed above may give the impression that a tremendous amount has been written on 

adoption. It must be noted, however, that although this list is not exhaustive, it reflects 

the bulk of the writings on adoption in the last two thousand years of Church history. 

When viewed this way, or in comparison to the innumerable works on subjects like 

justification, it is clear that much work still needs to be done. Trumper laments:  

Over these two millennia very little has been written exclusively on the theme of 
adoption. There are, of course, many exegeses of the relevant biblical passages, 
but few writers have realised the import of the several texts mentioning adoption 
(huiothesia) for an understanding both of Paul's theology and of biblical and 
systematic theology in general. Consequently, in perusing the literature one is not 
only staggered by the lack of attention adoption has received, but also by the 
silence about this inattention!102 
 
In light of the current engagement of believers in both theological reflection on 

adoption and missional practice in adopting children, it seems the time is right to engage 

in a project of this nature. God seems to be leading this current generation to act on 
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Candlish’s call to sink new shafts into the mine of God’s Word, to survey and explore the 

depths of this rich doctrine, in order that to bring out its abundant treasures.  

 
The Confusion of Adoption With Other Soteriological Metaphors 

  
The second reason a project of this nature is needed is because Paul’s doctrine of 

adoption is often confused with other soteriological metaphors, particularly justification 

and regeneration. This confusion results in adoption losing its distinct nature and 

important soteriological status, which in turn leaves Christians with an incomplete and 

deficient understanding of their salvation. Further work is, therefore, needed to show the 

unique place adoption holds within soteriology and thus within the believer’s life as lived 

out in the Church, which is the family of God. 

 
Adoption Confused with Justification 

 

Adoption has been confused with, and subsumed under, justification. When this 

occurs, adoption is relegated to a minor place within justification. The result is a 

truncated view of salvation that rightly celebrates the believer being made right with God 

in a juridical sense but lacks the warmth and comfort that arises from the familial images 

contained in adoption.  

As noted above, many scholars such as Douglas Kelly, Sinclair Ferguson, Robert 

Candlish, Trevor Burke, Robert Peterson, David Garner, and Tim Trumper trace this 

confusion of adoption with justification back to the influential Reformed theologian 

Francis Turretin and his Institutes of Elenctic Theology.103 Turretin places adoption under 
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his major heading of justification and identifies it as “the other part of justification.”104 In 

his discussion on the relationship between justification and adoption Turretin asks, “What 

is the adoption which is given us in justification?” and replies, “Adoption is included in 

justification as a part which, with the remission of sins, constitutes the whole of this 

benefit.”105 By incorporating adoption into justification, and making it a subset of it, 

Turretin removed any distinctiveness to the metaphor of adoption. Candlish criticized this 

and wrote, “Turretine . . . makes adoption nothing more than another name for the 

positive element which all the reformed divines held to be embraced in justification. . . . I 

object to Turretine’s identification of adoption with what may be described as the second 

or positive part of justification.”106 The result, Webb asserts, is that Turretin “sinks 

[adoption] well-nigh out of sight in his discussion of this great topic of soteriology.”107  

Subsequent theologians within the Reformed tradition followed Turretin’s views. 

John Leith understood “adoption [as] a synonym for justification.”108 R.L. Dabney taught 

that “adoption cannot be said to be a different act of grace for justification. . . . 

[Adoption] performs the same act for us, in Bible representations, which justification 

does.”109 Strong refers to adoption as a “positive aspect of justification”110 and allocates it 
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a half page within his lengthy chapter on justification. Karl Barth’s short treatment on 

adoption is found within the larger section on “The Justification of Man” and within his 

chapter entitled, “Justification by Faith Alone.”111 Berkhof also follows Turretin: “There 

is also a positive element in justification . . . justification is more than mere pardon . . . 

believers are children of God by adoption.”112 Hoekema agrees, referring to adoption as 

one of the “positive benefits of justification.”113 Other theologians, such as Hodge, give 

such primacy to justification that adoption is buried deep within their lengthy chapters on 

justification. 

In contrast, a small group of theologians have been calling for adoption to be 

viewed, not as a subset of justification, but as a distinct soteriological metaphor. Burke 

summarizes this view when he writes the following: “To be sure, adoption is related to 

justification and is incomplete without it; hence any treatment of the former must include 

the latter. Nevertheless, adoption ought not to be subsumed under justification or 

mistaken as a synonym for justification.”114 John Gill also expressed this view in 1767 

when he wrote,  

I am of the opinion they are distinct blessings of grace, and so to be considered: 
adoption is a distinct thing from either justification or pardon. A subject may be 
acquitted by his sovereign from charges laid against him; and a criminal, 
convicted and condemned, may be pardoned, yet does not become his son; if 
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adopted, and taken into his family, it must be by a distinct and fresh act of royal 
favour.115  
 

Likewise Burke writes,  

While justification and adoption are both legal terms, the former is Paul’s primary 
salvific term and denotes how God puts a person right with himself. Adoption is a 
related but nevertheless theologically distinct idea in the mind of the apostles and 
we would do well not to confuse them. The relationship and distinction between 
these two terms is clear in the sense that God does not justify us and leave us 
destitute with nowhere to go; rather, he goes one step further and adopts us into 
the warmth and security of his family! Put differently, Paul’s theology does not 
end in the courtroom, but is the basis for God’s adopted sons and daughters being 
placed into the more intimate environment of the family, the church.116 
 
Justification and adoption are similar to each other in the sense that both assume a 

courtroom setting that results in a change of legal status but this is where the similarities 

end. Justification pictures the sinner in God’s criminal court whereas adoption pictures 

the slave in God’s civil court. Just as there is a difference in our society between the 

criminal court and civil court, so also the Bible makes a distinction between justification 

and adoption. Justification is God the Judge declaring the sinner righteous through Jesus 

Christ. Adoption is God the Father adopting those who the Son has redeemed from 

slavery into his family. As Samuel Waldron writes, “Justification has to do with sin and 

righteousness. Adoption has to do with slavery and sonship.”117 

Todd Billings suggests that this confusion between justification and adoption 

comes from the fact that, “Theologians have often spoken about the act of becoming 
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adopted as a forensic act, which is a valid point.”118 Yet, Billings goes on to say that this 

forensic act does not fully describe Paul’s metaphor of adoption “because the result of 

that act is that one is adopted to be a son or daughter of God, placed in the security of 

God’s family, and given a new identity to live in an eschatologically conditioned way.”119 

An adopted son recognizes the life-altering moment when he is legally adopted but this 

moment—as critical as it is—fades into the background as he begins to live out his new 

life as a son.  

The theologians listed above are not seeking to denigrate the importance of 

justification. Rather, they are seeking to show the uniqueness of adoption because they 

agree with Murray that “adoption is an act of God’s grace distinct from and additional to 

the other acts of grace involved in the application of redemption.”120 In calling for 

adoption to be viewed as distinct from justification, the aforementioned theologians are 

seeking to emphasize the multifaceted nature of God’s redemptive grace. They are 

stressing that God’s grace is like a kaleidoscope in which each metaphor draws from a 

different background and thus adds its own unique colour. Burke writes, 

Justification draws from the realm of the law courts, propitiation (Rom 3:25) from 
the language of cultus or sacrificial system, redemption (Rom 3:24) from the 
slave market and reconciliation (Rom 5:11) borrows from the realm of friendship. 
Adoption is different, however and complements these other expressions because 
it draws on a completely different conceptual field, that of ancient family.121 

 
It is not surprising that those authors who see adoption as a distinct from 

justification are also those who write the most about it. Following the example of the 
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Westminster Assembly before them, such authors as Grudem and Culver devote separate 

chapters to adoption in their systematic theology texts, placing it after justification and 

before sanctification.122 As demonstrated by his many writings, Trumper has largely 

devoted his life to the study and propagation of Paul’s doctrine of adoption as a distinct 

soteriological metaphor.123 Authors such as Webb, Ferguson, Burke, Peterson, Hartman, 

Stibbe, and Frost have written entire books on adoption out of their conviction that it 

must not be subsumed under justification but rather stand as a unique metaphor in 

salvation.124  

Yet, many of these theologians also go on to argue that adoption is not simply 

distinct from justification but is also greater than justification. Packer writes: 

Adoption . . . is the highest privilege that the gospel offers: higher even than 
justification. This may cause raising of eyebrows, for justification is the gift of 
God on which since Luther evangelicals have laid the greatest stress, and we are 
accustomed to say, almost without thinking, that free justification is God’s 
supreme blessing to us sinners. . . . The two ideas are distinct, and adoption is the 
more exalted. Justification is a forensic idea, conceived of in terms of law, and 
viewing God as judge. In justification, God declares of penitent believers that they 
are not, and never will be, liable to the death that their sins deserve, because Jesus 
Christ, their substitute and sacrifice, tasted death in their place on the cross. . . . 
But contrast this, now, with adoption. Adoption is a family idea, conceived in 
terms of love, and viewing God as father. In adoption, God takes us into his 
family and fellowship, and establishes us as his children and heirs. Closeness, 
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affection and generosity are at the heart of the relationship. To be right with God 
the Judge is a great thing, but to be loved and cared for by God the Father is 
greater.125 

 
 
Webb says, “There is a sense in which [adoption] is to be the crown and glory of the 

entire redemptive process.”126 Murray declares, “Adoption is . . . the apex of redemptive 

grace and privilege.”127 Packer writes, “adoption is the crowning blessing, to which 

justification clears the way.”128 Ferguson echoes each of these statements: “our sonship to 

God is the apex of creation and the goal of redemption.”129 Garner says the Spirit’s 

outpouring into the hearts of God’s sons “marks the climax of redemptive history.”130 
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Reflecting on Ephesians 1:5, Lloyd-Jones declares, “Our adoption is the highest 

expression even of God’s love. I speak carefully, and with reverence when I assert that 

this statement and the parallel statements in the eighth chapter of Romans and the fourth 

chapter of the Epistle to the Galatians are the highest expression of the love of Almighty 

God.”131 Candlish brings justification and adoption together while extolling the latter: “I 

would not lower justification in order to exalt adoption. On the contrary, the higher any 

one raises the privilege of justification, the better for my view; since I hold adoption to be 

a privilege higher still.”132  

 While I commend these authors in their efforts to raise the importance of adoption 

in the minds of believers, it does not seem hermeneutically accurate to elevate one 

soteriological metaphor above another. Paul, for instance, does not talk about justification 

and then tell his readers that justification is only meant to lead to the higher teaching of 

adoption. Rather, Paul uses each soteriological metaphor in the kaleidoscopic manner 

described above or, to put it another way, like the facets of a diamond that each 

contribute to the overall splendor of the diamond itself. Rather than developing an ordo 

salutus, it seems more biblically faithful to discover what each soteriological metaphor 

reveals about God’s great work of salvation. It is possible to then compare and contrast 

them but not in a manner that elevates one above the other. 

Yet, it should be noted that a Christian may rightly elevate one soteriological 

metaphor above another by way of their subjective experience. The power of a metaphor 

is found in the way it resonates with people. It is possible then, at any given time, for 
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adoption to resonate more powerfully than justification in the experience of the believer. 

However, this should be stated as one’s current subjective experience and not as 

theological system. 

Having argued against an ordo salutus that elevates adoption, it does seem that 

Paul teaches a limited ordo salutus within his teaching on adoption. As I will demonstrate 

in chapter 3, Paul argues that God sent His Son to redeem us “so that” God may adopt us 

(Gal 4:5). In this sense, redemption clears the way for adoption (i.e., the Son frees us 

from slavery so that the Father can adopt us into his family). It does not seem accurate, 

however, to extend this limited ordo salutus beyond the bounds of Paul’s teaching on 

adoption. 

Finally, a key reason certain authors elevate adoption to the highest place is that 

they fail to make a distinction between adoption and sonship. Their writings use the terms 

interchangeably so that adoption is invested with all the Bible’s teaching about sonship. 

Adoption is then described and expounded through John’s teaching on regeneration, 

Paul’s use of huiothesia, quotations from Old Testament texts on sonship, and references 

to sonship from Jesus and the book of Hebrews. For instance, Packer’s chapter on 

adoption in Knowing God says, “Our second point about adoption is that the entire 

Christian life has to be understood in terms of it.”133 He then switches from adoption 

terminology to sonship terminology as he uses the two interchangeably: “Sonship must 

be the controlling thought—the normative category, if you like—at every point.”134 To 

demonstrate how he believes adoption is to shape the entire Christian life, Packer turns to 

the Sermon on the Mount. He states that “adoption appears in the Sermon as the basis of 
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Christian conduct”135 and quotes the numerous familial terms in Jesus’ sermon that 

pertain to conduct. Packer then moves to his second point that “adoption appears in the 

Sermon as the basis of Christian prayer”136 and then expounds Jesus’ teaching about 

praying to “Our Father in heaven” (Mt. 6:9). Packer is certainly correct in his assertion 

that Jesus teaches the believer to relate to God through the identity of sonship but it 

seems incorrect to say that Jesus was teaching about adoption. While adoption aligns with 

Jesus’ teaching on sonship it is not identical to it and, therefore, it would be more 

accurate to speak of sonship in general or sonship by adoption in particular. Adoption is a 

specific type of sonship that the apostle Paul used to communicate certain ideas and 

should not, therefore, be invested with everything the Bible teaches about sonship.  

In summary, Christians have rightly emphasized justification but have often done 

so at the expense of adoption. This project is needed because believers must be equipped 

to make the distinction between justification and adoption. While it is a glorious truth 

that, in Christ, believers no longer stand condemned before the bar of God’s justice, the 

doctrine of adoption shows another magnificent facet of God’s redemptive grace. When 

viewed as a distinct soteriological metaphor, it is seen that “the gospel terminates (in an 

immediate sense) not on the forgiveness of a sinner's transgressions but on his or her 

entrance into the family of God.”137 The gospel is wonderfully juridical but it is also 

gloriously familial.  
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Adoption Confused with Regeneration 

  
There is, secondly, need for further work on adoption because it can easily be 

confused with regeneration, otherwise referred to as the new birth. This confusion is 

understandable since both adoption and regeneration are familial terms that celebrate 

believers as children of God who are loved by their heavenly Father. Burke expresses the 

consensus view that adoption and regeneration are related in the sense that they both fall 

under the overarching biblical theme of sonship.138  

While it is important to grasp the similarities between regeneration and adoption, 

it is also critical to distinguish between them. To repeat the statement from Murray, 

“adoption is an act of God’s grace distinct from and additional to the other acts of grace 

involved in the application of redemption.”139 Murray goes on to relate this to both 

justification and regeneration: “Too frequently [adoption] has been regarded as an aspect 

of justification or as another way of stating the privilege conferred by regeneration. It is 

much more than either or both of these acts of grace.”140 The vast majority of theologians 

are in happy agreement regarding the need to distinguish adoption from regeneration. 

Berkhof represents the majority when he writes, “The sonship by adoption should be 

carefully distinguished from the moral sonship of believers, their sonship by 

regeneration. . . . They are not only adopted to be children of God, but are also born of 

God.”141  
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Peterson articulates the distinction between adoption and regeneration in the 

following way: 

Adoption and regeneration are two ways of describing how we enter the family of 
God. Both ideas conceive of God as Father and of believers as his children. In 
regeneration, he begets his children, giving new life to those who were spiritually 
dead. In adoption, the Father places adult sons and daughters, former children of 
the devil, in his family. Adoption is a legal action, taking place outside of us, 
whereby God the Father gives us new status in his family. Regeneration is a 
renewal of our nature, occurring within us, in which the Father imparts spiritual 
life to us. Adoption involves a change of legal standing; regeneration is a change 
of heart.142 

 
Another way to make this distinction is to say, with Hartman, that regeneration is “son-

making” and adoption is “son-placing.”143 Regeneration uses the imagery of natural birth 

to emphasize that a sinner needs to become a child of God by spiritual rebirth while 

adoption refers to “a legal act or transfer from an alien family (cf. Eph. 2:2, lit. ‘sons of 

disobedience’) into the family of God.”144 Or, as Stephen Charnock puts it, “Adoption 

gives us the privilege of sons, regeneration the nature of sons.”145 

While most authors agree on making this distinction between adoption and 

regeneration, not all are in agreement as to where the Bible speaks of one or the other. 

For example, the verses chosen to accompany the chapter on adoption in the Westminster 

Confession of Faith draw from many places in scripture: 

Chapter XII: Of Adoption 
All those that are justified, God vouchsafes, in and for His only Son Jesus Christ, 
to make partakers of the grace of adoption (Eph 1:5; Gal 4:4), by which they are 
taken into the number, and enjoy the liberties and privileges of the children of 
God (Rom 8:17; Jn 1:12), have His name put upon them (Jer 14:9; 2 Cor 6:18; 
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Rev 3:12), receive the spirit of adoption (Rom 8:15), have access to the throne of 
grace with boldness (Eph 3:12), are enabled to cry, Abba, Father (Gal 4:6), are 
pitied (Ps 103:13), protected (Prov 14:26), provided for (Mt 6:30; 1 Pt 5:7), and 
chastened by Him as by a Father (Heb 12:6): yet never cast off (Lam 3:31), but 
sealed to the day of redemption (Eph 4:30); and inherit the promises (Heb 6:12), 
as heirs of everlasting salvation (1 Pt 1:3; Heb 1:14). 
 

This researcher agrees with authors such as Trumper, Garner, and Burke that while such 

scriptures speak of sonship in general not every scripture listed above is about adoption in 

particular. Moreover, this researcher agrees with these authors that the metaphor of 

adoption is exclusively Pauline and that no other authors, including John, employ it. In 

fact, it obscures the uniqueness of adoption when John’s metaphor of regeneration, or 

passages from Hebrews on sonship, are included within a discussion on adoption. 

Reflecting on the fusion of Paul and John in many Reformed treatments of adoption, 

Garner writes the following: 

Mingling distinct perspectives on familial grace robs Paul and John of their 
unique representations of soteric privileges. John and Paul operate with unsullied 
theological compatibility: adoption and new birth share core theological 
concerns—Christological solidarity, redemption, resurrection, eschatology, and 
ecclesiology. But the important nuances of the respective authors should not get 
steamrolled by indiscriminate systematic theological confluence.146 

 
In contrast, Peterson, Murray, Ferguson, and Berkhof believe adoption is found in 

John 1:12 (“But to all who did receive him, who believed in his name, he gave the right 

to become children of God”) and in 1 John 3:1 (“See what kind of love the Father has 

given to us, that we should be called children of God; and so we are”).147 Peterson claims 

that exousian (authority/right) in John 1:12 “is equivalent to adoption.”148  
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Along with authors like Trumper, it seems correct to argue that John never 

employs the metaphor of adoption. This can be seen firstly in the fact that John does not 

use the Greek word for adoption: “John, it must be stressed, does not use the term 

huiothesia. With the exception of 'Father', the most common relational term that he uses 

is tekna. Etymologically, the nearest he comes to the use of huiothesia is in his use of 

huios, but this term he reserves for Christ himself (Rev. 21:7).”149 Yet, it may rightly be 

argued that John speaks of the concept of adoption without using the actual word for 

adoption. As a hermeneutical principle this is quickly granted but it still seems evident 

that John is thinking in terms of regeneration (not adoption) for he immediately defines 

what he means by “children of God” in verse 13 saying, “who were born, not of blood 

nor of the will of the flesh nor of the will of man, but of God.” Burke agrees and says it is 

extremely unlikely that John would speak of adoption in John 1:12 and then immediately 

switch to regeneration in John 1:13—a metaphor that John continues in chapter three 

when Jesus tells Nicodemus “unless one is born again he cannot see the kingdom of God” 

and resumes throughout John’s writings.150 Trumper, Garner, and Burke, therefore, call 

for a clear distinction to be made between the Johannine metaphor of regeneration and 

the Pauline metaphor of adoption. Burke writes, “Thus Paul and John use two very 

different metaphors to express ways which the Christian becomes a member of God’s 

family.”151 The fact that many treatments of adoption include, and even begin with, John 
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1:12 and/or 1 John 3:1-3 betrays “the force of theological inference over 

textual/exegetical dependence.”152 

The Pauline metaphor of adoption develops unique facets of the believer’s 

sonship that regeneration does not, and vice versa. If believers are to enter into the full 

experience of their sonship, it is critical to grasp that regeneration and adoption, though 

similar, are distinct from each other.  

 
Summary 

 
To employ and extend Candlish’s imagery, this project is needed because 

Christians have mistakenly thought that the small veins of adoption that were discovered 

while mining the two great deposits of justification and regeneration represented all there 

was to be found on the subject. Yet, Christians are beginning to discover that there exists 

a related but separate deposit of riches on adoption located right next to these two large 

mines of justification and regeneration. This project, therefore, aims to sink some shafts 

into this largely undiscovered deposit in order to draw out some of its riches for the glory 

of God and the good of God’s people. 

 
The Life Transforming Power of Adoption 

 
 

The third reason this project is needed is because the doctrine of adoption 

possesses power to transform the lives of believers. Again, some authors seem to 

overstate this when they make adoption the overarching theme of the Christian life. 

Ferguson, for instance writes, “the notion that we are children of God, his own sons and 

daughters, lies at the heart of all Christian theology, and is the mainspring of all Christian 
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living.”153 Packer agrees and declares, “The entire Christian life has to be understood in 

terms of [adoption]. Sonship must be the controlling thought—the normative category, if 

you like—at every point.154 Despite the reservations noted earlier about placing one 

soteriological metaphor above all others, these authors are right to emphasize the life 

transforming power of adoption. 

This section will interact further with those who have mined the doctrine of 

adoption and provide a brief sampling of how they describe its life changing power. 

Specifically, these people draw attention to the fact that adoption has the ability to 

transform how believers (1) relate to God, (2) pray, (3) overcome a performance-based 

relationship with God, (4) find hope amidst suffering, (5) strive after personal holiness, 

and (6) gain an increased sense of assurance in regard to their salvation. These six areas 

are offered as examples of the life changing impact of adoption that will be incorporated 

into the field research section of this project.   

 
Relating to God as Adoptive Father 

  
First, adoption has the power to transform how believers relate to God. The 

doctrine of adoption teaches that, through faith in Christ, sinners are delivered from 

slavery and given new legal status in God’s family where they have the privilege of 

relating to God as their Father. Ferguson establishes how central this idea is to the New 

Testament:  

You cannot open the pages of the New Testament without realizing that one of the 
things that makes it so ‘new’, in every way, is that here men and women call God 
‘Father’. This conviction, that we can speak to the Maker of the universe in such 
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intimate terms, lies at the heart of the Christian faith. Through Christ, says Paul, 
we have ‘access to the Father’ (Eph 2:18). References to God as Father are 
exceedingly rare in the Old Testament. By contrast there are over two hundred 
different references to God as Father scattered throughout the New Testament.”155 

 
Packer elaborates on this contrast between the Old Testament and New Testament by 

stressing that the Old Testament was primarily concerned with the holiness of God and 

the difficulty human beings faced in drawing near to God. The New Testament assumes 

this but then adds something new that radically changes the way believers relate to God. 

Packer writes, 

New Testament believers deal with God as their Father. Father is the name by 
which they call him. . . . Christians are his children, his own sons and daughters, 
and his heirs. And the stress of the New Testament is not on the difficulty and 
danger of drawing near to the holy God, but on the boldness and confidence with 
which believers may approach him. . . . To those who are Christ’s, the holy God is 
a loving Father; they belong to his family; they may approach him without fear 
and always be sure of his fatherly concern and care. This is the heart of the New 
Testament message.156  

 
 The way believers think of God will determine how they relate to him. Stibbe 

explains how relating to God as Father brings an intimacy with God that is greatly needed 

in the believer’s life:  

If you are only used to calling God “God”, “Creator”, “Lord”, “Almighty”, or a 
similar title, start using the greatest name of all – Abba, Father. It is not that he 
isn’t all these things – God, Creator, Lord and Almighty – it’s just that he is so 
much more. As long as we refer to him in titles and names like these, God will 
always be remote rather than relational. If, however, we start to have our minds 
renewed by the God-image that Jesus reveals, then God can become Abba, Father 
to us as well. Instead of being distant and unapproachable, he becomes immanent 
and intimate.157 
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When believers grasp the doctrine of adoption it enables them to relate to God in 

the way that Jesus came to reveal and make possible through his death and resurrection. 

While other religions speak of “God” and “Creator”, it is Christianity alone that reveals 

God as Abba, Father. This way of relating to God often leads those who think and write 

about it, like the Puritan Wilhelmus á Brakel, to express feelings of wonder and 

astonishment: 

From being a child of the devil to becoming a child of God, from being a child of 
wrath to becoming the object of God’s favor, from being a children of 
condemnation to becoming an heir of all the promises and a possessor of all 
blessings, and to be exalted from the greatest misery to the highest felicity – this 
is something which exceeds all comprehension and all adoration.158 
 
 

Praying to “Abba! Father!” 

 
Second, adoption transforms how believers pray. In two of Paul’s huiothesia 

passages, he describes how the Holy Spirit enables God’s adopted sons to cry out in 

prayer to God as their Father: “And because you are sons, God has sent the Spirit of his 

Son into our hearts, crying, ‘Abba! Father!’ . . . You have received the Spirit of adoption 

as sons, by whom we cry, ‘Abba! Father!’” (Gal 4:6; Rom 8:15b). 

After examining the prayer literature of ancient Judaism, Joachim Jeremias asserts 

the case that Jewish people rarely, if ever, prayed to God as “Father” and never used the 

more intimate Aramaic term “Abba” when addressing God.  However, Jeremias goes on 

to say that Jesus did it always, in all his prayers which are handed down to us. . . . Jesus 

himself viewed this childlike form of address for God as the heart of that revelation 
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which had been granted him by the Father.”159While James Barr has demonstrated that 

Jeremias overstated his case, Barr ultimately agrees that the rare occurrences of prayers to 

God as “Father” in ancient Judaism are “a good deal more formal” and that “Jesus was 

marked out among his fellow Jews at least in the fact that abba was his characteristic and 

regular form of address to God in prayer.”160 Jesus’ use of abba reveals a relationship 

with God that is characterized by intimacy and reverence.161  

As Paul expounds his doctrine of adoption he gives emphasis to the fact that the 

Spirit of God’s Son enables the sons of God to pray in the same manner that the Son of 

God did during his days on earth. Jeremias draws this out when he writes,  

The final point, and the most astonishing of all, however, has yet to be mentioned: 
in the Lord’s Prayer Jesus authorizes his disciples to repeat the word abba after 
him. He gives them a share in his sonship and empowers them, as his disciples, to 
speak with their heavenly Father in just such a familiar, trusting way as a child 
would with his father.162 
 

 In summary, to understand, and continue to go deeper into, one’s adoption in 

Christ is to experience an increasingly intimate prayer life that is characterized by 

childlike boldness, reverence, and intimacy in approaching God as “Abba! Father!” 
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Overcoming a Performance-Based Relationship with God 

 
Third, those who write on adoption consistently draw out one specific application 

for how this doctrine impacts a believer’s relationship with God: the power of adoption to 

overcome the tendency of believers to relate to God on the basis of their own 

performance (i.e., legalism) rather than through the freedom of grace. Drawing from 

Paul’s teaching in Galatians, many authors demonstrate that even though believers have 

been delivered from the slavery of relating to God on the basis of their own performance, 

they often (like the Galatians) are in danger of reverting back to this old mentality. Stibbe 

represents this application when he says,  

My image of God for the first few years of my Christian life was that he was a 
stern judge, not a loving father. I was taught to fear God, but not to love him. The 
net result of this was that I started to live a life of legalism rather than a life of 
love. However hard I tried, I couldn’t live up to God’s standards. I functioned as a 
slave rather than as a son. The main reason was because of a deficient image of 
God. . . . Believers who have no doctrine or experience of adoption will basically 
relate to God as Master but not as Father. They will be in a Master-servant rather 
than Father-son relationship with God. They will know that they are justified by 
their faith in the unmerited love of God at Calvary, but until they know their 
adoption they will always see God as a Master who must be obeyed rather than a 
Father whom one would never want to grieve. In other words, they will live as 
slaves rather than sons.”163 

 
Although the parable of the two lost sons in Luke 15:11-32 is not strictly about 

adoption, it is about sonship and authors often use it as an illustration of what it looks like 

for the sons of God to fall into a performance-based relationship with their Father. Even 

though the elder brother is a son, he relates to his father more like a slave to his master 

than a son to his father: “Look, these many years I have served you, and I never 

disobeyed your command, yet you never gave me a young goat, that I might celebrate 

with my friends” (Lk 15:29. Italics added). Ferguson comments, 
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Many Christians retain some measure of the spirit of the elder brother. They 
remain at a distance from God; they may even regard obedience in the Christian 
life as a form of slavery. Emotionally and psychologically their view of God’s 
gracious purpose is warped and yields reluctantly to the influences of Gods’ word. 
Suspicion of the Father is more characteristic of them than enjoying fellowship 
with him.164 
 
The younger brother in Jesus’ parable also exhibits a failure to understand his 

father’s love, which likewise makes him default to a performance-based relationship with 

his father. When the younger brother considers the enormity of his sin, he does not even 

consider the possibility of being received back as a beloved son. For this reason, he 

develops a plan that will, at least, enable him to relate to his father as a servant to a 

master: “I will arise and go to my father, and I will say to him, ‘Father, I have sinned 

against heaven and before you. I am no longer worthy to be called your son. Treat me as 

one of your hired servants’” (Lk 15:18. Italics added). In summary, even though both 

brothers are sons, both fail to grasp the magnanimity and love of their father, and so 

default to a performance-based relationship that is more akin to a master-servant 

relationship than a father-son relationship. 

The doctrine of adoption possesses a unique power to overcome the believer’s 

suspicion of God’s love that leads to a performance-based relationship with God. For, as 

Ferguson writes,  

The knowledge that the Father has bestowed his love on us, so that we are called 
children of God . . . will, over time, prove to be the solvent in which our fears, 
mistrust, and suspicion of God – as well as our sense of distance from him – will 
eventually dissolve. Then we will enter into a richer experience of confidence and 
assurance as the children of our Father in heaven.165  

 

																																																								
164 Ferguson, Children of the Living God, 13–14. 
 
165 Ferguson, 14. 



 63 

 By way of criticism, it may be said that Paul calls himself a “slave of Christ” (Gal 

1:10) and, therefore, the above point is an example of authors committing the error of 

pitting one metaphor (sons of God through adoption) against another (slaves of Christ), 

thus abolishing the latter. This is a potential error but it does not seem right to accuse 

these authors of it for at least two reasons. 

 First, in his study on the New Testament metaphor of being a slave of Christ, 

Murray J. Harris rightly points out that metaphors may carry multiple connotations so 

that the intended meaning depends on how the author is using it.166 For instance, within 

the single letter of Galatians, Paul uses slavery in both a negative and positive sense. On 

the one hand, Paul calls himself “a slave of Christ” (Gal 1:10) but he also declares that 

every believer is “no longer a slave, but a son” (Gal 4:7). Moreover, his entire letter is a 

warning that believers should not fall back to the “weak and worthless elementary 

principles of the world” because this would be a return to slavery (Gal 4:9).  

 Second, Paul always uses slavery in a negative sense when he speaks of adoption. 

Since the metaphor of slavery can conjure up images of bondage and oppression, Paul 

uses this sense to describe Israel’s slave-like state in the era before Christ and to describe 

the Gentile nations who “were enslaved to those that by nature are not gods” (Gal 4:8). 

Having established this negative sense of slavery, Paul argues that God sent his Son to 

redeem us so that he might adopt us into his family (Gal 4:5). Thus, in Galatians the 

metaphor of slavery is used almost exclusively to describe a negative state of bondage 

that believers have been freed from but are in danger of returning to. In this sense, Stibbe 

is right that God must never be viewed as a harsh Master whose favour must be earned 
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and maintained through slave-like obedience. He is, rather, a loving Father whose favour 

is freely given through adoption in Christ. 

In what sense, then, can Paul call himself “a slave of Christ?” In the sense that the 

Christian’s freedom from sin does not mean freedom to sin, but freedom to serve a new 

master: “We are set free from slavery to sin precisely in order to be free to choose slavery 

to Christ, a slavery of perfect freedom. As believers we have chosen to become slaves of 

a new Master.”167 When applied to the Christian’s relationship with Christ, the metaphor 

of slavery is used in a positive sense to refer to a life of total devotion and not to 

“enforced obedience, loss of freedom, and cringing subservience.”168 In this sense, God is 

our Master and believers are willing and voluntary slaves of Christ.  

This researcher concludes, therefore, that within Paul’s teaching on adoption, it is 

correct to say believes are no longer slaves but sons and to stress along with the authors 

above that believers not fall back into the slavery of relating to God as a hard-to-please 

Master whose favour must be gained and maintained through human performance. 

 
Finding Hope Amidst Suffering 

  
Fourth, the doctrine of adoption has the ability to transform the lives of believers 

because it enables them to be strengthened with hope in the midst of suffering. In 

Romans 8:23 Paul speaks of the suffering of believers and connects it to the future 

fulfillment of their adoption: “We groan inwardly as we wait eagerly for adoption as 

sons, the redemption of our bodies.” Paul also links this future aspect of adoption to the 

fact that God’s adopted children are made “heirs—heirs of God and fellow heirs with 
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Christ, provided we suffer with him in order that we may also be glorified with him.”169 

Thomas Schreiner writes, “Here [Paul] says something even more stunning: believers are 

‘heirs of God’ himself. The wording suggests not merely that believers are heirs of what 

God has promised but of God himself.”170 This, Peterson writes, means “that we will 

inherit God!”171  

The future inheritance of believers does not remove present sufferings but it does 

put them in a new light so believers can say with Paul, “I consider that the sufferings of 

this present time are not worth comparing with the glory that is to be revealed to us.”172 

John Newton explained how the believer’s future inheritance produces hope in the midst 

of present suffering by telling of a Christian woman who had lost all her material wealth. 

She was remarkably untroubled by this and Newton argued that this was the proper 

response in light of the riches that are coming to all believers: 

Suppose a man was going to New York to take possession of a large estate, and 
his chaise [carriage] should break down a mile before he got to the city, which 
obliged him to walk the rest of the way; what a fool we should think him, if we 
saw him ringing his hands, and blubbering out all the remaining mile, “My chaise 
is broken! My chaise is broken!”173 

 
John Cotton also emphasized that believers will, like their Saviour, suffer many things in 

this world but sought to produce hope in those who read his books by pointing to their 

future inheritance:  
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We cherish a great hope. . . . God’s child is like a poor peasant who has been 
taken out of the mire and raised to the position of prince of the realm. The 
adopted prince lives in the palace, has free access to the king, and enjoys the 
king’s favor, love, and protection. The prince tells the king that he cannot 
comprehend the greatness of the king’s love; it is unspeakably great to him. The 
king responds: “You have not begun to see the extent of it. Your inheritance is 
still coming to you.” If our present privileges as God’s adopted children are so 
great that the world cannot grasp them, our future prospects are so glorious that 
even we cannot fully grasp them. Because God is our Father and we are his 
adopted children, we have a full inheritance await us. The best is yet to be.174 

 
When believers grasp that being adopted by God means they are heirs of God and 

will receive resurrection bodies, it strengthens them with hope amidst the suffering they 

face in this world.  

 
Striving for Holiness 

 
Fifth, adoption has the ability to transform how believers strive for personal 

holiness. Paul makes the connection between adoption and personal holiness in Romans 8 

when he calls believers to “put to death the misdeeds of the body” (Rom 8:13b) on the 

basis that “all who are led by the Spirit of God are sons of God” (Rom 8:14). Likewise, in 

Ephesians 1 Paul says that “in love, [the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ] 

predestined us for adoption to himself as sons through Jesus Christ” (Eph 1:5) and 

declares that the end goal of this electing grace is “that we should be holy and blameless 

before him” (Eph 1:4). Adoption stresses the wonderful privileges that belong to the 

children of God, but, as Burke notes, the metaphor also emphasizes their responsibility to 

live as obedient children.  

Sonship is essentially ‘a functional category in the Bible’ and the old adage ‘like 
father like son’ was etched into the psyche of the ancient mind and was every bit 
(if not more) as important in antiquity as it is in society today. . . . Sons were 
expected to live in such a way as to take their sense of identity from their father 

																																																								
174 Beeke, Heirs With Christ: The Puritans on Adoption, Location 1003, Kindle. 
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and to live in such a way as to honour him, in order not to bring his name or that 
of the household into disrepute.175 
 

Packer adds the following clarification: “While it is certainly true that justification frees 

one forever from the need to keep the law, or try to, as the means of earning life, it is 

equally true that adoption lays on one the abiding obligation to keep the law, as the 

means of pleasing one’s newfound Father.”176  

Adoption does more than require holiness; it also possesses a unique ability to 

empower it. As Packer says, adoption changes the entire way believers approach 

obedience: “The Christian’s primary motive for holy living is not negative, the hope 

(vain!) that hereby he may avoid chastening, but positive, the impulse to show his love 

and gratitude to his adopting God by identifying himself with the Father’s will for 

him.”177 Although speaking in terms of regeneration and not adoption, Charles 

Spurgeon’s comments agree with Packer’s on how the believer’s sonship transforms the 

pursuit of holiness. 

If you are God’s child, I will tell you how you will like to live. You will desire to 
live in perfect obedience to your Father, and it will be your passionate longing 
from day to day to be perfect even as your Father which is in heaven is perfect. 
The nature of sons which grace imparts is a law unto itself: the Lord puts his fear 
into the hearts of the regenerate so that they do not depart from him. Being born 
again and introduced into the family of God, you will render to the Lord an 
obedience which you would not have thought of rendering to him if you had only 
been compelled by the idea of law and penalty. Love is a master force, and he that 
feels its power will hate all evil. The more salvation is seen to be of grace, the 
deeper and more mighty is our love, and the more does it work towards that which 
is pure and holy.178 
 

																																																								
175 Burke, The Message of Sonship, 27. 
 
176 Packer, Knowing God, 223. 
 
177 Packer, 222. 
 
178 Charles Spurgeon, “The Great Birthday and our Coming of Age,” Spurgeon’s Sermons, 

Electronic, vol. 30 (Albany, OR: Ages Software, 1998). 
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Deepening Assurance of Salvation 

 
Sixth, adoption transforms a believer’s relationship with God by deepening their 

assurance of salvation. Paul tells believers in Romans 8:16, “The Spirit himself bears 

witness with our spirit that we are children of God” and in Galatians 4:6 says, “because 

you are sons, God has sent the Spirit of his Son into our hearts, crying, “Abba! Father!’” 

While there is much debate on these texts, it is clear that Paul brings up the topic of 

adoption in order to assure his readers of their new status as the adopted children of God.  

Robert Haldane gives his view of the witness of the Spirit when he writes, “The 

Holy Spirit enables us to ascertain our sonship, from being conscious of, and discovering 

in ourselves, the true marks of a renewed state.”179 However, Haldane argues that Paul is 

not simply stating that the Holy Spirit enables our spirits to bear witness to ourselves that 

we are God’s children. Rather, the Spirit himself is said to bear witness:  

The Holy Spirit testifies to our spirit in a distinct and immediate testimony, and 
also with our spirit in a concurrent testimony. This testimony, although it cannot 
be explained, is nevertheless felt by the believer; it is felt by him, too, in its 
variations, as sometimes stronger and more palpable, and at others times more 
feeble and less discernable.180 
 

Martyn Lloyd-Jones cites the Puritan Thomas Goodwin to illustrate the distinction 

between the witness of our own spirit and the witness of the Holy Spirit. 

A man and his little child [are] walking down the road and they are walking hand 
in hand, and the child knows that he is the child of his father, and he knows that 
his father loves him, and he rejoices in that, and he is happy in it. There is no 
uncertainty about it all, but suddenly the father, moved by some impulse, takes 
hold of the child and picks him up, fondles him in his arms, kisses him, embraces 
him, showers his love upon him, and then he puts him down again and they go on 
walking together. That is it! The child knew before that his father loved him, and 
he knew that he was his child. But oh! the loving embrace, this extra outpouring 

																																																								
179 Robert Haldane, Commentary on Romans (Grand Rapids: Kregel Publications, 1996), 371. 
 
180 Haldane, 371. 
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of love, this unusual manifestation of it — that is the kind of thing. The Spirit 
bearing witness with our spirit that we are the children of God.181 
 

 While believers may debate the exact nature of the witness of the Spirit, there is 

no question that Paul raises the issue of adoption in Romans 8 and in Galatians 4 with the 

overall purpose of increasing the believer’s assurance that their old lives are gone, that 

they have a new status, and they can rest assured in God’s adoption of sinners through 

Jesus Christ. 

 
Summary 

  
The above six areas represent a brief sampling of the many and varied ways that 

believers have experienced transformation in their lives through the doctrine of adoption. 

While this project aims to mine the riches of the doctrine of adoption, its ultimate goal is 

to put these riches in the hands of believers and measure the impact such wealth has in 

their lives.  

 
Conclusion 

 
In 1865 Hugh Martin wrote of the glory and privileges of the believer’s adoption 

in Christ. He lamented the neglect of the subject and called for further work to be done:  

Why has the subject of adoption—so rich and fertile in fine thought and feeling, 
so susceptible also of beautiful theological treatment—been so little investigated 
and illustrated? It belongs to the category of relative grace, and forms the sweet 
complement and sparkling crown of justification by faith. On justification by faith 
we have abundant and most precious authorship; for around that doctrine and 
privilege the great battle of controversy has raged. But the conquerors seem to 
have paused, exhausted or contented with the victory. Ought it not rather to 
commend the subject of adoption, that it may be treated apart from controversy? It 

																																																								
181 D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones, Joy Unspeakable: Power and Renewal in the Holy Spirit (Wheaton, 

Ill: Harold Shaw Publishers, 1984), 95–96. 
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is certain, however, that a good treatise on adoption—such as should at once do 
justice to the fine theology of the question, and to the precious import of the 
privilege—is a desideratum.182 
 
This project aims to play a small part in fulfilling Martin’s call. Such a project 

will help remedy the widespread neglect of adoption and will uphold the distinct nature 

and exalted status of adoption by distinguishing it from other soteriological metaphors 

such as justification and regeneration. Furthermore, this project will seek to do what, to 

this researcher’s knowledge, has never been done before; namely, to measure the effect 

of Paul’s doctrine of adoption in the lives of believers.  

 

																																																								
182 Hugh Martin, The Abiding Presence, Christian Heritage (Ross-shire, Scotland: Christian Focus 

Publications, 2009), 72fn. 
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CHAPTER 3 
 

PAUL’S SOTERIOLOGICAL METAPHOR AND MODEL  
OF ADOPTION (PSMMA) 

 
 

All things are ours by virtue of our adoption because we are Christ’s and Christ is 
God’s. There is a world of riches in this, to be the sons of God. And what a 
prerogative is this . . . that we have boldness to appear before God, to call him 
Father, to open our necessities, to fetch all things needful, to have the ear of the 
King of heaven and earth, to be favourites in the court of heaven! 
 

—Richard Sibbes 
 

While the metaphor of adoption begins as a legal act, it does not end there: it ends 
with membership in the household of God, with a calling to act into the reality of 
this new identity. . . . Thus, when we are given an identity in Christ, we are called 
to live into it. 

 
—Todd Billings 

 
 
 God’s work of salvation is described in rich and diverse ways by the biblical 

authors. As noted in the introduction, the apostle Paul in particular employs a wide array 

of metaphors to describe what God has done for his people in Christ. For instance, Paul 

uses justification (a penal metaphor from the law courts), redemption (drawn from the 

slave market), and propitiation (a cultic metaphor from the Old Testament sacrificial 

system). Receiving far less attention, but just as important and magnificent, is Paul’s 

metaphor of adoption.  

 The Greek word huiothesia (“adoption as sons”) appears five times in the New 

Testament and every reference is found within the writings of the apostle Paul (Rom 

8:15, 23; 9:4; Gal 4:5; Eph 1:5). At its most basic level huiothesia refers to the act of 

being placed, or adopted, as a son for it is the combination of huios (“son”) and thesis 
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(“placing”).1 As was also noted in the introduction, Paul does not use huiothesia to refer 

to what those in the modern world generally mean by the term; namely, the adoption of 

an orphaned baby or child. Rather, he uses it metaphorically to describe the gracious act 

of God whereby he places redeemed sinners into his family with all the privileges and 

responsibilities that accompany their new standing as God’s sons and daughters. 

Despite the small number of references to huiothesia, J.M. Scott is right to point 

out that “its significance is great because of its conceptual and emotive power and its 

relationship to many other familial ideas.”2 This importance is further amplified because 

it will be demonstrated that Paul uses adoption as an organizing metaphor, or model, of 

salvation that expounds the whole of redemptive history from the pretemporal plan of 

God to the eschatological new creation. Thus, it will be shown that huiothesia is a 

soteriological metaphor that Paul develops into an entire model of salvation. 

This chapter will offer a fresh explanation of Paul’s teaching on huiothesia, which 

will be referred to as “Paul’s soteriological metaphor and model of adoption” (PSMMA). 

This will involve three parts: (1) Demonstrating how Paul uses huiothesia as a 

soteriological metaphor and soteriological model, (2) Providing an in-depth exposition of 

Paul’s five huiothesia texts that will also draw out the doctrinal and practical applications 

of PSMMA, and (3) Setting huiothesia within Paul’s larger metaphor of the church as a 

family. 

 
 

																																																								
1 W.F. Ardnt, F.W. Gingrich, and F.W. Danker, A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament 

and Other Early Christian Literature, ed. Frederick William Danker, 3rd ed. (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 2000), 1024. 

 
2 J.M. Scott, “Adoption,” in Dictionary of Biblical Imagery: An Encyclopedic Exploration of the 

Images, Symbols, Motifs, Metaphors, Figures of Speech and Literary Patterns of the Bible, ed. Leland 
Ryken, James C. Wilhoit, and Tremper Longman III (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 1998), 14. 



 73 

Huiothesia as a Soteriological Metaphor and Model 

 
It is important to begin by defining what is meant by “metaphor” before moving 

to what is meant by “model.” A metaphor is “an implied comparison” between what 

linguists call the source domain (or donor field) and the target domain (or recipient 

field).3 Burke represents diagrammatically how this works with adoption:4 

Source domain  Target domain 
Ancient family  Christian family 
Father  God 
Adopted sons  Christians/believers 

 
Metaphorical language is a key means of communication, not merely to enhance 

what is said, but to enable people to grasp concepts in new and fresh ways. Two leading 

linguists, Lakoff and Johnson, argue that the main purpose of a metaphor is to “provide a 

partial understanding of one kind of experience in terms of another kind of experience.”5 

The power of a good metaphor, therefore, is not only found in its “ability to explain but 

in the way it resonates” with experience.6 It is a way to “get a handle” on a truth even if it 

does not provide a complete explanation.7 Paul chose to employ adoption as a 

																																																								
3 Ryken, Wilhoit, and Longman III argue that metaphors and similes are very close to each other: 

“A metaphor is an implied comparison. . . . A simile also compares one thing to another, but it makes the 
comparison explicit by using the formula like or as. . . nothing much is lost if these terms are used 
interchangeably.” Williams agrees and makes “no distinction . . .between the terms ‘metaphor’ and 
‘analogy’, ‘image’ and ‘figure’ and so on.” Leland Ryken, James C. Wilhoit, and Tremper Longman III, 
eds., Dictionary of Biblical Imagery: An Encyclopedic Exploration of the Images, Symbols, Motifs, 
Metaphors, Figures of Speech and Literary Patterns of the Bible (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 
1998), Introduction. David J. Williams, Paul’s Metaphors: Their Context and Character (Peabody, Mass: 
Hendrickson Publishers, Inc., 1999), 2. 

 
4 Trevor J. Burke, Adopted into God’s Family: Exploring a Pauline Metaphor, vol. 8, New Studies 

in Biblical Theology (Downers Grove: IVP Academic, 2006), 34. 
 
5 G. Lakoff and M. Johnson, Metaphors We Live By (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1980), 

154. Emphasis mine. 
 
6 From a personal email correspondence with Dr. Mark Naylor, January 13, 2017. 
 
7 Williams, Paul’s Metaphors: Their Context and Character, 1. 
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soteriological metaphor because he knew it would trigger certain associations within the 

minds and hearts of his readers that, once applied, would give them a richer grasp of their 

salvation in Christ. 

 
Background to Paul’s Use of Huiothesia 

  
Metaphors reveal the world of the person who makes them and therefore 

knowledge of that world is important to understand what is meant. In light of this, 

Williams counsels modern people to “know the context from which the image is drawn—

to make ourselves as much at home as we can with the image.”8 At this juncture it must 

be asked what associations Paul and his readers would have made with huiothesia. In an 

effort to answer this, scholars have debated the legal background Paul had in mind. Three 

views have emerged but only the latter two have been granted serious consideration.  

The first view is that Paul got his idea of adoption from the Greeks who had a 

legal practice similar to that of the Romans whereby a man could adopt a male citizen 

who would then receive the same legal and religious privileges as that of a biological son. 

The difficulty with this view is that the Romans had taken over rule of Greek lands in 146 

BC so that this Greek law was, at best, a distant memory to Paul’s readers who lived 

under Roman law. While it is possible that Paul had Greek law in mind, it seems far more 

likely that he is using Roman law as he was a Roman citizen, had travelled extensively 

around the Roman Empire, demonstrated skill in using other Roman legal metaphors in 

his letters (i.e., slaves, freedman, redemption), and was writing to Roman readers.9  

																																																								
8 Williams, 2. 
 
9 Francis Lyall, Slaves, Citizens, Sons: Legal Metaphors in the Epistles (Grand Rapids: 

Zondervan, 1984), 96–97. 
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 The second view, developed most famously by Francis Lyall, is that Paul is 

drawing on Roman legal practices whereby the male head of a household would legally 

adopt a male who was not his biological child to be his son and, thus, his heir.10 Typically 

this was a “well-to-do but childless” man who wanted an heir and it was “usually at an 

age other than in infancy and frequently a slave.”11 Adoption in the Roman context, 

therefore, was quite dissimilar to contemporary adoption practices because it was not 

motivated by compassion for the good of the adoptee but was done for the good of the 

adopter in order that he might have someone to carry on his family line, name, and 

wealth.12 Likewise, it was not typically male babies or young boys who were adopted but 

young males, even up to adulthood, who had proven themselves worthy to be adopted. 

These young men were not typically orphans as they often had biological families of their 

own. The opportunity of adoption provided a better life: “Apparently one gave a child for 

adoption as one might give a daughter in marriage, particularly a ‘good’ marriage.”13 

Moreover, as Williams notes, “For the family giving up a child, monetary considerations 

were often primary—adopting out was a means of raising money. The adoptive father 

effectively bought the child.”14 One of the most well-known examples of Roman 

adoption occurred just prior to Paul’s lifetime when Julius Caesar (d. 44BC) made 

																																																								
10 Lyall, 67–130; Francis Lyall, “Roman Law in the Writings of Paul - Adoption,” Journal of 

Biblical Literature 88, no. 4 (December 1969): 458–66. Lyall concludes his article by saying, “I conclude 
that Paul’s use of the term ‘adoption’ in Romans, Ephesians, and Galatians was a deliberate, considered, 
and appropriate reference to Roman law.” 

 
11 Andrew Lincoln, Ephesians, Word Biblical Commentary (Dallas: Word Books, 1990), 25. 
 
12 “Although in the twentieth century ideas have changed, in the legal systems of the New 

Testament times there was usually no suggestion that an adoption was made for the protection, 
maintenance, or benefit of the adoptee.” Lyall, Slaves, Citizens, Sons: Legal Metaphors in the Epistles, 69. 

 
13 Marcia J. Bunge, Terence E. Fretheim, and Beverly Roberts Gaventa, eds., The Child in the 

Bible (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2008), Kindle Edition, Location 4621. 
 
14 Williams, Paul’s Metaphors: Their Context and Character, 64. 
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provisions in his will to posthumously adopt the nineteen-year-old Octavius to be his son, 

and eventually the Emperor of Rome.15  

To really understand the Roman background, one must understand the social 

situation of a Roman household. The father possessed absolute power (patria potestas) in 

the household, even to the degree of taking the life of a family member without it being 

considered murder. He also had total legal control over all his property and could 

therefore give it to whomever he desired. Once a Roman man found a worthy candidate, 

the act of adoption was performed in two stages with at least one other witness present.16 

First, the adoptee had to be released from his biological family. To accomplish this, the 

adoptee’s biological father would sell his son as a slave to the adopter and would perform 

this act three times in a row.17 After the first two sales, the adopter would release the 

adoptee back to the control of his biological father. After the third sale, the adoptee was 

freed from the power of his biological father and the second stage was undertaken during 

which the adoptee became the legal son of the adopter. This action “canceled all previous 

debts and relationships, defining the new son wholly in terms of his new relationship to 

his father, whose heir he thus became.”18  

																																																								
15 Michael Grant, “Augustus,” in Encyclopaedia Britannica (Encyclopaedia Britannica, inc., 

January 25, 2019), https://www.britannica.com/biography/Augustus-Roman-emperor. During the first 200 
years of the Roman Empire it was tradition for the Emperor to adopt his successor. Men such as Augustus, 
Tiberius, Caligula, Nero, Trajan, Hadrian, Antoninus Pius, Marcus Aurelius, and Lucius Verus all acceded 
to the position of Emperor through adoption. 

 
16 Williams, Paul’s Metaphors: Their Context and Character, 64. 
 
17 A. Andrew Das, Galatians, Concordia Commentary: A Theological Exposition of Sacred 

Scripture (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 2014), 403. 
 
18 Craig S. Keener, The IVP Bible Background Commentary: New Testament (Downers Grove: 

InterVarsity Press, 1993), Rom 8:15. This Roman background can be found in just about any Bible 
dictionary, or commentary on Galatians, Romans, or Ephesians. For a good description see: Harold W. 
Hoehner, Ephesians: An Exegetical Commentary (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2002), 194–96. 
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A Roman background to Paul’s metaphor of adoption is currently the most 

popular view, particularly among contemporary authors like Trevor Burke and David 

Garner.19 Roman background has strong support in that Paul was a Roman citizen who 

prized his legal standing (Acts 22:28). Further, as Garner notes, Paul only used the 

metaphor of adoption when writing to believers in Rome or those living in Roman 

colonies who were familiar with Roman laws concerning adoption.20 While these 

arguments strongly favour the background for Paul’s use of the term huiothesia, it will be 

shown that they do not account for the way Paul uses huiothesia in a redemptive-

historical manner. Thus, it does not seem wise to dig too deeply into the specifics of 

Roman legal practice in an attempt to connect these points to Christian soteriology. 

Rather, one must pay careful attention to how Paul develops his metaphor of adoption 

regardless if it fits with Roman jurisprudence or not.  

The third view is that Paul’s usage is drawn out of Jewish law. In an influential 

monograph, James Scott argues that adoption took place in Israel and also argues that 

Paul’s New Testament concept of huiothesia arises from a single Old Testament verse (2 

Sam 7:14: “I will be to him a father, and he shall be to me a son.”).21 Most scholars 

disagree, arguing that there was no legal practice of adoption in the Old Testament. Yet, 

debate continues as to whether or not the concept appears in the practice of levirate 

marriage (Deut 25:5-10), in occasions such as Abraham taking Eliezer as his heir (Gen 

																																																								
19 Burke, Adopted into God’s Family; Trevor J. Burke, The Message of Sonship (Downers Grove: 

IVP Academic, 2011); David B. Garner, Sons in the Son: The Riches and Reach of Adoption in Christ 
(Phillipsburg, N.J: P&R Publishing, 2017). 

 
20 Garner, Sons in the Son, Kindle Edition, Location 403. 
 
21 James M. Scott, Adoption as Sons of God: An Exegetical Investigation into the Background of 
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15:2), or in the instance of Jacob being taken into the family of Laban (Gen 29:14-30).22 

Whatever conclusions are reached on these points, Paul does not seem to be thinking of 

any individual cases or of any Jewish legal practice. Yet, Paul clearly speaks of Israel’s 

sonship in terms of adoption: “They are Israelites, and to them belong the [huiothesia] 

adoption” (Rom 9:4). In what sense can Paul say this? Is he thinking of God choosing 

Israel from among all the nations of the earth to be his son (2 Sam 7:14), God’s love for 

Israel as his son (Hos 11:1), and Israel having God as father (Ex 4:22-23; Jer 31:9)? If so, 

how can Paul do this when the Old Testament never speaks of Israel’s sonship in terms of 

adoption and the translators of the LXX never use huiothesia in reference to Israel? 

Answering these questions reveals how Paul wants his readers to understand his teaching 

on adoption (answers will be given under the next two headings and in the exegetical 

section on Romans 9:4). 

This researcher believes there are three factors that, when taken together, suggest 

Paul’s metaphor of adoption should be understood through both Jewish and Roman 

backgrounds. First, the historical context of the early Christian movement was Jewish and 

Roman. While this does not prove a dual background to Paul’s use of huiothesia, it is 

critical to set the discussion within the cultural climate of the early church. At its core, 

early Christianity was Jewish in nature for it was “born and cradled in Judaism.”23 

																																																								
22 Lyall argues that levirate marriage and the emphasis on continuing a man’s line from whatever 

maternal source eliminated the need for adoption as a way of continuing a family line in Jewish law. In the 
case of Eliezer, there is no implication that he carried on Abraham’s family line as a legally adopted son 
but that he was simply the one who received Abraham’s goods. Moses is not a case of legal adoption but 
rather of fosterage. Just as orphaned children were raised in the United Kingdom before the Adoption Acts 
of the twentieth century, so also many orphaned children in history have been raised by families without 
being legally adopted. Yet, the fact remains that the child did not possess the status of a son or daughter in 
the eyes of the law. Lyall, Slaves, Citizens, Sons: Legal Metaphors in the Epistles, 74–80. 

 
23 James Stuart Stewart, Man in Christ: The Vital Elements of St. Paul’s Religion (Middletown, 

DE: Forgotten Books, 2012), 32. 
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Christianity was not a new religion but was born out of a few thousand years of Jewish 

faith and practice and was believed to be the fulfillment of God’s promises to Israel. Yet, 

from the beginning, the Christian faith was destined by Jesus to go to the very ends of the 

earth (Acts 1:8). To do this, Christianity would have to leave its childhood home within 

the nation and culture of Israel. It would also have to find new ways to express the 

ancient Jewish faith as fulfilled in Jesus the Messiah. It is within this context that Paul 

employs his metaphor of adoption. 

Second, when God wanted to raise up someone to take the good news concerning 

his Son to the Gentile nations, he chose Saul of Tarsus—a man whose background had 

perfectly prepared him for the colossal task of taking the gospel across ethnic, cultural, 

religious, and linguistic barriers (Acts 9:15). On the one hand, Paul belonged to the 

Jewish world and could produce exceptional credentials: “circumcised on the eighth day, 

of the people of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew of Hebrews; as to the law, a 

Pharisee; as to zeal, a persecutor of the church; as to righteousness under the law, 

blameless” (Phil 3:5-6). Yet, on the other hand, Paul was a citizen of the wider world. 

Born in the Hellenistic city of Tarsus, Paul was a Jew of the Diaspora who possessed 

Roman citizenship, could speak and write the Greek language, and was familiar with the 

customs of Roman culture. N.T. Wright captures the unique way Paul’s background 

enabled him to function effectively in both worlds.  

We can safely assume, then, that Saul grew up in a cheerfully strict observant 
Jewish home, on the one hand, and in a polyglot, multicultural, multiethnic 
working environment on the other. Strict adherence to ancestral tradition did not 
mean living a sheltered life, unaware of how the rest of the world worked, spoke, 
behaved, and reasoned. . . . He read biblical Hebrew fluently. He spoke the 
Aramaic of the Middle East . . . in addition to the ubiquitous Greek, which he 
spoke and wrote at great speed. . . . He gives every impression of having 
swallowed the Bible whole. He moves with polished ease between Genesis and 



 80 

the Psalms, between Deuteronomy and Isaiah. He knows how the story works, its 
heights and depths, its twists and turns. He can make complex allusions with a 
flick of the pen and produce puns and other wordplays across the languages. . 
. But if someone in the tentmaker’s shop were to start expounding Cicero’s ideas, 
Saul would know what the conversation was about. He would be able to engage 
such a person on his own terms. He is thus completely at home in the worlds of 
both Jewish story and non-Jewish philosophy.24 

 
It was this unique background that enabled Paul to be just as comfortable proving that 

Jesus is the Messiah to Jews in the synagogue (Acts 17:1-4) as proclaiming the seemingly 

brand new and bizarre claims of Christianity to non-Jewish intellectuals in Athens (Acts 

17:16-34). Once again, none of this proves a dual background to Paul’s use of huiothesia. 

However, it clearly reveals that Paul was thoroughly rooted in Judaism and was also 

exceptionally skilled at contextualizing and expressing Old Testament concepts in terms 

that Gentile believers in the Roman Empire could understand. 

 Third, the term huiothesia itself and the manner in which Paul uses it indicates 

both a Roman and Jewish background. It seems beyond dispute that the term is of 

Hellenistic, not Jewish, origin. This explains why Paul only uses it when writing to those 

in Rome or to those in Roman colonies who would be familiar with the word itself and 

with the Roman practice of adoption. Yet, as noted above and as will be expounded in the 

exegetical sections below, Paul clearly infuses Old Testament concepts of sonship into 

huiothesia such as when he refers to Israel receiving “the adoption of sons” (Rom 9:4). 

While Paul uses huiothesia in ways that parallel Roman adoption practices (such as an 

adoptee leaving his previous state to enter a new family, receiving the new status of a 

son, and being made an heir), he also uses huiothesia in ways that do not fit with Roman 

adoption practices. God’s choice of whom he will adopt is not based on any merit within 

the adoptee as it was in Roman adoption practice but is based entirely on the Father’s 
																																																								

24 N. T. Wright, Paul: A Biography (San Francisco: Harper-One, 2018), 15–16. 
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grace (Eph 1:5-6). Roman adoption was not motivated by love or by a desire for 

relationship but Paul declares it was “in love he predestined us for adoption as sons” (Eph 

1:4-5) and that believers are granted “the Spirit of adoption” (Rom 8:15) who enables 

them to cry out in familial intimacy to God as their Father (Rom 8:15; Gal 4:6). These 

concepts of love, relationship, and election to sonship based on grace fit far better with 

the Old Testament teaching of God’s relationship to Israel. In light of this, it seems that 

Paul is taking the Roman term of adoption with its basic meaning of being placed as a 

son and heir and infusing Old Testament concepts of Israel’s sonship based on love, 

grace, and relationship.  

 Paul’s metaphor of adoption is an example of his missionary genius in taking the 

gospel to the Gentile world. Well-versed in the Old Testament concept of Israel’s sonship 

and enthralled by the believer’s sonship in Christ, the apostle to the Gentiles saw a way 

of describing these gospel truths through the Roman concept of huiothesia. When writing 

to the Christians in Rome or in Roman colonies, Paul employed his metaphor of adoption 

because he knew it communicated the good news in a way that accurately reflected the 

Old Testament theme of sonship and also contextualized this message in a way that 

would resonate with his Gentile readers.  

 
Paul’s Redemptive-Historical Use of Huiothesia 

 
Having argued for a Jewish and Roman background, it will now be contended 

(alongside authors such as Ridderbos25 and Trumper26) that a robust understanding of 

																																																								
25 Herman Ridderbos, Paul: An Outline of His Theology (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1997), 185–

92. 
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Paul’s metaphor of adoption is not found primarily in its cultural background but in how 

Paul uses it in a redemptive-historical manner.27 This researcher agrees with J.L. De 

Villier who contends that Paul only uses huiothesia in a very general sense to refer to the 

Roman practice of his day.28 Aside from slaves receiving the new status of sons and 

becoming heirs, Paul was not concerned that his readers connect every small detail of 

Roman legal practice to his teaching on God’s adoption of believers in Christ. Rather, 

Paul uses huiothesia to explain the grand scope of redemptive history, including God’s 

pretemporal plan to adopt a people, Israel’s Old Testament sonship, the role of God’s Son 

in effecting redemption, the sonship of believers in Christ, and the future hope of the new 

creation. As Ridderbos writes, “The term [huiothesia] stems from the Hellenistic world of 

law; its content, however, must not be inferred from the various Roman or Greek legal 

systems, nor from the adoption ritual of the Hellenistic mystery cults, but must rather be 

considered against the Old Testament, redemptive-historical background of the adoption 

of Israel as the son of God.”29  

To put it another way, Paul uses huiothesia to tell the big story of the Bible, which 

is the story of God’s salvation in and through Jesus Christ. This is clearly seen in the fact 

that every reference of huiothesia focuses on a key period of time within the Bible’s 

larger redemptive-historical timeline. Or, it could be said that each instance of huiothesia 
																																																																																																																																																																					

26 Tim J.R. Trumper, “From Slaves to Sons!,” Foundations (U.K.) 55 (2006): 17–19; Tim J.R. 
Trumper, “The Metaphorical Import of Adoption: A Plea for Realization I. The Adoption Metaphor in 
Biblical Usage,” Scottish Bulletin of Evangelical Theology 14 (1996): 129–45. 

 
27 Language begins to fail when describing redemptive “history” in terms of adoption because 

God’s plan of adoption begins before time and history (Eph 1:5) and extends to the eschatological new 
creation (Rom 8:23) where it is impossible to understand what time and history will be like. For the sake of 
ease in language, terms like “redemptive-history” and “redemptive-historical” will refer to any of God’s 
acts in adoption from the “time” before the foundation of the world to the “time” after Christ returns.  

 
28 J.L. De Vellier, Die Betekenis van [HUIOTHESIA] in Die Briewe van Paulus, 1950, 48f. 
 
29 Ridderbos, Paul, 185. 
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describes one major chapter within the Bible’s big story. Figure 1 on the following page 

is this researcher’s visual depiction of how Paul tells the big story of the Bible through 

the lens of adoption and does so in five distinct chapters. 

Chapter 1 of the big story of adoption takes place before God created the 

universe: “he chose us in him before the foundation of the world, that we should be holy 

and blameless before him. In love he predestined us for adoption [huiothesian] to himself 

as sons through Jesus Christ” (Eph 1:4-5). Here Paul declares that God the Father 

planned the universe before he created it and this plan involved choosing a people whom 

he would adopt in and through Jesus Christ. Adoption, therefore, is a central purpose 

behind the creation of the universe.  

Chapter 2 of this big story takes place after creation but before the coming of 

Christ in what may be called “the time of slavery.” In speaking of this time, Paul 

describes humanity in a state of slavery: “In the same way we also, when we were 

children, were enslaved to the elementary principles of the world” (Gal 4:3).30 He goes on 

to repeat this theme of slavery: “So you are no longer a slave. . . . Formerly, when you 

did not know God, you were enslaved to those that by nature are not gods” (Gal 4:7-8). It 

is during this time of slavery that God begins to put his pretemporal plan into effect by 

adopting Israel: “They are Israelites, and to them belong the adoption [huiothesia]” (Rom 

9:4). Even though Israel enjoyed the privilege of sonship, Galatians 3:19-4:3 describes 

																																																								
30 Paul does not trace adoption back to the Fall or to Adam’s pre-Fall state. Theologians in the 19th 

and early 20th century spent a lot of time debating whether Adam’s pre-Fall state was that of a subject, son, 
or both. For instance, Robert Webb’s The Reformed Doctrine of Adoption devotes a tremendous amount of 
space to this issue but very little to just about every other matter this chapter will develop. As Trumper 
writes, “Of uppermost importance to Paul was not what God’s people were in Adam, but what they are in 
Christ. Thus, his mention of Israel’s privilege of adoption serves not so much as an appendix to what 
happened in Eden, but as a precursor to the full new covenant revelation of divine redemption and 
adoption.” Tim J.R. Trumper, Chapter 5: A Fresh Exposition of Adoption: An Outline (unpublished, n.d.), 
140. 
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Israel as an underage son who lived under the strict training of the law and who was 

imprisoned by the law. As long as Israel was an underage son, he was “no different from 

a slave” (Gal 4:1). Israel longed for the “date set by his father” (Gal 4:3) when he would 

come of age and be set free from his slave-like state under the law.  

Chapter 3 of this big story of adoption takes place in what may be called “the 

fullness of time.” The Father’s pretemporal plan reaches its most important point when 

the Father sends his Son into the world: “But when the fullness of time had come, God 

sent forth his Son, born of woman, born under the law, to redeem those who were under 

the law, so that we might receive adoption as sons [huiothesian]” (Gal 4:4-5). The 

Father’s purpose in sending his Son was to bring freedom from slavery in order that he 

might adopt redeemed sinners, not as underage sons but as adult sons with all the rights 

and privileges pertaining to this new status. This exalted position is given to all who are 

in Christ whether Jew or Gentile, slave or free, male or female (Gal 3:28-29). 

Chapter 4 takes place after the cross but before the second coming of Christ and 

can be called “the time of adoption.” During this period, all who “receive” Jesus are 

adopted into God’s family (Gal 4:4) so that God is their Father (Rom 8:15), Christ is their 

elder brother (Rom 8:29), and all other believers are their brothers and sisters. The Father 

gives all his sons the gift of the Holy Spirit, who brings assurance of their sonship: “You 

have received the Spirit of adoption as sons [huiothesias], by whom we cry, ‘Abba! 

Father!’ The Spirit himself bears witness with our spirit that we are children of God” 

(Rom 8:15-16). Despite all the privileges that are granted during this era, there is a sense 

in which the believer’s adoption is incomplete. Paul goes on in Romans 8 to describe the 

fact that believers groan because, even though they are heirs and have the first fruits of 
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the Spirit, the Father does not immediately take them to their eternal home and give them 

their inheritance. The Father calls his sons to live in this present fallen world (Rom 8:18), 

to suffer with Christ (Rom 8:17-18), to fight against their sin (Rom 8:13-14), and to wait 

patiently for the hope of their future inheritance (Rom 8:23-25).  

Chapter 5 concludes the big story of adoption. It takes place after the second 

coming of Christ during the new creation. When Christ returns, God will publicly reveal 

the identity of his sons (Rom 8:19) and will give them an inheritance that is so glorious it 

cannot even be compared to the sufferings of this present time (Rom 8:18). For this 

reason, Paul writes in Romans 8:23: “we ourselves, who have the firstfruits of the Spirit, 

groan inwardly as we wait eagerly for adoption as sons [huiothesian], the redemption of 

our bodies.” Adoption will be complete when all God’s sons share in the inheritance of 

Christ (“fellow heirs with Christ” - Rom 8:17), which includes the resurrection of their 

bodies. 

This brief survey of Paul’s huiothesia texts clearly demonstrates that even though 

Paul uses a term with Roman and Jewish background, he intends it to be understood and 

applied in a redemptive-historical manner. Yet, the vast majority of authors (including 

those who write specific articles on adoption) do not even mention this fact, choosing 

rather to spend the bulk of their explanation on the intricacies of Roman jurisprudence.31 

Again, it needs to be stated that an understanding of what Paul meant by huiothesia must 

be found by examining the textual evidence of how he uses the metaphor and not just by 

investigating the Roman background of the term. 

 

																																																								
31 For example, see Williams, Paul’s Metaphors: Their Context and Character, 64–66. Williams 

is so concerned to root huiothesia in Roman context that he completely overlooks Romans 9:4 as well as 
the obvious epochal shift in redemptive history that Galatians 4:1-7 describes.  
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Adoption as a Soteriological Model 

 
 Some metaphors are occasional references that are used in passing to help a 

reader connect with a concept (e.g., Ps 18:2: “The LORD is my rock and my fortress”). 

Yet, other metaphors, such as justification, are “weight-bearing structures” because they 

have the ability to uphold many critical theological concepts that together form the 

doctrine of salvation.32 Such metaphors move beyond a passing soteriological insight to 

provide a model of salvation—one that has the capacity to unify and communicate the 

redemptive story of what God has done, is doing, and will do for his people through Jesus 

Christ. 

Theologians have often debated which model, if any, best captures the work of 

salvation. Lutheran theology, for instance, has made much of justification. Yet, Ferguson 

is surely correct to write, “It is probably an error of some magnitude to insist that only 

one principle should be employed to unify one’s understanding of the nature of salvation. 

Scripture provides us with various models, of which justification is but one.33 It is the 

argument of this chapter that adoption is not merely a passing soteriological metaphor 

but is also a robust soteriological model.34  

Considering the small number of references to huiothesia, it may rightly be asked 

if adoption qualifies as a model of salvation. Ferguson goes on to show that any model, or 

																																																								
32 A term used by Dr. Timothy Trumper in a personal email correspondence, March 27, 2017. 
 
33 Sinclair B. Ferguson, “The Reformed Doctrine of Sonship,” in Pulpit and People: Essays in 

Honour of William Still on His 75th Birthday, ed. Nigel M. deS. Cameron and Sinclair B. Ferguson 
(Edinburgh: Rutherford House Books, 1986), 86. 

 
34 Other authors, such as Burke, maintain the term metaphor but refer to adoption as an 

“organizing metaphor for the doctrine of salvation.” Burke, Adopted into God’s Family, 8:41. Terms such 
as motif or theme could also be employed. I prefer model because it emphasizes the idea of a unified system 
or structure that has the ability to explain God’s work of salvation. 
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organizing principle, for the doctrine of salvation must meet certain biblical tests: does it 

arise from the flow of redemptive history? Is it inherently eschatological in that it 

expresses the New Testament emphasis of the ‘already/not yet’ tension of the Christian 

experience? And, most importantly, does it centre on the person and work of Jesus 

Christ?35 Burke adds a further test: does it demand an ethical response?36  

Despite the small number of references to huiothesia, it is clear that adoption 

meets these criteria in a profound way. First, Paul uses adoption to trace the redemptive-

historical arc of the Bible, including the pre-temporal plan of God, Israel’s adoption as an 

underage son, the adoption of all believers (Jew or Gentile) in Christ as mature sons of 

God, and the fulfillment of the eschatological new creation. Second, adoption captures 

the tension of the ‘already/but not yet’ of New Testament soteriology and contains 

arguably the greatest passage in the Bible on this subject (Rom 8:17-25). Believers are 

already the sons of God, already possess the first-fruits of the Spirit, and are already 

heirs, but believers have not yet received their inheritance, are not yet publicly identified 

by God, and groan inwardly for they have not yet received the redemption of their bodies. 

Third, Paul’s metaphor of adoption is entirely centred on Christ. The Father’s 

pretemporal plan to adopt was made “through Jesus Christ” (Eph 1:5), was implemented 

in the fullness of time when “God sent forth His Son” (Gal 4:4), was accomplished 

through Christ’s work of redemption which made adoption possible (Gal 4:5), and all of 

the blessings of adoption are given “in the Beloved” (Eph 1:6). Finally, Paul repeatedly 

connects adoption to ethics. Holiness and blamelessness are said to be the purpose of 

																																																								
35 Ferguson, “The Reformed Doctrine of Sonship,” 86–87. 
 
36 Burke, Adopted into God’s Family, 8:42–43. 
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election and adoption (Eph 1:4-5) and the Spirit of adoption leads God’s sons to put to 

death their own sin (Rom 8:12-15). 

In summary, Paul has taken a common term from his culture and used it to 

develop a soteriological metaphor and model aimed at enabling his readers to grasp the 

privileges and responsibilities that come from their status as the sons of God through 

Jesus Christ. Adoption is not the only model of salvation but “the mere fact that Paul 

thought it appropriate to write of God’s love for sinners in terms of adoption is itself a 

pointer to the concept’s intrinsic metaphorical importance.”37  

 
An Exegetical Study of the Huiothesia Texts in Paul  

 
 
 Having argued that Paul uses adoption as a soteriological metaphor and model, 

each of Paul’s huiothesia texts will now be considered in their redemptive-historical 

sequence. Each exposition concludes with a summary of Paul’s intended doctrinal truths 

and practical implications.  

 
Ephesians 1:3-6 

 
 

3 Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us in 
Christ with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places, 4 even as he chose us in 
him before the foundation of the world, that we should be holy and blameless 
before him. In love 5 he predestined us for adoption to himself as sons through 
Jesus Christ, according to the purpose of his will, 6 to the praise of his glorious 
grace, with which he has blessed us in the Beloved.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
																																																								

37 Tim J.R. Trumper, “The Metaphorical Import of Adoption: A Plea for Realization II. The 
Adoption Metaphor in Theological Usage,” Scottish Bulletin of Evangelical Theology 15 (1997): 98. 
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Significance of Text for PSMMA 
 
 

Robert Reymond writes, “just as Romans is Paul’s treatise on justification so also 

Ephesians in a special sense is Paul’s treatise on adoption.”38 Paul opens Ephesians with 

a great declaration of praise to God the Father because he has “predestined us for 

adoption to himself as sons through Jesus Christ” (v. 5) and then “develops the 

Christian’s walk in Ephesians 4-6 in terms of the walk of a ‘child’ before the Father (Eph 

5:1, 8) who is a member of the ‘household of God’ (Eph 2:19).”39 The believer’s 

adoption as a chosen son holds an exalted place among all the blessings the Father has 

given in Christ for it is the first blessing Paul identifies in the great treasury of blessings 

that belong to all those in Christ (Eph 1:4-14).  

Paul’s intention in Ephesians 1:3-6 is to stir his readers to join him in a 

doxological response to God the Father for his grace in developing a pretemporal plan to 

adopt us through Jesus Christ. While the larger context is explicitly Trinitarian, verses 4-

6 focus on the role of the Father in planning our adoption. This plan to adopt is set within 

the broadest redemptive-historical sequence of the Bible—a timeline that, according to 

this text, does not begin at creation but before creation. The plan is accomplished 

“through Jesus Christ” (v. 5) and is meant to result in praise to the Father for how it 

reveals the magnificence of his grace (v. 6). Ephesians 1:3-6, therefore, covers chapter 1 

of Adoption as the Big Story of the Bible (see Figure 1) and, since the entire story is 

meant to redound to the glory of God’s grace, it also speaks to chapter 5. 

																																																								
38 Robert L. Reymond, Paul, Missionary Theologian: A Survey of His Missionary Labours and 

Theology (Ross-shire, Scotland: Mentor, 2000), 347. 
 
39 Reymond, 347. 
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The grace of the Father shines brightly because those whom he chose “before the 

creation of the world” (v. 4) were not people worthy of adoption or those who had earned 

a place in his family. Rather, the Father chose to adopt those who, like the rest of 

humanity, were unholy and worthy of blame (Eph 1:4), slaves to the “prince of the power 

of the air” (Eph 2:2), “sons of disobedience” (Eph 2:2), and “by nature children of wrath” 

(Eph 2:3). The Father’s pretemporal plan was to display his grace by making “children of 

wrath” into “children of God” (Rom 8:16) and “sons of disobedience” (Eph 2:2) into 

“sons” (v. 5) of God. 

The riches of adoption in Christ are meant to fill believers with a deep sense of 

security in their identity as the Father’s “sons” (v. 5) because this identity is based on the 

pretemporal electing grace of the Father and not on anything they must do to earn such an 

identity. Since believers are “sons” they can enjoy the blessings of being chosen, loved, 

and belonging to the family of God. 

 
Literary Context 

 
 Paul begins his letter to the Ephesians with an extended bǝrākâ; that is, a 

declaration of praise to God. This bǝrākâ is one long sentence (202 words, 32 

prepositional phrases, 21 genitive expressions, 6 relative clauses, and 5 adverbial 

participle clauses) that is packed with doctrine and expressed with delight.40 Markus 

Barth speaks negatively of this sentence saying that it is an “infinitely long, heavy, and 

clumsy sentence, replete with dependent clauses, excurses, specifications, repetitions, and 

																																																								
40 Clinton E. Arnold, Ephesians, Zondervan Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament 

(Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2010), 72. 



 92 

the like . . .”41 Klyne Snodgrass seems more on track when he describes it positively as 

“one cascading description of God’s work in Christ after another.”42 Likewise Barclay: 

“It is so long and so complicated because it represents not so much a reasoned statement 

as a lyrical song of praise. Paul’s mind goes on and on, not because he is thinking in 

logical stages, but because gift after gift and wonder after wonder from God pass before 

his eyes and enter into his mind.”43 This long bǝrākâ is meant to lift the hearts of those 

who read it to join Paul in his expression of praise to the Father. 

While commentators differ as to how Ephesians 1:3-14 should be divided, most 

believe it should be broken down into three paragraphs. The first clue to this three-part 

outline is the phrase “to the praise of his glorious grace” at the end of verse 6 and its 

reiterations in verse 12 (“to the praise of his glory”) and verse 14 (“to the praise of his 

glory”). Since this phrase is used to conclude a section of Paul’s thought, it results in 

three paragraphs: 1:3-6, 7-12, and 13-14. The second clue is the distinctly Trinitarian 

structure of the passage. Verses 3-6 focus on the work of God the Father in election, 

verses 7-12 centre on the redeeming work of the Son, and verses 13-14 introduce the 

work of the Holy Spirit as the seal the Father places on his people. Ryken expresses it 

well: “salvation is administrated by the Father, accomplished by the Son, and applied by 

the Spirit.”44 Yet Ryken goes on to clarify that “the emphasis of Ephesians 1 is not so 

																																																								
41 Markus Barth, Ephesians: Introduction, Translation, and Commentary on Chapters 1-3, vol. 34, 

Anchor Yale Bible (New Haven, London: Yale University Press, 2008), 77. 
 
42 Klyne Snodgrass, Ephesians, The NIV Application Commentary (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 

1996), 45. 
 
43 William Barclay, The Letters to the Galatians and Ephesians, Revised edition (Edinburgh: The 

Saint Andrew Press, 1962), 88. 
 
44 Philip Graham Ryken, The Message of Salvation: By God’s Grace, for God’s Glory (Downers 

Grove: InterVarsity Press, 2001), 62–63. 
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much on the Spirit’s application of salvation in the present, or even on the Son’s 

accomplishment of salvation in the past, but on the Father’s administration of salvation 

before the beginning of time. The saving work of Jesus Christ in history thus depends on 

the saving plan of God from all eternity.”45 This passage, therefore, covers chapter 1 of 

The Big Story of Adoption (see Figure 1), which takes places before creation. 

 
Exposition of Ephesians 1:3-6 

 
Clinton Arnold provides a helpful outline and basic interpretation of Ephesians 

1:3-6 in Table 2 on the following page. 

Contrary to Snodgrass who sees verses 3 and 4 as the thesis statement, it seems 

better to agree with commentators like Hoehner and O’Brien that verse 3 is the main 

sentence and title of the entire berakah paragraph.46 Karl Barth also points out that, “there 

is an untranslatable wordplay in verse 3 that trades on the word ‘blessed.’”47 Our blessing 

of God for who he is and what he has done is described “as an echo of what God has 

done first” in blessing us.48 The ESV seeks to capture this with its threefold use of 

“blessed”: “Blessed be the God . . . who has blessed us . . . with every spiritual blessing” 

(v. 3).  

 

																																																								
45 Ryken, 65. 
 
46 Snodgrass, Ephesians, 45; Hoehner, Ephesians, 162; Peter T. O’Brien, The Letter to the 

Ephesians, The Pillar New Testament Commentary (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing, 1999), 
93. 

 
47 Karl Barth, The Epistle to the Ephesians, ed. R. David Nelson, trans. Ross M. Wright (Grand 

Rapids: Baker Academic, 2017), 80. 
 
48 Barth, 80. 
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Table 2. Outline of Ephesians 1:3-649 

3a Exclamation of praise Blessed by the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ! 

 b    basis              who has blessed us 

 c      content                  with every spiritual blessing 

 d      location                  in the heavenly places 

 e      sphere                  in Christ. 

  Because 

4a Basis for the praise he chose us 

 b    relationship       in him. 

 c    time      before the foundation of the world 

 d    purpose      so that we would be holy and blameless in his presence 

5a Explanation      In love he predestined us to adoption 

 b    agency           through Jesus Christ 

 c    advantage           to himself 

 d    basis           on the basis of the good pleasure of his will 

6a    ultimate purpose           to the praise of his glorious grace 

 b      description                 which he has graced us with in the beloved. 

 
 
In what way did God bless us? The Father has “blessed us . . . with every spiritual 

blessing” (v. 3). This phrase captures all the Father has given to believers in Christ. That 

the blessings are “spiritual” means “‘pertaining to or belonging to the Spirit’, and thus 

‘spiritual blessings’ signify those which ‘properly pertain to the life of the Spirit’.”50 Like 

a great vault filled with treasure, God has given the believer unfathomable spiritual 

wealth in Christ. While there is still an inheritance to come, these riches belong to the 

believer in the here and now: “the benefits of the age to come have become a present 

																																																								
49 Arnold, Ephesians, 74. Bold print is in the original. 
 
50 O’Brien, The Letter to the Ephesians, 95. 
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heavenly reality for believers, and for this reason can also be closely linked with the 

Spirit of that age.”51 

Where has the Father blessed his people? Paul says our blessings are “in the 

heavenly places” (v. 3). In Ephesians the heavenly places are the realm where Christ 

reigns supreme along with his people (Eph 1:20; 2:6), but it is also the place where both 

good and evil spiritual powers continue to operate (Eph 1:20, 3:10, 6:12). The term 

“heavenly places” is not, therefore, an exact synonym for “heaven” but is rather a more 

comprehensive term for the dimension of existence that is the “spiritual world, the 

timeless, supra-material realm” where Christ reigns.52 Although believers reside on earth, 

they are linked to the heavenly realms by their union with Christ.  

How has the Father blessed his people? Paul makes it clear that the Father’s 

blessings are given “in Christ” (v. 3). While many commentators take this simply to refer 

to the believer’s union with Christ, Lincoln is probably correct to argue that it also refers 

to Christ as the instrumental cause of these blessings in that the blessings are also given 

by Christ and through what Christ has done.53 If this is the case, Paul is saying believers 

experience the Father’s blessings through Christ’s agency and because they are 

incorporated into Christ. Regardless, “in Christ” is clearly important to Paul’s theology 

for he uses it 164 times in his letters, 36 times in Ephesians, and 11 times in Ephesians 

1:4-14. This leads Snodgrass to write, “Ephesians is above all else the letter explaining 

union with Christ. . . . Every element in Paul’s teachings flows from his understanding 

																																																								
51 Lincoln, Ephesians, 21. 
 
52 Robert G. Bratcher and Eugene Albert Nida, A Handbook on Paul’s Letter to the Ephesians, 

UBS Handbooks Series (New York: United Bible Societies, 1993), 10–11. 
 
53 Lincoln, Ephesians, 21–22. 
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about our union with Christ.”54 It is for this reason that many have argued that “in Christ” 

is either “the central motif” of Paul’s theology or, at least, “a central motif.”55 The 

believer’s new identity “in Christ” is fundamental to Paul’s pastoral concern for his 

readers. The answer to the question of “who am I?” carries great depth of spiritual insight 

in this letter and this new identity is meant to shape every aspect of the believer’s life. 

Having stated his thesis in verse 3, Paul develops some of the great “spiritual 

blessings” that belong to those who are in Christ in the long sentence of Ephesians 1:4-

14. He does this in order that his readers might also praise the Father for his grace. Burke 

writes, “It is as if Paul ransacks his first century mind and extensive theological 

vocabulary in order to try to articulate the amazing and inexhaustive riches of God’s 

grace.”56  

The conjunction “even as” introduces the first reason why the Father is so worthy 

of praise and it is because the Father chose us: “even as he chose us in him before the 

foundation of the world, that we should be holy and blameless before him” (v. 4). Calvin 

gets to the heart of this verse when he writes, “This makes it evident that their salvation 

was accomplished, not by any accidental or unlooked for occurrence but by the eternal 

and unchangeable decree of God.”57 In Paul’s mind, the first indicator of God’s lavish 

grace is the free choice of his people that took place before the foundation of the world. 

																																																								
54 Snodgrass, Ephesians, 47. 
 
55 Snodgrass, 57. 
 
56 Burke, The Message of Sonship, 162–63. 
 
57 John Calvin, “Commentaries on the Epistles of Paul to the Galatians and Ephesians,” in 

Galatians, Ephesians, Philippians, Colossians, I & II Thess., I & II Timothy, Titus, Philemon, trans. 
William Pringle, vol. 21, Calvin’s Commentaries (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 1999), 196. 
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This is why Calvin writes that election is “the foundation and first cause of all 

blessings.”58  

Contrary to Calvin, however, one must be careful about predicating opposite 

conclusions from this text about reprobation, or, election to condemnation. Paul simply 

does not deal with this issue here though some, like Karl Barth, allow it as an inference.59 

Why does Paul not pause to deal with questions around reprobation like he does in 

Romans 9? Lincoln is surely correct when he writes, “Overwhelmed by the blessing of 

being chosen in Christ, the writer does not attempt to find explanations but can only 

praise the God who is the source of such blessing.”60  

Additionally, it is wise to heed the counsel of Karl Barth when he warns of “the 

more or less forced attempts of many recent exegetes” of his day (and equally of our day) 

who make the object of election to be the corporate body of the church and not 

individuals.61 It is, of course, true that Paul speaks of election in corporate terms (the 

Father chose “us”) but this does not negate the election of individuals for it is impossible 

to speak of choosing a group without choosing the individuals who make up the group.  

The Father’s election of a people took place “before the foundation of the world” 

(v. 4). Hodge argues that two things are intended by this phrase. First, it shows that God 

does everything according to a pretemporal plan. From eternity past, the whole plan of 

redemption, from its finest details to its final accomplishment, “lay matured in the mind 
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of God.”62 The believer can rest secure because God’s plan will not fail. Second, this is 

intended to show that God’s choice is based solely in his own grace and not in anything 

people have done.63 As Calvin writes, “The very time of election shows it to be free; for 

what could we have deserved, or in what did our merit consist, before the world was 

made?”64 The electing choice of the Father cannot, therefore, be twisted to mean the 

Father looked through time and, seeing that Christians would one day believe, chose us. 

If this were the case there would be no reason to praise the Father because his choice 

would ultimately depend on the believer’s act of choosing him. Paul bursts forth in praise 

because the Father chose his people long before they could do anything.   

Paul also makes it clear that the Father’s pretemporal election of his people was 

done “in Christ.” Contrary to the suggestion of Chrysostom, this does not mean that God 

chose us through our faith in Christ because then it would not be God’s choice but ours.65 

Hoehner also argues that it does not seem correct to follow Markus Barth or Karl Barth, 

and possibly Calvin, that Christ is the elect one because “the object of the verb ‘chose’ is 

‘us’ and not ‘Christ’.”66 Rather the phrase “in Christ” states that God chose us in 

connection to, and through the work of, Christ. As John Stott writes, “God put us and 
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Christ together in his mind. He determined to make us (who did not yet exist) his own 

children through the redeeming work of Christ (which had not yet taken place).”67  

Finally, the purpose of the Father’s pretemporal election of a people in Christ is 

“that we should be holy and blameless before him” (v. 4). Once again, the grace of God 

shines brightly for if the Father’s chosen ones needed to be made holy and blameless then 

it follows that when the Father chose us we were unholy and worthy of blame, deserving 

of nothing but judgement. Moreover, it does not follow that election will lead believers to 

excuse their sin on the basis that they are secure. Since election aims at the final holiness 

of those who are chosen, it follows that a true understanding of election will cause the 

believer to strive for holiness in this life. Election is a motivation to holiness and holiness 

is an evidence of election.  

The end of verse 4 and the whole of verse 5 introduce the concept of adoption: “In 

love he predestined us for adoption to himself as sons through Jesus Christ, according to 

the purpose of his will.” Verse 5 is clearly linked to verse 4 in that Paul’s use of aorist 

participle “predestined” is related to the main verb “he chose” in verse 4. The two verses 

are also linked temporally in that both speak of the Father’s actions before creation: the 

Father’s choice is made “before the foundation of the world” (v. 4) and “predestined” (v. 

5) means to “decide upon beforehand”68 and thus refers to the predetermined decision of 

God. Yet, it is not perfectly clear how the Father’s choosing and the Father’s work of 

predestination relate to each other. Hoehner outlines the two major options. The first is 

that “predestined” describes the means by which God chose his people and could be 
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stated as “He chose us . . . by predestining us.” Or, “predestined” could be causal, which 

would indicate the reason for election and could be stated as “because of having 

predestined us, he chose us.” Commentators find it difficult to choose between the two 

but most seem to choose the latter. As Arnold’s outline above notes, verse 5 explains 

verse 4. Why is it that believers were chosen in Christ? The reason the Father “chose us” 

before creation was because he had “predestined us to himself for adoption as sons.” Paul 

is not, therefore, talking about election and adoption as two separate “spiritual blessings” 

(v. 3) from the Father. Rather, verses 4 and 5 are talking about the same thing but from 

two different angles. Paul is, therefore, praising the Father for his pretemporal plan to 

adopt a people whom he has chosen.  

How then does this pretemporal purpose of adoption relate to the other 

pretemporal purpose that believers would be “holy and blameless before him”? Calvin 

seems to be correct when he says there can be multiple purposes within the same plan. 

When a person plans to build a house the immediate purpose, though not the best or even 

highest purpose, is simply to build it. This, Calvin says, is like God’s plan to make his 

chosen people “holy and blameless before him.” Yet, there is a higher purpose in a plan 

to build a house, namely, to live in it as a family.69 So also, God’s purpose in election was 

not simply to make us holy and blameless but also to make us family. This is why Burke 

calls adoption “the jewel in the crown in this majestic opening to the letter.”70 

The act of predestining us to adoption is rooted in the Father’s love for it was “in 

love” (v. 4) that the Father “predestined us for adoption to himself as sons” (v. 5).71 The 
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Father’s adoption of us is also said to be “to himself,” which stresses relationship with the 

Father as the goal. Furthermore, the work of Christ in accomplishing this great 

pretemporal plan to adopt is, once again, made clear for it is adoption “through Jesus 

Christ.” The death of Christ and the shedding of his blood is the means by which the 

sinner is adopted into the family of God (c.f. Eph. 1:7). Burke writes, “Our adoption as 

God’s children was free but it did not come cheaply; rather, it was of infinite cost, the 

death of Jesus, God’s own Son.”72 This also makes clear that the death of Jesus was 

planned before the creation of the world for the pretemporal plan of God was to adopt a 

chosen people “through Jesus Christ” (v. 5). 

Verse 6 concludes with the declaration that the plan of adoption was made 

“according to the purpose of his will.” Francis Foulkes points out that “purpose” has two 

meanings in Scripture. At times it is the goodwill that one person feels toward another 

(Lk 2:14) but when there is no person involved it simply means “purpose,” though 

goodwill may also be suggested.73 Markus Barth believes it should be included here and 

writes,  

The happiness that accompanies a radiant good will is implied. Those singing 
God’s praise (Eph 1:3, 6, 12, 14) are not inventors of joy; but rather by their 
pleasure in God, they respond to God’s pleasure in doing good. Not a grim Lord 
watching over the execution of his predetermined plan, but a smiling Father is 
praised. He enjoys imparting his riches to many children.”74  
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It seems that other translations like the NIV (“in accordance with his pleasure and will”) 

are more on track than the ESV (“according to the purpose of his will”). God did not 

simply predestine his people to adoption because it was his will to do so. Rather, his will 

to adopt was also something he took great pleasure in doing.  

If, as has been noted of Calvin above, there are multiple purposes within the 

pretemporal plan of God, then verse 7 describes the ultimate purpose to which this plan 

aims. The Father’s plan to adopt a chosen people to himself is done “to the praise of his 

glorious grace” (v. 6). The glory of God refers to his essential being which he has chosen 

to reveal. This phrase is parallel to those in verses 12 (“to the praise of his glory”) and 14 

(“to the praise of his glory”) but here the emphasis is on the revelation of one particular 

part of his character; namely, his grace. When the Father’s pretemporal plan has been 

fully accomplished it will so display his gracious character that praise will be the only 

proper response: “It was God’s intention that his free and glad choice of men and women 

to be his sons and daughters might redound to the praise of his glorious grace.”75  

 Paul has spoken of the grace of God but he now makes one further clarification 

about this grace and prepares the reader for the next few verses that describe how that 

grace is manifested in history. This grace, Paul writes, is the grace “with which he has 

blessed us in the Beloved” (v. 6). This again emphasizes the critical role of Jesus for it is 

“in the Beloved” that God has given us this grace to be his chosen and adopted sons. That 

Jesus is “the Beloved” reveals the supreme place of affection that he holds within the 

Father’s heart. Believers, then, are highly favoured for since they are “in the Beloved” 

they are graciously brought into the love the Father has with His own Beloved Son (Jn 

3:35; 5:20; 17:23, 26). 
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The final thing to note in this passage is the corporate nature of adoption. While 

adoption does focus on the individual it is not individualistic. To be adopted by God is to 

be brought into the family of God and this is made clear by the fact that all of Paul’s 

language is corporate in nature. In verse 3 the Father has blessed “us” with every spiritual 

blessing. In verse 4 the Father chose “us” before the foundation of the world. In verse 5 

the Father predestined “us” for adoption. The letter to the Ephesians also goes on to use 

family language as believers are “members of God’s household” and are expected to act 

in accordance with their new standing in God’s family. 

 
Contribution to PSMMA 
 

The preceding exegesis of Ephesians 1:3-6 leads to the following doctrinal and 

practical conclusions regarding PSMMA: 

1. Adoption is to be understood in redemptive-historical terms with emphasis on the 

pretemporal role of the Father. The emphasis of this passage is on the Father and 

his role in adoption. Even when Christ is mentioned, he and his work are set 

within the context of the Father’s plan to adopt—a plan that was fully formed 

before the creation of the world. The Father is, therefore, worthy of praise 

(“Blessed be the God and Father”) for He is the author and architect of the 

believer’s adoption in Christ. 

2. Adoption is given in union with, and through the work of, Christ. Christ is the 

agent through whom our adoption is secured and it is only in union with him that 

the spiritual blessing of adoption is received. John Murray captures this well in his 

comments on Ephesians 1:  
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It is adoption into the family of God as sons and daughters of the Lord 
God Almighty that accords to the people of God the apex of blessing and 
privilege. But we cannot think of adoption apart from union with  
Christ. . . . Union with Christ and adoption are complementary aspects of 
this amazing grace. Union with Christ reaches its zenith in adoption and 
adoption has its orbit in union with Christ.76 
 

3. Adoption was planned with great delight. The Father planned to adopt us not 

merely because it was his sovereign will to do so but also because it brought him 

great pleasure (Eph 1:5). Mark Stibbe writes, “It pleased him to enfold us in the 

eternal family of faith. It brought him joy and thrilled his heart. Even though this 

adoption would not be cost-free, God did not undertake this task by gritting his 

teeth and clenching his fists. No, it was his pleasure as well as his will.”77  

4. Adoption was motivated by love. It must never be presumed that election is a cold 

and calculated operation whereby God arbitrarily chooses some and ignores 

others. Believers were elected because God predestined them for adoption, which 

places election squarely in the realm of love. Election is meant to cause the 

believer to reflect on and revel in the love of God. Packer writes,  

God receives us as sons, and loves us with the same steadfast affection 
with which he eternally loves his beloved only-begotten. There are no 
distinctions of affection in the divine family. We are all loved just as fully 
as Jesus is loved. It is like a fairy story—the reigning monarch adopts 
waifs and strays to make princes of them. But, praise God, it is not a fairy 
story: it is hard and solid fact, founded on the bedrock of free and 
sovereign grace. This, and nothing less than this, is what adoption 
means.78 
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5. Adoption lies at the very centre of why God created the universe. When the Father 

was planning the universe that he would create, the thought that drove his plan 

was how to create a universe that could most clearly display the glory of who he 

is, especially the glory of his grace (Eph 1:6, 12, 14). The Father decided to create 

a universe in which His children would be lost from him through sin but a 

universe in which He would give his only Son in order to redeem them so that he 

might adopt them to himself. Adoption, therefore, is not God’s second best plan 

for his universe; it is the plan. Adoption is not an afterthought in God’s mind; it is 

the thought. It is not too much to say with John Piper that, “adoption is greater 

than the universe” because the universe exists as the theatre in which God 

displays his grace in the story of adopting sinners through Jesus Christ.79 Since 

adoption lies at the centre of why God created the universe, it follows that 

adoption should also lie at the centre of Christian thinking, living, and worship. 

6. Adoption magnifies the grace of God. Our adoption is based on the pretemporal 

election of God and therefore excludes all human merit. Adoption can only be 

explained in terms of the gracious character and purpose of God as expressed to 

us in Christ. Leander Keck suggests how theologically appropriate this image is 

for Paul: “The imagery fits Paul’s theology because adoption confers on the ‘son’ 

a new status to which he has no right but which he receives solely because of the 

father’s decision—theologically, adoption is an act of grace.”80 Far from earning a 

place in God’s family, Christians were once unholy and worthy of blame (Eph 
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1:4), slaves to the “prince of the power of the air” (Eph 2:2), “sons of 

disobedience” (Eph 2:2), and “by nature children of wrath” (Eph 2:3). The 

Father’s grace shines in that he planned to make “children of wrath” (Eph 2:3) 

into “children of God” (Rom 8:16). It is the Father’s ultimate purpose that as his 

plan unfolds in history, and particularly when the final curtain falls, innumerable 

angels and “sons” will rise to their feet in thunderous applause because his grace 

has been so gloriously displayed in the adoption of his sons.  

In his last will and testament, John Calvin wrote, “I have no other defense 

or refuge for salvation than His gratuitous adoption, on which my salvation 

depends.”81 Considering the vast theological knowledge Calvin possessed, it is 

striking that he chose to state his convictions about God’s grace in terms of 

adoption.  

7. Adoption inspires believers to praise God the Father. While adoption is about 

blessing, privilege, and responsibility, it is ultimately about praise. Paul does not 

speak about adoption merely to inform our doctrine, or even to help us rejoice in 

our new identity, but to inspire our worship. As Calvin writes, “The lofty terms in 

which he extolls the grace of God toward the Ephesians, are intended to rouse 

their hearts to gratitude, to set them all on flame, to fill them even to overflowing 

with this thought.”82 Adoption must ultimately lead to praise for “our theology 

must become doxology.”83  
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Yet, for many people, the topic of election only provokes questions and 

hostility rather than inspiring praise. What about those whom God has not 

chosen? Why would he choose some and not others? These are legitimate 

questions but believers must not let such questions steal the joy of what these 

verses are seeking to give. Paul’s whole purpose in bringing up election and 

predestination is to assure believers of their new identity and to lead them to 

praise the Father for his grace. It follows therefore that a person has not 

understood election correctly if it only leads into endless debates or makes him or 

her upset with God for choosing some and not others. How tragic it would be if an 

adopted son spent his life debating his parents and getting upset with them 

because they chose him and not some other boy. Election is directly tied to 

adoption, which means election is meant to inspire praise to the Father. 

8. Adoption provides the believer with an identity that is received instead of 

achieved. In our culture we often find our identity in what we do. We measure our 

self-worth based on how successful we are in our careers, in our ability to parent, 

or in how good we are at music, sports, or school. Yet trying to find our identity 

in our achievements only leaves us impoverished. We get crushed when we fail 

because our sense of self-worth is wrapped up in succeeding. We are unable to 

handle criticism because it strikes at the core of who we are. We always feel 

insecure because we never quite know if we are doing enough. Even when we are 

successful we can never rest because we must keep striving to maintain what we 

have worked so hard to achieve. Adoption provides a secure identity because 

adoption is not something that is earned; it is given. Adoption is not something 
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that is achieved; it is received. The children of God can rest secure for we do not 

have to achieve in order to become Somebody. In Christ, we already are 

Somebody: “we are children of God” (Rom 8:16).  

9. Adoption calls the child of God to live a holy life. Election must never be taken to 

mean a person can live however they please because election has secured their 

status as a child of God. This is to divide what God has joined together. Election 

is for the purpose of holiness (Eph. 1:4). The Father’s purpose in election was to 

create children who are conformed to the image of their elder brother, Jesus (Rom 

8:29-30). To be adopted as a child of God means Christians are called to live as 

children of God. 

10. Adoption incorporates the believer into the family of God. To become a child 

through adoption is to be brought into the family of God, which is the church. As 

“members of the household of God” (Eph 2:19) believers enjoy having God as 

their Father, Jesus as their elder brother, and all other Christians as their brothers 

and sisters. This emphasizes a sense of belonging as well as the responsibility to 

act in a way befitting the family of God. The latter part of Ephesians outlines 

many of these responsibilities such as maintaining the unity of the Spirit (Eph 

4:1), imitating God as beloved children (Eph 5:1), walking in love (Eph 5:2), 

avoiding sexual immorality (Eph 5:3), and speaking in ways that honour God 

(Eph 5:4). 

 
Romans 9:1-5 

 
 

I am speaking the truth in Christ—I am not lying; my conscience bears me 
witness in the Holy Spirit— 2 that I have great sorrow and unceasing anguish in 
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my heart. 3 For I could wish that I myself were accursed and cut off from Christ 
for the sake of my brothers, my kinsmen according to the flesh. 4 They are 
Israelites, and to them belong the adoption, the glory, the covenants, the giving of 
the law, the worship, and the promises. 5 To them belong the patriarchs, and from 
their race, according to the flesh, is the Christ, who is God over all, blessed 
forever. Amen. 

 
 
Significance of Text for PSMMA 
 
 
 Although Romans 9:4 only makes a passing reference to adoption, it is a key text 

for understanding Paul’s use of huiothesia. In this passage God’s pretemporal plan to 

adopt a people for himself (Eph 1:4-5) was first put into effect in history by adopting 

corporate Israel as his son: “to them belong the adoption” (Rom 9:4). Thus, the privileged 

status of Gentile believers as adopted sons within the family of God (expressed so 

powerfully just before this in Romans 8:15) did not suddenly appear with the coming of 

Christ but is rooted in and has direct continuity with God’s prior adoption of Israel. 

Paul’s application of adoption to Israel clearly demonstrates how he uses huiothesia in a 

redemptive-historical manner. Romans 9:4 covers what this researcher has called 

“chapter 2” in Adoption as the Big Story of the Bible (see Figure 1). 

 
Literary Context 
 
 

Having completed his great exposition of the gospel in Romans 1-8, Paul turns in 

chapters 9-11 to deal with a problem that arises from his preceding discussion. Why is 

Israel, the recipient of so many privileges, not experiencing the salvation of Christ but 

rather acting as “enemies” (Rom 11:28) of the gospel? Why are the Jews not saved if the 

gospel is “to the Jew first” (Rom 1:16)? Romans 9:1-5 introduces this problem by stating 

the Jewish failure to receive the gospel (vv. 1-3) and how this seems to deny the value of 
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the privileges God gave to them (vv. 4-5). This list prepares the reader for the difficult 

question of verse 6: has the word of God failed? Paul will answer that this is not the case 

for “God has not rejected his people whom he foreknew” (Rom 11:2). The past blessings 

that Paul will list may have been forfeited but they continue to relate to Israel in the 

present and are “pregnant with potential future significance.”84 It is within Paul’s 

anguished wrestling over Israel’s unbelief that he recounts six privileges that belong to 

Israel. Heading the list is the privilege of huiothesia.  

 
Exposition of Romans 9:4 
 
 

Paul refers to his fellow Jews as “Israelites” rather than “Jews” throughout 

Romans 9-11, which draws attention to the fact that they are not simply members of a 

national group or particular racial family but are part of the people of God.85 Moo 

elaborates on the significance of this: “Paul is no longer looking at the Jews from the 

perspective of the Gentiles and in their relationship to the Gentiles but from the 

perspective of salvation history.”86 Looking back on this salvation history, Paul lists six 

privileges that belong to the Israelites. Commentators agree that these six privileges are 

split into three couplets: 1) adoption and the giving of the law, 2) glory and worship, 3) 

covenants and promises.87 

																																																								
84 Douglas J. Moo, The Epistle to the Romans, New International Commentary on the New 

Testament (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1996), 560. 
  

85 Leon Morris, The Epistle to the Romans, The Pillar New Testament Commentary (Grand 
Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1988), 348. 
  

86 Moo, The Epistle to the Romans, 561. 
 
87 Scott, Adoption as Sons of God, 48:148–49. 



 111 

Since Paul declares adoption to be one of the great privileges of Israel, it would 

seem logical to assume the Old Testament speaks of Israel’s relationship with God in 

adoptive terms. Some scholars have argued that this is indeed the case based on at least 

two key passages that are said to be directly connected to Romans 9:4. The first is 

Exodus 4:22-23, which reads, “Then you shall say to Pharaoh, ‘Thus says the LORD, 

Israel is my firstborn son, and I say to you, “Let my son go that he may serve me.” If you 

refuse to let him go, behold, I will kill your firstborn son.’” Based on these verses, James 

Cook argues, “this adoptive relationship between Yahweh and his people . . . is 

foundational to the Old Testament.”88 The second text that allegedly describes Israel’s 

relationship to God in the Old Testament using adoptive terms is Hosea 11:1, which 

reads, “When Israel was a child, I loved him, and out of Egypt I called my son.”  

While there is much to commend this viewpoint, it seems like an overstatement to 

say the Old Testament writers thought of Israel’s relationship with God in the same 

adoptive sense that Paul does in Romans 9:4. A couple of considerations make this clear. 

First, the Old Testament speaks of Israel’s sonship more in terms of redemption (Isa 

63:13) and election (Deut 7:7) than in terms of adoption.89 Second, there is no clear 

textual link between what Paul so clearly declares of Israel in Romans 9:4 and the Old 

Testament. It is, of course, true that Israel’s sonship is clearly stated in the Old Testament 

but there are no texts declaring Israel to be God’s adopted son. Further, as noted above, 

the LXX never uses huiothesia to refer to Israel’s sonship and huiothesia does not even 

appear in the LXX. Hoehner writes, “Nowhere does the OT speak of Israelites being 
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adopted into a different family or into God’s family as other Pauline references portray. 

In conclusion, the institution of adoption of individuals into a family is not portrayed in 

the OT.”90  

This absence of textual links from the Old Testament has led many, like Burke, to 

locate the meaning of huiothesia against the “social framework” of the ancient Roman 

family along with the details that arise out of Roman practices of adoption.91 As argued 

above, it seems clear that the term itself is of Roman background and that Paul meant for 

his readers to think of the general practice of Roman adoption. Yet, Cranfield is surely 

correct to say, “When Paul used the word huiothesia in Romans 9:4 he had Old 

Testament material in mind.”92 In other words, Paul wants his readers to think of, and 

resonate with, the Roman practice of adoption but he wants them to fill out the metaphor 

of huiothesia from the Old Testament. But how can this be done if the Old Testament 

does not speak about adoption? Even though the Old Testament does not have a category 

of huiothesia, there is no question that Israel’s sonship is one of its dominant themes. 

Evidently, Paul saw direct parallels between the Old Testament theme of sonship and the 

Roman practice of huiothesia and so feels free to re-interpret the theme of Israel’s 

sonship in terms of adoption. It seems, therefore, that Paul has coined a new 

soteriological metaphor using a term that would resonate with his Roman readers but that 

would also remain true to the Old Testament idea of God making Israel his son. To cite 

																																																								
90 Hoehner, Ephesians, 195. 
 
91 Burke, Adopted into God’s Family, 8:71. 
 
92 C.E.B. Cranfield, Romans, vol. 1, ICC (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1975), 397. 
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Moo, huiothesia is, “Paul’s way of summing up the OT teaching about Israel as ‘God’s 

son.’”93  

If one views Israel’s history through the lens of adoption, it may be asked when 

Israel was adopted as God’s son? Preceding the moment of adoption was God’s promise 

to Abraham that he would inherit the world (Rom 4:13), which came to pass in Christ 

(Gal 3:18, 29). Contrary to Calvin, God did not adopt Abraham with this promise.94 

Centuries had to pass as Abraham’s descendants became a great multitude and were 

enslaved in Egypt. God then redeemed Israel from Egypt, constituted them as a nation, 

and adopted them as his corporate son at Sinai. The couplet link in Romans 9:4 between 

“adoption” and “the giving of the law” also suggests this to be the moment of Israel’s 

adoption. 

A further question arises as to the connection between Romans 9:4, which sees 

Israel’s adoption as a great blessing, and Galatians 4:1-3, which equates Israel’s sonship 

with a slave-like state. Is Israel’s adoption a privilege or not? Robert Peterson rightly 

suggests viewing it from two perspectives: looking around and looking back. As one 

“looks around” from the perspective of other nations, the adoption of Israel is a 

tremendous privilege for they are set apart by God. However, as one “looks back” from 

the vantage of the New Testament it is seen that Israel’s adoption was incomplete. As 

will be demonstrated in the exposition of Galatians 4:1-11, Israel was not given the full 

status and freedom of an adult son but lived as an underage son in a slave-like state 

beneath the law. Adult sonship awaited the fullness of time when God would send his 

																																																								
93 Moo, The Epistle to the Romans, 562. 
 
94 John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, trans. Henry Beveridge (Peabody, Mass.: 

Hendrickson Publishers, 2008), 2.3.1. 
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Son to redeem his people in order that they might receive the full status of adult sons (Gal 

4:4-7). This leads Peterson to write, “Adoption in its fullest sense, therefore, is a New 

Testament reality.”95 

 
Contribution to PSMMA 
 

The preceding exegesis of Romans 9:4 leads to the following doctrinal and 

practical conclusion regarding PSMMA: Adoption is to be understood in redemptive-

historical terms with emphasis on Israel’s privileged status as God’s son. God’s adoption 

of his people is not something that suddenly appears with the coming of Christ. It is, 

rather, part of God’s great plan that began before the foundation of the world but was put 

into effect when he adopted Israel as his son. Israel’s adoption represents a key stage in 

redemptive history and therefore in Paul’s soteriological model of adoption. In light of 

this, Mark Stibbe writes, “It is important for Christians—particularly Gentile 

Christians—to appreciate that they have been adopted not just into a personal relationship 

with the Father, but also into a spiritual family with Jewish roots.”96 

 
 

Galatians 4:1-11 
 
 

I mean that the heir, as long as he is a child, is no different from a slave, though 
he is the owner of everything, 2 but he is under guardians and managers until the 
date set by his father. 3 In the same way we also, when we were children, were 
enslaved to the elementary principles of the world. 4 But when the fullness of time 
had come, God sent forth his Son, born of woman, born under the law, 5 to redeem 
those who were under the law, so that we might receive adoption as sons. 6 And 
because you are sons, God has sent the Spirit of his Son into our hearts, crying, 
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P&R Publishing, 2001), 14. 
 
96 Stibbe, From Orphans to Heirs, 43. 
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“Abba! Father!” 7 So you are no longer a slave, but a son, and if a son, then an 
heir through God. 8 Formerly, when you did not know God, you were enslaved to 
those that by nature are not gods. 9 But now that you have come to know God, or 
rather to be known by God, how can you turn back again to the weak and 
worthless elementary principles of the world, whose slaves you want to be once 
more? 10 You observe days and months and seasons and years! 11 I am afraid I 
may have labored over you in vain. 

 
 

Significance of Text for PSMMA 
 
 

Galatians 4:1-7 is considered to be the locus classicus in Paul’s teaching on 

adoption because in this text the apostle develops, or at least identifies, most of the key 

features in his metaphor and model of adoption.97 Paul writes to the Galatians in order to 

combat some teachers in their midst who required Gentiles to embrace Jewish works of 

the law in order to be fully justified before God and thus become “sons of Abraham” (Gal 

3:7) and heirs of all the promises of God. I will refer to this as a “performance-based 

relationship with God” and by this mean any attempt to earn or maintain God’s favour 

through works of righteousness. Paul argues that any form of this is like returning to 

slavery.98 Paul’s earnest desire, rather, is that the Galatians take hold of and enjoy the 

freedom that is already theirs as adopted adult sons of God. 

																																																								
97 M.M. Thompson, The Promise of the Father: Jesus and God in the New Testament (Louisville: 

Westminster John Knox, 2000), 126. Galatians 4:1-11 is also a good place to start a study of huiothesia 
because this is Paul’s first use of the term. Tim Trumper writes, “According to the 'South Galatian Theory' 
he wrote the Epistle probably as early as 49 A.D., but even if we assume the correctness of the 'North 
Galatian Theory', Paul's use of huiothesia in Galatians is still earlier than that in Romans.” Trumper, “The 
Metaphorical Import of Adoption: A Plea for Realization II. The Adoption Metaphor in Theological 
Usage,” 101.  

 
98 While affirming many of the aspects of the New Perspective on Paul (such as the emphasis it 

places on the racial and ethnic inclusivity of those in Christ), I will argue below for the traditional reading 
of Galatians, which stresses that Paul is opposing salvation by works in all its forms. I concur with Moo: 
“Specifically, we argue for the traditional but currently unfashionable view that underlying Paul’s polemic 
against doing the Torah in Galatians is his concern about human “doing” in general. The problem with 
human doing is that it is always and necessarily inadequate: sinful humans are incapable of rendering to 
God the obedience that God deserves. “Works of the law,” like any other human “work,” always fall short 
of what God expects of his creatures, leaving incorporation into Christ by faith as the only means of 
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The apostle employs his metaphor of adoption to demonstrate in a redemptive-

historical manner that the coming of the Son resulted in an epochal transition from the era 

of slavery under the law to the new era of freedom in which all who believe in Jesus, 

whether Jew or Gentile, receive adoption as adult sons. Therefore, Paul argues that 

believers must not give up this privileged position by falling into a performance-based 

relationship with God, which is nothing less than a return to slavery.  

This passage covers what I’ve designated as “chapter 2,” “chapter 3,” and 

“chapter 4” of Adoption as the Big Story of the Bible (see Figure 1), which emphasize 

the time of slavery before Christ, the epochal shift that resulted during the fullness of 

time, and the present time of adoption where believers enjoy the status of adult sons. 

 
Historical and Social Setting 

 
 Galatians 4:1-11 requires a lengthier treatment than Paul’s other texts on adoption 

because of 1) difficulties in interpreting the passage itself99, 2) the fact that it stands at the 

end of a dense argument and thus requires a clear understanding of what comes before 

it100, and 3) debate over Paul’s main reason for writing the letter to the Galatians. I will 

																																																																																																																																																																					
achieving righteousness.” Douglas J. Moo, Galatians, Baker Exegetical Commentary of the New 
Testament (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2013), 27. 
 

99 Longenecker describes the many challenges in interpreting Galatians 4:1-7: “The language and 
imagery of the illustration are somewhat perplexing. For while the terms κληρονόµος (‘heir’), νήπιος 
(‘minor’), κύριος (‘lord,’ ‘owner’), ἐπίτροπος (‘guardian,’ ‘governor’), and perhaps οἰκονόµος 
(“administrator,” “manager”) of vv 1–2 all seem to be legal terms, it is uncertain what legal system Paul 
had in mind—whether Roman, Greek, Semitic, or some type of Greco-Roman-Seleucid hybrid used in the 
province of Phrygia—when he spoke of ‘the time set by the father’ (v 2). Likewise, it is somewhat 
uncertain what Paul means by τὰ στοιχεῖα τοῦ κόσµου (lit.: ‘the elements of the world’) and how ἡ 
υἱοθεσία (lit.: ‘the adoption’) is used in v 5 and then commented on in v 7.” Richard N. Longenecker, 
Galatians, Word Biblical Commentary (Dallas: Word Books, 1990), 161.  

 
100 In his comments on Galatians 3:29, C.J. Ellicott noted the complexity of Paul’s argument in 

Galatians 3: “The declaration of verse 7 is now at length substantiated and expanded by 22 verses of the 
deepest, most varied, and most comprehensive reasoning that exists in the whole compass of the great 
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begin with the broader sweep of the letter to the Galatians itself and work inward to 4:1-

11.  

 Paul’s letter to the Galatians is marked by his personal anger and astonishment 

over a crisis that was occurring in the Galatian churches. As he writes, the apostle is 

furious with a group of false teachers who had visited or become part of the church in 

Galatia. Paul declares that these teachers “distort the gospel of Christ” (Gal 1:7), are 

turning the Galatians to a “different gospel” (Gal 1:6), and that they “trouble” (Gal 1:7) 

and “unsettle” (Gal 5:12) the church of Galatia. Twice Paul declares the teachers to be 

“accursed” (Gal 1:8-9) for preaching a gospel that is “contrary to the one” (Gal 1:8-9) 

that Paul “preached” (Gal 1:8) and that the Galatians had “received” (Gal 1:9).101  

The bone of contention centres on the Mosaic Law, though Paul indicates that this 

is only the flashpoint for the much deeper issue of how a person is justified before God 

and thus qualifies to be a member of the covenant people of God. Paul argues that sinners 

are not justified by “works of the law” (Gal 2:16; 3:2, 5, 10) but by faith in Jesus Christ 

(Gal 2:16).102 While affirming the necessity of faith in Christ, the false teachers were also 

																																																																																																																																																																					
Apostle’s writings.” Moises Silva, “Galatians,” in New Bible Commentary: 21st Century Edition, ed. G.J. 
Wenham et al., 4th ed. (Downers Grove: Inter-Varsity Press, 1994), 1215. 

 
101 While many differing opinions have been given as to the identity of Paul’s opponents, there is 

widespread agreement that these teachers were 1) Jewish Christians, as opposed to Gnostics, 2) from 
outside the churches in Galatia, 3) perhaps from the church in Jerusalem and in contact with the apostles, 
but that in their Judaizing activities were acting of their own accord and, therefore, not commissioned by 
the Jerusalem apostles. Longenecker writes, “We conclude, therefore, that Paul’s opponents were Jewish 
Christians—or, more accurately, Christian Jews—who came from the Jerusalem church to Paul’s churches 
in Galatia with a message stressing the need for Gentiles to be circumcised and to keep the rudiments of the 
cultic calendar, both for full acceptance by God and as a proper Christian lifestyle. Undoubtedly they 
presented their message as being theologically based and claimed to be only interested in Gentiles being 
fully integrated into the chosen people of Israel, and so full recipients of the blessings of the Abrahamic 
covenant. Probably, as well, they claimed not to be opposing Paul but to be completing his message, and so 
bringing the Galatian Christians to perfection.” Longenecker, Galatians, xcv. 

 
102 The New Perspective on Paul argues that the phrase “works of the law” does not refer to 

works-righteousness but to table fellowship. N.T. Wright says, “What, then, are the ‘works of the law,’ by 
which one cannot be ‘justified’ in this sense? . . . They are the ‘living like a Jew’ of Galatians 2:14, the 
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requiring Gentile converts to obey the Mosaic Law, including circumcision (Gal 2:12; 

6:12) and observing special days (Gal 4:10)—a phrase that “almost certainly describes 

the festivals of the Jewish liturgical calendar.”103 These false teachers have traditionally 

been referred to as Judaizers because of their insistence on a Jewish way of life as defined 

by the Old Testament law but most commentators refer to them simply as “the agitators.” 

The appeal of their message seemed to be grounded solidly in scripture and likely 

went as follows: 1) God’s promises of blessing were made to Abraham; 2) According to 

Genesis 17, only those who receive circumcision as the sign of the covenant are sons of 

Abraham and therefore recipients of God’s promises; 3) Genesis 17:5-6 promises that 

many nations will come from Abraham and verses 11-13 declare that these foreigners are 

to be welcomed into the people of God, provided they be circumcised; 4) there is no 

temporal limitation on circumcision since God refers to his covenant with Abraham as 

“everlasting” (Gen. 17:7, 8, 13). Perhaps the agitators cited Genesis 17:14 to emphasize 

																																																																																																																																																																					
separation from ‘Gentile sinners’ of Galatians 2:15. They are not, in other words, the moral ‘good works’ 
which the Reformation tradition loves to hate. They are the things that divide Jew from Gentile . . . .” N. T. 
Wright, Justification: God’s Plan & Paul’s Vision (Downers Grove, Ill: InterVarsity Press, 2009), 116–17. 
Moo argues that this view is not totally wrong; it simply confuses what the passage foregrounds and what it 
backgrounds. Table fellowship is in the background but Wright moves it to the foreground whereas the text 
puts justification in the foreground and table fellowship in the background. The following things must be 
considered: 1) Why would Paul be so upset about table fellowship that he could warn the Galatians of 
embracing a damning false gospel? (Gal 1:8-9); 2) Paul certainly has food laws, Sabbath, and circumcision 
in mind when he condemns “the works of the law,” but he also includes everything else written in the law 
for he cites Deuteronomy in Galatians 3:10: “Cursed be everyone who does not abide by all things written 
in the Book of the Law, and do them.” Therefore, Paul includes within his “works of the law” everything 
written in the Law and declares that any reliance on human performance as the means to be declared 
righteous in God’s sight will only bring a curse upon one’s self; 3) Paul’s analogy of relying on works 
versus faith is drawn from Abraham and Sarah’s misguided attempts to make the divine promise of the seed 
to come to pass (Gal 3:16; 4:21-31), which was a time long before the Law was given. In summary, “Paul 
goes to great lengths to refute the Judaizers’ sinful reliance upon their own obedience (their works of the 
law) because it was a matter of their salvation, not simply table fellowship.” J.V. Fesko, “‘Works of the 
Law’ in Paul,” http://www.ligonier.org/learn/articles/works-law-paul/, (accessed February 16, 2017). 
Douglas J. Moo, “Israel and the Law in Romans 5-11: Interaction with the New Perspective,” in 
Justification And Variegated Nomism: The Paradoxes of Paul, ed. D.A. Carson, Peter O’Brien, and Mark 
Seifrid, vol. 2 (Grand Rapids: Baker Publishing Group, 2010), 185–216.  

 
103 Moo, Galatians, 19. 
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their teaching: “Any uncircumcised male who is not circumcised in the flesh of his 

foreskin shall be cut off from his people; he has broken my covenant.”104 

The agitators were not, therefore, calling the Galatians to disregard God’s law as 

they had done in their pagan days. Neither were these agitators complete legalists who 

rejected Jesus as the Messiah while preaching salvation based exclusively on one’s 

performance of the law. Their message was subtler in that it said full acceptance by God 

and continued Christian growth are conditional on faith in Christ and one’s performance 

of the law. While the agitators would likely have denied any charges of legalism, Paul 

insists that the demand for Gentile converts to submit to the Mosaic law had raised the 

fundamental question of whether God accepts sinners on the basis of “the works of the 

law” or on faith in Christ.105 Paul is unyielding in his teaching that “a person is not 

justified by works of the law but through faith in Jesus Christ” (Gal 2:16). For Paul, to 

teach that salvation comes from belief in Jesus Christ and circumcision, Jesus Christ and 

obedience to the law, or Jesus Christ and any other work that a person must perform, is to 

return to the state of slavery from which God in Christ has redeemed those who 

believe.106  

 In addition to his anger with the agitators, Paul is also “astonished” (Gal 1:6) and 

“perplexed” (Gal 4:20) that the Galatian Christians have come to believe, or are starting 

to believe, these teachers and are “quickly deserting him who called you in the grace of 

Christ” (Gal 1:6). Paul says he is “again in the anguish of childbirth” (Gal 4:19) for the 
																																																								

104 Thomas R. Schreiner, Galatians, Zondervan Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament 
(Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2011), 49–50. 

 
105 Richard N. Longenecker, Galatians, vol. 41, Word Biblical Commentary (Dallas: Word, 

Incorporated, 1998), 176.  
 
106 Timothy George, Galatians, vol. 30, The New American Commentary (Nashville: Broadman & 
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Galatians and exclaims, “O foolish Galatians! Who has bewitched you?” (Gal 3:1). He 

further laments, “I am afraid I may have labored over you in vain” (Gal 4:11). The gospel 

Paul preached to them had declared that God’s acceptance for salvation and ongoing 

Christian growth is based not on one’s performance but on the grace of God toward 

sinners in Jesus Christ, which is received by faith alone. Paul writes to the Galatians in 

order that they might not give up the tremendous freedom that is already theirs in Jesus 

Christ. Marius Victorinus (d.c. 303), who wrote the first Latin commentary on Galatians, 

provides an admirable description of why Paul wrote to the Galatians:  

The sum of the letter is as follows: The Galatians are going astray because they 
are adding Judaism to the gospel of faith in Christ, observing in a material sense 
the sabbath and circumcision, together with the other works which they received 
in accordance with the law. Disturbed by these tendencies Paul writes this letter, 
wishing to put them right and call them back from Judaism, in order that they may 
preserve faith in Christ alone, and receive from Christ the hope of salvation and of 
his promises, because no one is saved by the works of the law. So, in order to 
show that what they are adding is wrong, he wishes to confirm [the truth of] his 
gospel.107 
 

 
Literary Context 

 
The context that precedes Galatians 4:1-7 is of critical importance because Paul 

hardly develops any new thoughts in 4:1-7; he simply illustrates, restates, and elaborates 

on the preceding argument in Galatians 3:15-29 by means of a new analogy that 

illustrates what was said earlier.108 In particular, Galatians 4:1-7 picks up his declaration 

																																																								
107 C. Marius Victorinus, Ad Galatus, quoted in F. F. Bruce, The Epistle to the Galatians, Reprint 

edition, The New International Greek Testament Commentary (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans 
Publishing Co., 2013), 21. Fee argues that Gal 3:26-29 provides a “first conclusion” as Paul brings together 
his various thoughts from the preceding paragraphs but does not conclude his thoughts on the Spirit (v. 14). 
Therefore, Gal 4:1-7 are Paul’s “final conclusion” as Paul moves the Spirit back into the foreground 
showing that their experience of the Spirit is evidence that the era of Torah has passed and they are the full 
sons of God. Gordon D. Fee, God’s Empowering Presence: The Holy Spirit in the Letters of Paul 
(Peabody, Mass.: Hendrickson Publishers Inc, 1994), 399–400.  
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in Galatians 3:7 that “it is those of faith who are the sons of Abraham.” He then 

demonstrates in chapter 3 that it is by faith, and not by works of the law, that people 

become sons and concludes by calling believers “sons of God” (Gal 3:26) who are the 

true people of God as “Abraham’s offspring, heirs according to promise” (Gal 3:29).109 In 

this section I will work through Paul’s argument in chapter three and then show how 

chapter 4 picks up the themes of “sons” and “heirs.” 

In Galatians 3, Paul rebuts the agitators and calls the Galatians to resist their 

teaching by showing that salvation has always been by faith and not by works of the law. 

This is demonstrated by the fact that the Galatians themselves had received Christ by 

faith and not by works of the law (Gal 3:1-5), that the Old Testament had always taught 

that salvation is by faith so that all who believe are “sons of Abraham” (Gal 3:6-9), that 

any attempt to be justified by works puts one under a curse because righteousness comes 

only through faith in Christ’s redeeming work (Gal 3:10-14), and that the covenant at 

Sinai does not oppose the promises God made to Abraham (Gal 3:15-18). Even the 

vocabulary of God’s promise and God’s law makes a clear distinction between faith (in 

what God will do) and works (what we must do) for, as Philip Ryken states, “when God 

made the promise to Abraham, God said, ‘I will, I will, I will.’ But in the law of Moses 

God said, ‘Thou shalt, thou shalt, thou shalt’. . . This brings us back to the point Paul has 

																																																																																																																																																																					
108 The phrase λέγω δέ (legō de, I mean that) makes clear that Galatians 4:1-7 is an explanation of 

what has come before. The key terms and concepts of Galatians 4:1-7 have all been stated previously: the 
temporary nature of the law within redemptive history (3:19-22), sons (3:7, 26, 29), bondage/slavery (2:4; 
3:22-25), redemption/deliverance (1:4; 3:13), Father (1:3), Son (1:16; 2:20), the Father sending the Son 
(1:3-4), Spirit (3:2-5, 14), heir (3:29), and receive/faith (2:16, 20; 3:2ff). 

 
109 Moo, Galatians, 248. 
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been trying to make all through this letter . . . : God deals with us according to his 

promise, and not according to our performance.”110 

Yet, if the blessings of God come by means of his promise, and are not dependent 

on law, then it must be asked why God gave the law at all (Gal 3:19)? Paul states that the 

law “was added because of transgressions” (Gal 3:19). Much has been written on what 

Paul means by this but it is generally agreed that he means the law was given to reveal sin 

and, thus, the need for a saviour.111 This means the law was not given as a means to 

justification and it is, therefore, useless and foolish to try and use it as a means to life as 

the agitators were doing. “The law was published,” wrote Calvin, “in order to make 

known transgressions, and in this way to compel men to acknowledge their guilt.”112 Paul 

further emphasizes that the law’s sin-revealing function was a temporary measure for it 

was only to be in effect “until the offspring should come to whom the promise had been 

made” (Gal 3:19).113 

Lest his readers infer that the law is against the promise, Paul asks, “Is the law 

then contrary to the promises of God?” and replies, “Certainly not!” (Gal 3:21). The law 

																																																								
110 Philip Graham Ryken, Galatians, Reformed Expository Commentary (Phillipsburg, N.J: P&R 

Publishing, 2005), 125. 
 
111 Simon J. Gathercole describes the four senses in which this phrase has been understood: 

“Because of transgressions might mean (1) ‘to provide a sacrificial system to deal temporarily with 
transgressions,’ (2) ‘to teach people more clearly what God requires and thereby to restrain transgressions,’ 
(3) ‘to show that transgressions violated an explicit written law,’ or (4) ‘to reveal people’s sinfulness and 
need for a savior’ (cf. Rom. 3:20: ‘through the law comes knowledge of sin’). All four senses are 
theologically true, but the last is probably uppermost in Paul’s mind.” Simon J. Gathercole, “The Letter of 
Paul to the Galatians,” in The ESV Study Bible (Wheaton: Crossway Bibles, 2008), 2250. 

 
112 Calvin, “Commentaries on the Epistles of Paul to the Galatians and Ephesians,” 100. 
 
113 The law’s temporary nature is central to Paul’s argument in 3:19-25 and is demonstrated by the 

five expressions he uses to describe its provisional function (3:19; 3:23a; 3:23c; 3:24; 3:25). This is 
followed up in 4:1-2 with the temporary role of the guardians and trustees. Das writes, “That Moses’ Law 
was ‘added’ implies that it was not part of God’s original plan. The Law of Moses was a parenthesis in 
time.” Das, Galatians, 356. 
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does not contradict the promises because God had an entirely different purpose for the 

law than he did for the promise. The law, for instance, cannot give life because it only 

gives life to those who keep it in its entirety (see Gal 3:12). The purpose of the law is to 

reveal sin and thus drive people to trust the promise: “The Scripture imprisoned 

everything under sin, so that the promise by faith in Jesus Christ might be given to those 

who believe” (Gal 3:22). F.F. Bruce summarizes how the law relates to the promise: 

If, realizing [that all are under sin], men and women look round for a way of 
deliverance from their plight, they find it in the promise. Believing the promise, 
and the one who has made it, they are justified—justified by faith in Jesus Christ, 
in whom the promise and its fulfilment are embodied. Far from being against the 
promises, then, the law drives men and women to flee from its condemnation and 
seek refuge in the promises.114 
 
Paul brings his argument to a close by using two analogies that show how God 

gave the law as a temporary arrangement that was meant to lead people to Christ. First, 

he refers to the law as a prison-warden: “Now before faith came, we were held captive 

under the law, imprisoned until the coming faith would be revealed” (Gal. 3:23). Even 

though the law kept Israel in confinement, its ultimate purpose in the plan of God was to 

bring people into the promised blessing of God by pointing them to their need for a 

saviour. G.G. Findlay captures Paul’s argument in the following picturesque way: 

The law was all the while standing guard over its subjects, watching and checking 
every attempt to escape, but intending to hand them over in due time to the charge 
of faith. The law posts its ordinances, like so many sentinels, round the prisoner’s 
cell. The cordon is complete. He tries again and again to break out; the iron circle 
will not yield. The deliverance will yet be his. The day of faith approaches. It 
dawned long ago in Abraham’s promise. Even now its light shines into his 
dungeon, and he hears the word of Jesus, “Thy sins are forgiven thee; go in 
peace.” Law, the stern jailor, has after all been a good friend, if it has reserved 
him for this. It prevents the sinner escaping to a futile and illusive freedom.115 
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Second, Paul develops an analogy from the ancient family: “So then, the law was 

our guardian until Christ came, in order that we might be justified by faith. But now that 

faith has come, we are no longer under a guardian, for in Christ Jesus you are all sons of 

God, through faith” (Gal 3:24-26). In calling the law “our guardian,” Paul is referring to a 

common practice within wealthy Greek homes wherein freeborn sons were placed under 

the supervision of a slave for the period of their childhood. Like the stern “governess” of 

English tradition, this guardian was responsible to dictate all aspects of the boy’s life by 

teaching him manners, disciplining him, protecting him, and ensuring he was learning his 

lessons at school.116 Paul is not concerned to draw out every part of the analogy. He 

employs it to stress the temporary nature of the guardian’s supervision and the subjection 

of the child, while ignoring any positive aspects such as teaching or protection.117 

Paul brings his argument to a triumphant climax by declaring to the Galatian 

converts, “you are all sons of God, through faith” (Gal 3:26). The agitators thought of 

themselves as the true children of God and treated the Gentile converts as second class. 

They demanded that the Galatian converts be circumcised in order to be truly Abraham’s 

children and heirs of the promise. Yet, since Christ has come, Paul argues that the child is 

no longer under the guardian. Once again, Paul emphasizes that this sonship comes 

“through faith” (Gal 3:26). Furthermore, in this new family of God, all the things that 

previously divided—such as race, rank, and gender—are no longer applicable for “there 
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translation ‘schoolmaster’ is unfortunate, for the paidagōgos was not the boy’s teacher so much as his 
disciplinarian. He was often harsh to the point of cruelty, and is usually depicted in ancient drawings with a 
rod or cane in his hand.” John Stott, The Message of Galatians, The Bible Speaks Today (Downers Grove: 
InterVarsity Press, 1986), 97. 

 
117 Herbert M. Gale, The Use of Analogy in the Letters of Paul (Philadelphia: The Westminster 

Press, 1964), 47–48. It is true that Paul speaks of the positive function of the law in other contexts (cf. Rom 
3:20) but nothing in this context suggests he is employing the analogy in this way. 
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is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, there is no male and female, for 

you are all one in Christ Jesus” (Gal 3:28). Finally, since all the promises of God to 

Abraham were made to Christ (the offspring), and since those who believe are united to 

Christ, “then you are Abraham’s offspring, heirs according to promise” (Gal 3:29). 

To summarize, as the guardian had an essential role in the period before the child 

came of age, and as the prison warden has an essential role in the period before the 

pardon arrived, the law played the critical role of preparing God’s people in the period of 

time before the promised Messiah arrived. However, with the coming of Christ, an 

epochal transition has taken place so that slaves are redeemed and the sons are no longer 

under the guardian. 

With this background, it is evident that Galatians 4:1-7 does not begin a new 

argument but rather provides an analogy that clarifies and restates concepts Paul has 

already introduced. James Dunn demonstrates the connections between Galatians 3:23-29 

and 4:1-7 in Table 3:118  

 
Table 3. Connections between Galatians 3:23-29 and Galatians 4:1-7 
 
Galatians 3:23-29    Galatians 4:1-7 
 
v. 23 Before the coming of faith we were v. 1 As long as the heir is a child . . . 
held in custody under the law confined v. 2 he is under guardians and stewards 
until the coming of faith . . .   until the time set by the father. 
 
v. 24 the law was our custodian until  v. 3 As children we were enslaved under 
Christ . . .      the elemental forces . . .  
 
v. 25 But when faith came we were no  v. 4 But when the fullness of time came . . .  
longer under a custodian     
 
v. 26 For you are all sons of God through v. 5 in order to redeem those under the 
																																																								

118 James D.G. Dunn, The Epistle to the Galatians, Black’s New Testament Commentary (Grand 
Rapids: Baker Academic, 2011), 210. 
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faith in Christ.                law. In order that we might receive the 
      adoption as sons. 
 
v. 27 You were all baptized into Christ . . . v 5 God sent the Spirit of his Son . . .  
 
v. 29 So then you are Abraham’s seed,  v. 7 So that you are no longer a slave but 
heirs in accordance with promise.  a son, and if a son, also an heir . . .  
 
 
 
Exposition of Galatians 4:1-11 

 
Paul’s main point in Galatians 3:19-4:11 is that the believer’s life is to be lived in 

the freedom of mature sonship and not in slavery to the legal code—a life of bondage that 

the Galatians were in danger of falling back into if they heeded the agitators’ teaching.119 

John Stott summarizes Paul’s argument of 4:1-11 as follows: “Once we were slaves. Now 

we are sons. How, then, can we turn back to the old slavery?”120 Here Paul develops and 

applies his slavery and sonship metaphors in redemptive-historical terms as he contrasts 

Israel’s sonship during the old covenant era with the adoptive sonship of “the Israel of 

God” (Gal. 6:16) in the new covenant era and the slavery of the Gentiles in the times 

before God sent His Son with the adoptive sonship of all who receive Christ.  

 
Once we were slaves (Gal. 4:1-3, 8-9) 

 
In order to rebut the false teachers and rescue the Galatians from falling into the 

slavery of a performance-based relationship with God, Paul seeks to remind the Gentile 

converts of what they, and the Jewish people, were before God sent his Son. Since 
																																																								

119 Longenecker, Galatians, 176. 
 
120 Stott, The Message of Galatians, 103–4. Along with Stott and Das, I include 4:8-11 with 4:1-7 

because here Paul is concluding his argument with a rebuke of the Galatians that is based upon his 
illustration (4:1-2) and application (4:3-7). The “But” of 4:8 demonstrates that Paul is beginning his rebuke 
and is elaborating on the “elementary principles of the world” in 4:3 that the Galatians were going back to. 
Das, Galatians, 401. 
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believers are described as adopted sons, it may be thought that Jews and Gentiles were 

orphans. Indeed most popular level authors who write on adoption, such as Russell 

Moore, Michael Milton, Jack Frost, Mark Stibbe, and Leif Hetland refer to unbelievers as 

“orphans” or “cosmic orphans”121 and write, “as a result of the Fall, the entire world 

became a spiritual orphanage.”122 While Jesus does say to his disciples in John 14:18, “I 

will not leave you as orphans; I will come to you,” PSMMA is not used in this way.123 

Apart from adoption in Christ, Paul asserts that both Jews and Gentiles were in a far 

worse condition than that of an orphan; all people were in a state of slavery.  

To demonstrate this point, Paul gives an illustration in Galatians 4:1-2 that picks 

up on his previous references to the temporary guardianship function of the law and to 

believers as “sons of God” (Gal 3:26) and “heirs” (Gal 3:29): “I mean that the heir, as 

long as he is a child, is no different from a slave, though he is the owner of everything, 

but he is under guardians and managers until the date set by his father” (Gal 4:1-2). This 

																																																								
121 Michael A. Milton, What Is the Doctrine of Adoption? (Phillipsburg, N.J: P & R Publishing, 

2012), 7. Authors such as Jack Frost, Mark Stibbe, and Leif Hetland make orphan imagery the heart of their 
teaching on spiritual adoption. They argue that unbelievers are orphans from the Father. Further, they teach 
that even when God adopts us through faith in Christ, the trauma of this previous separation stays with us 
so that we think and act more like orphans than sons. This condition is referred to as an “orphan heart” or 
an “orphan spirit.” The key to liberation, these authors argue, is to cast out the orphan spirit by recognizing 
how loved we are by God the Father. For examples, see: Stibbe, From Orphans to Heirs; Leif Hetland, 
Healing the Orphan Spirit, Revised Edition, Sonship Series Book 1 (Peachtree City, Georgia: Global 
Mission Awareness, 2013); Mark Stibbe, I Am Your Father: What Every Heart Needs to Know (Oxford: 
Monarch Books, 2010); Jack Frost, Spiritual Slavery to Spiritual Sonship (Shippensburg, PA: Destiny 
Image Publishers, 2006). 

 
122 Russell Moore and Andrew T. Walker, eds., The Gospel & Adoption, The Gospel For Life 

Series (Nashville: B&H Publishing Group, 2017), 12. 
 
123 Note also that Jesus is speaking to his disciples and is not, therefore, describing unbelievers as 

orphans. Even then, Jesus is not saying his disciples are orphans. Rather, he employs the imagery of an 
orphan to emphasize that he will come again to his disciples, which most likely refers to his resurrection 
appearances or the coming of the Holy Spirit.  
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illustration in 4:1-2 is then applied as an analogy in 4:3-7.124 J. Louis Martyn describes 

the resulting structure in Table 4.125 

 
Table 4. Paul’s illustration in Galatians 4:1-7  
 
  Illustration     Analogy 
 
The heir in a household   We human beings 
 
(v 1) as a child     (v 3) as children 
 
(v 1) the heir is a virtual slave   (v 3) we were enslaved 
 
(v 2) until the time set by the father  (v 4) but when the fullness of time came 
 
(vv 1-2) for his transition out of virtual (v 5) to bring about our transition, by 
slavery into active lordship   delivering us from slavery 
 

      Further Development of Analogy 
 
(v 1) heir     (v 5) we receive adoption as sons 

(v 6) and, as you are sons, God also sent 
 into our hearts the Spirit of his Son, crying 
 out “Abba, Father.” 

(v 7) Thus, you are a son; and if a son, 
 then also an heir by God’s act of 
 redemptive adoption. 

 
 

The illustration pictures a small boy from the first century who is growing up in a 

																																																								
124 Longenecker, Martyn, and Schreiner point out that Paul is not using the analogy of the 

underage son in an exact historical manner, but allows himself freedom in shaping the picture and freedom 
in how he goes on to apply it in verses 4-5. For instance, he says the underage son is “no different from a 
slave,” which is an obvious hyperbole because he is anticipating how he will speak of all people as slaves. 
Paul also writes about “the date set by his father.” Yet, within Roman culture the time when a boy became 
of age was dictated, not by the father, but by the state. Paul is not concerned with fine points of legality but 
with his application, namely, that God fixed a date when he would act to redeem humanity. Further, in 
verses 1-2 the son belongs to the family by birth but in verse 5 Paul applies it by way of adoption. Paul 
does not want to imply that human beings are naturally God’s children and are just waiting for the day of 
maturity. Rather, all people are slaves who must be made into sons through adoption. Paul, therefore, 
adapts the analogy and goes beyond it in order to suit his purposes. J. Louis Martyn, Galatians, The Anchor 
Yale Bible Commentaries (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2004), 386; Schreiner, Galatians, 266–67; 
Longenecker, Galatians, 162–64.  

 
125 Martyn, Galatians, 385. 
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home of great wealth and is therefore legally the heir of the entire estate.126 However, 

despite his position as the heir, the boy possesses no legal rights until a future date 

established by his father when he will come of age and enter into the full rights of an 

adult son.127 Moreover, until that time he is placed under the supervision of “guardians 

and managers” (Gal 4:2). There has been much discussion as to the precise meaning of 

these two terms. While some take them to be synonymous with the “guardian” of 

Galatians 3:23, it seems more likely that Paul is introducing a third, albeit related, 

comparison. Regardless, Paul means to show that these “guardians and managers” dictate 

all of the boy’s personal and legal affairs.128 Opinions also vary as to which legal 

background stands behind the analogy and whether the father in the illustration is living 

or deceased. Once again, Paul does not intend for every part of his illustration to be 

applied. Rather, he is using it to highlight two things in his readers’ minds: First, even 

though this underage child is the heir, he is no better than a slave and lives in a state that 

is akin to slavery.129 Second, this state of virtual slavery is a temporary arrangement until 

																																																								
126 “The Greek word is best translated ‘minor’ (νήπιος) instead of ‘infant.’ A minor is one who has 

not yet reached the age to receive the inheritance.” Schreiner, Galatians, 266.  
 
127 The phrase “until the date set by his father” reveals the difficulties in ascertaining the legal 

background for Paul’s analogy: “Under Roman law, a father had nothing to do with the setting of the time 
when his son became of age. This was set by law, which ordained that a minor whose father died remained 
under the care of a guardian until age fourteen, and then under a trustee until age twenty-five, at which time 
he attained maturity. However, this difficulty disappears when Paul is understood as referring to a special 
case, where a guardianship is established during the lifetime of the father, who then can appoint the 
guardians and set a limit to the duration of their authority.” Daniel C. Arichea and Eugene Albert Nida, A 
Handbook on Paul’s Letter to the Galatians, UBS Handbook Series (New York: United Bible Societies, 
1976), 87. 

 
128 Bruce, Moo, Das, and Calvin see this as a third, and distinct, image of life under the law that is 

meant to go along with the prison-warden and guardian imagery of Galatians 3:23-25. Bruce, The Epistle to 
the Galatians, 192; Moo, Galatians, 258; Das, Galatians, 404–5; Calvin, “Commentaries on the Epistles of 
Paul to the Galatians and Ephesians,” 113. 

 
129 George writes, “The paidagōgos was a harsh disciplinarian charged with supervising daily 

activities; the administrators and managers referred to here control the property and finances of the minor 
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the date set by his father comes to pass and the son immediately enters into the freedom 

of an adult son.130  

Paul applies his illustration in Galatians 4:3: “In the same way we also, when we 

were children, were enslaved to the elementary principles of the world.” While it may not 

be clear what legal custom Paul was drawing on, the context demonstrates that Paul 

intended his analogy to be understood in redemptive-historical terms. The era of the law 

is to be understood as a time of slavery for both Jew and Gentile, though in different 

ways.131  

First, Israel, as God’s adopted son (see Rom. 9:4), was a slave in the manner that 

an underage son is in slavery under his guardian and managers. Israel groaned under the 

supervision of its guardian because the law, with its many rules, regulations, and 

ceremonies demanded perfection and Israel failed to perform what it required. The law, 

																																																																																																																																																																					
depriving him of all independent action so that in reality his liberty is reduced to that of a slave.” George, 
Galatians, 294–95. 

 
130 Some scholars (such as Scott) see this section as an allusion to the exodus and wilderness 

wanderings. Yet most reject this view and agree with Das: “the evidence is not as clear for these allusions 
as the proponents suggest. Paul neither mentions the narratives explicitly nor cites their distinctive 
phrasing.” Das, Galatians, 403.  

 
131 In Galatians 3:23-4:7, Paul deliberately and skillfully moves back and forth between the first 

and second person pronouns. In regard to 4:3 and 4:5 some commentators believe Paul is speaking only, or 
at least primarily, of Jews (cf. Bruce, The Epistle to the Galatians, 193; Longenecker, Galatians, 164; Scot 
McKnight, Galatians, The NIV Application Commentary (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1995), 196.) 
However, most commentators believe he includes Gentiles within his “we.” This can be seen in the fact that 
it is the “we” of verse 3 who are enslaved to “the basic principles of the world,” which includes the 
Gentiles for they are warned in verse 9 against turning back to “the basic principles of the world.” Hence, 
Paul seems to be including Gentiles in his discussion of those who are enslaved and subsequently redeemed 
in 4:3-5. Furthermore, the first person plural in 4:5 (“we might receive”) strongly indicates that Paul is 
thinking of Gentiles as well as Jews for the Gentile Galatian converts have received the “adoption as sons.” 
Paul’s argument would be extremely awkward if the first person plurals referred only to Jews and can only 
work if Gentiles and Jews are under law in the sense that they are under the dominion of sin. Schreiner 
concludes, “The period of infancy and immaturity refers to the era of salvation history when the Mosaic 
law was in force.” Schreiner, Galatians, 267, 271; Das, Galatians, 408; Martyn, Galatians, 388; Scott, 
Adoption as Sons of God, 48:155–57; Joseph Barber Lightfoot, Saint Paul’s Epistle to the Galatians. A 
Revised Text with Introduction, Notes, and Dissertations, 4th ed., Classic Commentaries on the Greek New 
Testament (London: Macmillan and Co., 1874), 165; Ronald Y. K. Fung, The Epistle to the Galatians, The 
New International Commentary on the New Testament (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing, 
1988), 181.  
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therefore, became “an instrument of spiritual bondage.”132 Paul also introduces this state 

of slavery prior to Christ with the term “stoichea,” which is translated in the ESV as “the 

elementary principles of the world” (Gal 4:3).133 This term is notoriously difficult to 

understand and to translate. After surveying all the possibilities Schreiner simply 

emphasizes Paul’s larger point: “In any case, Paul clearly sees the elements ruling during 

the period in which the Mosaic law was in force.”134 

Second, Paul demonstrates that the Gentiles were in an actual state of slavery 

before the Son came into the world. This is made clear in Galatians 4:8-9 where Paul 

links the themes of slavery and stoichea to the Gentiles: “Formerly, when you did not 

know God, you were enslaved to those that by nature are not gods. But now that you have 

come to know God, or rather to be known by God, how can you turn back again to the 

weak and worthless elementary principles of the world, whose slaves you want to be once 

more?”135 Even though Paul denies the existence of any other gods, he asserts that, before 

the coming of the Son, the Gentiles were once enslaved as they tried to perform whatever 

																																																								
132 Fung, The Epistle to the Galatians, 181. 
 
133 Commentators have spilled a great deal of ink discussing the meaning of this expression. It 

seems that here, and in verse 9, it refers to the basic concepts the Galatians followed in their pagan religions 
(if Gentiles) or the Mosaic law (if Jews). There also seem to be demonic overtones to this legalistic 
enslavement (Galatians 4:8: “enslaved to those that by nature are not gods.” See also Colossians 2:8, 20). 
Some commentators emphasize one or the other but many also believe Paul is linking legalistic superstition 
with demonic influence in order to stress that, apart from Christ, all people are in slavery. Yet, how can 
being enslaved to the law be referred to as demonic bondage when the law is good and was given by God, 
not Satan (cf. Gal 3:19)? Stott suggests the following: “What Paul means is that the devil took this good 
thing (the law) and twisted it to his own evil purpose, in order to enslave men and women. Just as during a 
child’s minority his guardian may ill-treat and even tyrannize him in ways which his father never intended, 
so the devil has exploited God’s good law, in order to tyrannize men in ways God never intended. God 
intended the law to reveal sin and to drive men to Christ; Satan uses it to reveal sin and to drive men to 
despair. God meant the law as an interim step to man’s Justification; Satan uses it as the final step to his 
condemnation. God meant the law to be a stepping-stone to liberty; Satan uses it as a cul-de-sac, deceiving 
his dupes into supposing that from its fearful bondage there is no escape.” Stott, The Message of Galatians, 
105. 

 
134 Schreiner, Galatians, 269. 
 
135 Emphasis mine. 
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they superstitiously believed to be the requirements of the deities they worshipped. Moo 

summarizes this well:  

In . . . Galatians . . . Paul makes clear that the slave/son/heir language can be 
applied more generally to the status of all people within his salvation-historical 
scheme. Before the cross, the people of Israel, ‘under the law,’ lived as ‘minors,’ 
little better than slaves; in a similar way, Gentiles were enslaved under the 
‘elementary principles (stoichea) of the world’ (Gal. 4:9).136 
 
In summary, Paul’s strategy to save his readers from falling into a performance-

based relationship with God begins by reminding them of who they were before the Son 

came into the world. On the redemptive-historical timeline, the era before Christ was an 

era of slavery. Both Jews and Gentiles were unable to free themselves by their own 

efforts. For the Galatians to follow the agitators was to become once again the slaves they 

once were. Yet this is absurd, for as Chrysostom wrote, “If then also now they bring you 

under law they do nothing else but lead you backward now in the time of your perfect age 

and maturity.”137 

 
Now we are sons (Gal 4:4-7) 

 
In Galatians 4:4-7 Paul moves to the heart of his argument. Indeed, Martyn asserts 

the following:  

The sentence comprising Gal 4:3-5 is the theological center of the entire epistle. It 
contains nearly all of the letter’s major motifs, and it relates them to one another 
in such a way as to state what we may call the good news of Paul’s letter to the 
Galatians. . . . One can read the whole of the letter as lines of thought radiating 
out from 4:3-5 in such a way as to explicate the theme stated in 1:6-9.138  

 

																																																								
136 Cited in Burke, Adopted into God’s Family, 8:87. 
 
137 Schaff, Chrysostom: Homilies on Galatians, Ephesians, Philippians, Colossians, 

Thessalonians, Timothy, Titus, and Philemon, 13:30. 
 
138 Martyn, Galatians, 406. 
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The good news of Paul’s letter to the Galatians is that the era of guardianship 

under the law and slavery to the basic principles of the world has come to an end. With 

the coming of Christ, the time set by the Father has come to pass so that believers have 

now been redeemed from slavery and are free to live as mature sons who are no longer 

under slavery to the law.139 Having reminded the Galatians of what they were, Paul now 

moves to remind them of who they are. It is a clear recognition of who they are as sons, 

not slaves, which will enable the Galatians to resist the agitators and not fall back into 

their former slavery. 

Although humanity was enslaved, the good news of Paul’s gospel is that God has 

acted in history for our benefit. Just as the father in Paul’s analogy set a date when his 

underage son would become a mature adult and receive all the rights given to him as an 

adult son, so also God the Father established a date that Paul describes as “the fullness of 

time” (Gal 4:4) when “God sent forth his Son, born of woman, born under the law” (Gal 

4:4).140 It should be noted that Paul has left behind the idea of immaturity. His argument 

is not, “In the same way we also, when we were children, existed in a state of immaturity 

and needed to outgrow this state.” Rather, he says, “we were enslaved,” which is a state 

that cannot be outgrown.141 This thought leads Martyn to write, “The conclusion is clear. 

Throughout this passage Paul does not think of a gradual maturation, but rather of a 

																																																								
139 Longenecker, Galatians, 161. 
 
140 The definite article is absent from both usages of “law” in verse 4. Literally, it is “under law” 

and not “under the law.” While this may suggest a more general use of law, the context indicates that it is 
the Mosaic law that Paul is referring to. Gale, The Use of Analogy in the Letters of Paul, 52. 

 
141 Elsewhere Paul does use the image of immaturity to emphasize the importance of Christians 

growing into maturity (cf. Eph. 4:13 “until we all attain to the unity of the faith and of the knowledge of the 
Son of God, to mature manhood, to the measure of the stature of the fullness of Christ”; 1 Cor. 3:1-2 “But I, 
brothers, could not address you as spiritual people, but as people of the flesh, as infants in Christ. I fed you 
with milk, not solid food, for you were not ready for it”). 
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punctiliar liberation, enacted by God in his own sovereign time.”142 The agitators, 

therefore, “have completely missed what time it is!”143 

Galatians 4:4 emphasizes the unique qualifications of the one whom God sent to 

accomplish our redemption. First, Paul emphasizes the divinity of Christ for it is God’s 

Son who is sent forth.144 Redemption does not come from within the individual or 

corporate efforts of enslaved humanity; it originates from outside humanity.145 Second, 

Paul stresses the humanity of Christ by twice referring to his birth: “born of a woman, 

born under the law” (Gal 4:4). As a travel companion of Luke, Paul would most certainly 

have heard of and believed in the virginal conception of Christ but “born of a woman” is 

not an allusion to this event.146 It is, rather, an idiomatic expression to describe the birth 

of human beings and thus emphasizes the fact that, in becoming a man, God’s Son shares 

in our humanity (cf. Job 14:1; Matt 11:11).147 Third, Paul highlights the righteousness of 

the incarnate Son in his obedience to the law. To be “born under the law” (Gal 4:4) 

																																																								
142 Martyn, Galatians, 389. 
 
143 Das, Galatians, 409. Emphasis original. 
 
144 Some commentators, such as Longenecker and Dunn, do not believe (or remain unconvinced) 

that “God sent forth his Son” speaks of the pre-existence of Christ. They argue that Paul is simply focusing 
on God sending Christ on a mission like God sent the prophets of the Old Testament on various missions. 
Longenecker, Galatians, 170; Dunn, The Epistle to the Galatians, 214–15. However, as Witherington 
points out, Paul is not here describing a sending mission that is assigned after birth, as in the case of Amos 
or Isaiah. To be sent before one is born assumes that one exists in advance of being sent. B. Witherington 
III, Grace in Galatia: A Commentary on Paul’s Letter to the Galatians (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1997), 
288. Fee agrees: “The fact that both γενόµενος phrases emphasize the Son’s human condition seems to 
suggest that the sending word presupposes a prior existence that was not human.” Gordon D. Fee, Pauline 
Christology: An Exegetical-Theological Study (Peabody, Mass.: Hendrickson Publishers, Inc., 2007), 214–
15. Cf. Ridderbos, Paul, 68f; Garner, Sons in the Son, Location 3894, Kindle; Das, Galatians, 410–11; 
Fung, The Epistle to the Galatians, 182; Calvin, “Commentaries on the Epistles of Paul to the Galatians 
and Ephesians,” 118. 

 
145 Martyn, Galatians, 389. 
 
146 R. Alan Cole, Galatians, Tyndale New Testament Commentaries (Downers Grove, Ill: IVP 

Academic, 2009), 161; Das, Galatians, 410. 
 
147 Martyn, Galatians, 390; Longenecker, Galatians, 171; Schreiner, Galatians, 270. 
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means the Son did not just come as a man; he came as a Jewish man, living under the 

law, fulfilling its requirements, succeeding where everyone else had failed, and on the 

cross “suffered all the tyranny of the law.”148 These three qualifications, says Stott, 

enabled the Son to accomplish the work of our redemption, which resulted in our 

adoption:  

So the divinity of Christ, the humanity of Christ and the righteousness of Christ 
uniquely qualified Him to be man’s redeemer. If He had not been man, He could 
not have redeemed men. If He had not been a righteous man, He could not have 
redeemed unrighteous men. And if He had not been God’s Son, He could not have 
redeemed men for God or made them the sons of God.149  

 
 With the statement of what God has done in sending his Son, and the 

qualifications of the Son clearly outlined, Paul moves to the climax of his argument, 

which is to describe what the Son accomplished in his role as the one who was sent by 

God. This is described by means of two purpose clauses, both of which employ distinct 

soteriological metaphors.150 

First, Paul describes the purpose of the incarnate Son’s work under the metaphor 

of redemption: “God sent forth his Son . . . to (hina) redeem those who were under the 

law” (Gal 4:5). The metaphor of redemption is drawn from the slave market and refers to 

the redemption of a slave by the payment of a price. To “redeem” recalls Galatians 3:13 

where the substitutionary death of Jesus is described as the payment for our redemption: 

																																																								
148 Martin Luther, Galatians, Crossway Classic Commentaries (Wheaton, Ill: Crossway, 1998), 

243. 
 
149 Stott, The Message of Galatians, 106. 
 
150 Commentators again divide over who Paul is referring to with his use of “we” in Galatians 4:5. 

Some believe he is referring only to Jewish Christians because only Jews are “under the law.” (see 
Longenecker, Galatians, 172; Witherington, Grace in Galatia: A Commentary on Paul’s Letter to the 
Galatians, 289.) Others think he is referring to Gentile Christians while most believe he is referring to all 
believers (see Bruce, The Epistle to the Galatians, 197; Martyn, Galatians, 390; Moo, Galatians, 267; 
Dunn, The Epistle to the Galatians, 216; Scott, Adoption as Sons of God, 48:173–74.) 
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“Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law by becoming a curse for us.” In Galatians 

4:5, however, the emphasis is not so much on the payment of redemption but on the 

purpose of redemption, which is “purchasing a slave in order to free him.”151 The 

substitutionary death of Jesus, therefore, has freed believing Jews and Gentiles from their 

helpless state of slavery. This concept of deliverance, writes J.B. Lightfoot, “strikes the 

keynote of the epistle. The Gospel is a rescue, an emancipation from a state of 

bondage.”152 

The second metaphor that describes God’s purpose in sending his Son is adoption: 

“God sent forth his Son . . . to redeem . . . so that (hina) we might receive adoption as 

sons” (Gal 4:5). In Galatians 3:26 Paul had reached a crescendo and declared that since 

the Galatians were “in Christ Jesus” they were “sons of God.” Having restated and 

elaborated on this by way of his illustration in 4:1-2 he, once again, declares the 

Galatians to be God’s adopted sons. The chiastic structure of Galatians 4:4-5 highlights 

God’s “Son” and believers as God’s “sons” in contrast with those who are under the law 

and thus in need of redemption: 

A God sent forth his Son 
B Born under the Law 
B′ To redeem those under the Law 

A′ That we might receive the adoption as sons153 
 
 
The direct link between God’s “Son” and our “adoption as sons” serves the twofold 

purpose of exalting our new status as those who share in his Sonship and yet also 

																																																								
151 Dunn, The Epistle to the Galatians, 216. 
 
152 Lightfoot, Saint Paul’s Epistle to the Galatians. A Revised Text with Introduction, Notes, and 

Dissertations, 73. 
 
153 Das, Galatians, 407; Moo, Galatians, 266. 
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differentiating our sonship from his. For, as Lightfoot writes, “We are sons by grace; He 

is so by nature.”154 

Ronald Fung also points out that the two hina clauses are structurally parallel and 

have often been taken as coordinate statements of the negative and positive sides of why 

God sent his Son. However, Fung argues that “it seems more natural to regard the second 

clause as expressing the purpose or intended result of the first. . . . The purpose or 

intended result of this redemption was that ‘we’, that is, both Jews and Gentiles, might 

‘attain the status of sons or, more literally, ‘receive the adoption as sons.’”155 In other 

words, God’s purpose was not simply to redeem slaves and set them free. By itself, this 

would be cause for rejoicing but Paul goes on to say that God had a further, and greater, 

purpose in setting slaves free, namely, to adopt redeemed slaves into his family. This 

leads Garner to write, “Galatians 4 expresses adoption as the culmination of that divine 

sending of the Son.”156 Likewise, Ridderbos says, “The adoption as sons is here 

described, therefore, as the object of the great eschatological redemptive event.”157 In 

Galatians 4:5 adoption is elevated above redemption because redemption, as important 

and magnificent as it is, serves to remove the obstacles that stand in the way of the 

ultimate goal, which is adoption. The significance of the Son becoming a man in order to 

redeem and adopt was put most admirably by the early church theologian, Irenaeus: “For 

																																																								
154 Lightfoot, Saint Paul’s Epistle to the Galatians. A Revised Text with Introduction, Notes, and 

Dissertations, 169. 
 
155 Fung, The Epistle to the Galatians, 182–83. Likewise, Garner writes, “The goal of God’s 

sending his Son is expressed in two contiguous purpose clauses, with the second clause drawing out the 
final purpose of the first. In short, in the sent Son of God, redemption attains its goal in adoption.” Garner, 
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156 Garner, Sons in the Son, Location 569, Kindle. 
 
157 Ridderbos, Paul, 185. 
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it was for this end that the Word of God was made man, and He who was the Son of God 

became the Son of man, that man, having been taken into the Word, and receiving the 

adoption, might become the son of God.”158  

Verse 6 advances Paul’s argument at the end of verse 5 that believers in Christ 

have received a new legal status of “adoption as sons” and does so by re-introducing 

Paul’s argument that the Galatians had received the Spirit (see 3:2, 5, 14): “And because 

you are sons, God has sent the Spirit of his Son into our hearts, crying, “Abba! Father!” 

This re-introduction of the Spirit and his juxtaposition with the Father and the Son leads 

Fee to call Galatians 4:4-6, “one of the great ‘Trinitarian’ passages in the New 

Testament.”159  

The evidence that the Galatians really are the “sons of God”—and therefore do 

not have to do anything to attain this standing—is that 1) they have received the new 

legal status of sons through the objective and historical work of Christ (vv. 4-5), and 2) 

they have subjectively experienced this objective reality through the Spirit who enables 

them to realize their sonship by crying out to God in the language of the Son himself (v. 

6). Stott summarizes the flow of thought in the following way: “Thus, God’s purpose was 

not only to secure our sonship by His Son, but to assure us of it by His Spirit. He sent His 

																																																								
158 Irenaeus, “Irenaeus Against Heresies,” in The Apostolic Fathers with Justin Martyr and 
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159 Gordon D. Fee, Galatians, Pentecostal Commentary (Dorsett, UK: Deo, 2007), 147. 



 139 

Son that we might have the status of sonship, and He sent His Spirit that we might have 

an experience of it.”160 The combination of this “historical objectivity and its experienced 

realization” is Paul’s greatest proof that he is right and the agitators are wrong.161 

The connection between verse 6 and Paul’s overall argument is made clear in two 

ways. First, Paul intentionally conjoins the work of the Son and the work of the Spirit. 

This is seen in the fact that Paul employs the identical sending formula for both the Son 

and the Spirit. Just as God “sent forth his Son” (v. 4), so also “God has sent the Spirit” (v. 

6). This conjoining is further seen in the fact that Paul refers to the Holy Spirit as “the 

Spirit of his Son” (v. 6).  

Second, Paul’s use of “the Spirit of his Son” (v. 6) is “the lynchpin” of his entire 

argument for he is not digressing to teach about the Holy Spirit in general (he has done 

much of that in 3:1-14) and neither is he simply wanting to emphasize that the Spirit 

indwells believers (this could have been accomplished by merely stating, “God sent his 

Spirit into our hearts”).162 Rather, Paul intentionally uses the expression “Spirit of his 

Son,” a term that does not appear anywhere else in his writings.163 His purpose is to show 

the Galatians that the same Son who redeemed them and secured their “adoption as 

sons”, now dwells in them through his Spirit who has been sent by God into their 

hearts.164 Therefore, the supreme evidence that the Galatian converts truly are “sons of 

																																																								
160 Stott, The Message of Galatians, 107. 
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God”—and thus do not have to obey the law in order to be fully accepted by God—is that 

they possess the “Spirit of the Son” and address God in the exact same manner as the Son 

himself did when he prayed, “Abba, Father” (Mk 14:36). Thus, Calvin comments, “We 

are the sons of God, because we have received the same Spirit of his only Son.”165  

Verse 6 shows obvious parallels to Romans 8:13-14. After expounding Galatians 

4:6 Calvin concludes by writing, “The whole of this subject is handled by the apostle at 

greater length in his Epistle to the Romans.”166 Due to this, further discussion will be 

given to other issues involved in this passage when addressing Romans 8:14-15 below. 

Yet, Fee mentions four things that distinguish Galatians 4:6 from Romans 8:14-15. First, 

although both Galatians 4:6 and Romans 8:15 use the term “adoption as sons,” Paul shifts 

from “sons” (huioi) to the broader term for children (tekna) when he applies his doctrine 

in Romans 8:16-17. So, the wordplay on “sons” (huioi) is unique to Galatians 4. Second, 

Galatians 4 is distinctive in its use of “the Spirit of his Son” as Romans 8:14-15 uses “the 

Spirit of God” (v. 14) and “the Spirit of adoption as sons” (v. 15). Third, in Galatians 4:6 

it is the Spirit of the Son who cries out, “Abba! Father!” whereas it is believers who cry 

out in Romans 8:15.167 Finally, although both passages emphasize that believers have 

																																																																																																																																																																					
164 Fee, God's Empowering Presence, 405. 
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166 Calvin, 121. 
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become “heirs,” this is the primary emphasis of Galatians 4 (cf. v. 7) whereas Romans 

8:17 emphasizes our shared inheritance with Christ and our eschatological hope.168 

As a result of all that the Triune God has done, Paul concludes his argument in 

verse 7: “So you are no longer a slave, but a son, and if a son, then an heir through 

God.”169 Longenecker writes: “With Christ’s coming, ‘no longer’ are believers in Jesus 

under slavery to whatever was preparatory in their religious lives, whether to the Mosaic 

law as Jews (so 3:23–25) or to pagan ideas and practices as Gentiles (anticipating 4:8–

9).”170 Rather, all believers, whether Jews or Gentiles, are adult sons who have been freed 

from slavery and adopted into God’s family.171 The question of who is really an heir of 

the Abrahamic promise has been answered: it is anyone who simply believes in Jesus and 

not those who think they also have to do something in order to earn God’s favour. Paul 

adds that this adoption is “through God” (Gal 4:7) in order, once again, to stress that the 

believer’s new status is based solely on God’s grace and not on their own performance. 

Herbert Gale writes, “As it is the decision and act of the adopter that elevates one to the 

status of son, so also it is God who has taken the initiative in lifting man to a status that 

man himself could not achieve. . . . Man is made a son even though he has no claim upon 

sonship.”172 Paul’s argument has come to its conclusion: the Gentile believers in Galatia 

do not need to do anything in order to fully belong to God’s family for, in Christ, they are 
																																																								

168 Fee, God's Empowering Presence, 406. 
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already sons.173 “Sonship,” writes McKnight, “demonstrates that the Judaizers are 

wrong.”174  

In light of the previous exegesis, I offer the following interpretive paraphrase of 

Galatians 4:1-7: 

I described the law as our guardian. I spoke of release from its captivity. Let me 
explain my meaning more fully by drawing a different but similar picture. An 
heir, during his minority, is basically a slave. Notwithstanding his expectations as 
the future lord of the estate, he is under the authority of guardians and managers, 
until the arrival of the time set by the father for his passage to the status of an 
adult son. Something very like this is true of us. Humanity itself was like an 
underage heir before Christ’s coming. In this state all people, Jews and Gentiles, 
were enslaved to the elementary principles of the world. But, when the time 
arrived that was set by God the Father, God sent his own Son into the world, born 
of a woman as we are, born as one subject to law as we are, that he might redeem 
and thus liberate those who were enslaved in order that we all, both Jew and 
Gentile, might receive adoption as sons. You can tell for sure that you are now 
God’s adopted sons because God has sent the Spirit of His Son into our hearts, 
crying out like the Son did, “Abba! Father!” Plainly then, each and every one of 
you, are no longer slaves but sons; and, as a son, you are also an heir by God’s act 
of adopting you.175 

 

Why go back to slavery? (Gal 4:9-11) 

 
It is not enough to simply revel in what the Son has done in redeeming and 

adopting us. Paul’s purpose in causing the Galatians to remember what they were as 

slaves and what they now are as sons is to ensure they do not fall back into slavery 

through taking on a performance-based relationship with God. In other words, adoption is 

discussed for the purpose of transformation and establishing a firm conviction and 

resolve against those who would attempt to pull individuals into doubt concerning their 
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secure relationship with God based solely upon the work of Christ. It is, therefore, 

important to include Galatians 4:9-11 alongside the previous exegesis because this is 

where Paul applies all that he has written.176  

With deep anguish and a sense of incredulity, Paul asks the Galatians, “how can 

you turn back again to the weak and worthless elementary principles of the world, whose 

slaves you want to be once more?” (Gal 4:9). In Paul’s mind, to follow the teaching of 

the agitators was tantamount to going back to the bondage of their pagan days. C.K. 

Barrett claims that we find here “as extraordinary a statement as is to be found anywhere 

in [Paul’s] letters. . . . Here in Galatians he virtually equates Judaism with heathenism. To 

go forward into Judaism is to go backward into heathenism.”177 Or, in the words of Moo, 

Paul “implies that putting themselves under the law, since the era of the law has ended 

with the coming of the promised Seed, is akin to returning to their impotent pagan 

religions.”178 The era of the law has passed. Christ has brought freedom and adoption. 

And yet, “the Judaizers wanted to turn the clock back and live in the old evil age, and 

unfortunately the Galatians were enticed by their proposal.”179 To Paul this is as absurd 

as a mature son, who has received the full rights of an adult son, choosing to go back and 

live under the authority of his childhood guardians and managers, or like Gentile 

believers choosing to go back to the bondage of their pagan gods.  

 

																																																								
176 While commentators disagree as to the place of Galatians 4:8-11 in Paul’s overall argument 

(some say it is a conclusion while others say it starts a new section), I include it here as the key piece for 
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Contribution to PSMMA 
 
  
 The preceding exegesis of Galatians 4:1-7, along with its application in 4:8-11, 

leads to the following doctrinal and practical conclusions regarding PSMMA: 

1. Adoption is to be understood in redemptive-historical terms with emphasis on the 

epochal significance of the Son coming into the world. Paul’s entire discussion is 

a contrast between the era of slavery and the era of freedom as sons. The 

transition between these two eras took place at the predetermined and decisive 

moment when God sent his Son into the world. As Burke writes, “the whole 

sweep of salvation history has been sovereignly engineered by God the Father and 

has climaxed eschatologically in the action of his sending the Son into the world, 

culminating in our huiothesia.”180 This should lead the believer into heartfelt 

worship to God the Father for his plan of salvation and to the Son for his work on 

our behalf. 

2. Adoption is robustly Trinitarian in nature. The Father is the efficient cause of the 

believer’s adoption for it is the Father who established when the “fullness of 

time” would be, who sent “his Son” into the world, and who sent the “Spirit of his 

Son” into our hearts. The Son accomplishes all that is necessary for the Father to 

adopt us in that he shares in our humanity, fulfills the law, takes the curse of the 

law upon himself, and redeems us from slavery so that the Father can adopt us. 

The “Spirit of the Son” then applies the work of the Son in assuring believers of 

their adoption in crying out with the very language of the Son himself: “Abba! 

Father!” 
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3. Adoption declares that all people are slaves before they receive adoption as sons. 

Whether it was a slave-like condition under the law or actual slavery to pagan 

gods, Paul’s emphasis falls upon the inability of humanity to rescue itself through 

its own efforts.  

4. Adoption requires, and is preceded by, redemption. In order for God to adopt us 

as his sons, he first had to free us from our enslavement. He did this through the 

redeeming work of the Son. Such deliverance is cause for rejoicing for it is not 

difficult to imagine how an actual slave would feel once released from bondage or 

how an underage son would feel when freed of his childhood guardian. How 

much more, then, should the believer feel a sense of exhilaration at having been 

redeemed? 

5. Adoption is the end goal of redemption. God’s purpose in sending his Son was not 

only to redeem us from slavery; it was “to redeem . . . so that we might receive 

adoption as sons” (Gal 4:5). It was the Father’s will, therefore, that redeemed 

Israel be liberated from the slave-like condition of an underage son to enjoy the 

freedom and privileges of an adult son. Further, it was the Father’s will that 

redeemed Gentiles move straight from slavery to receive all the rights of an adult 

son. Redemption focuses on what believers are saved from (the curse of the law, 

the slave market of sin, the basic principles of the world) while adoption draws 

attention to what believers are saved to (a new status as adult sons of God, a 

relationship with the Father, freedom, possession of the Spirit, heirs).181 As 

Schreiner writes, “No privilege is greater than being part of God’s family.”182 
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6. Adoption saves believers from falling into a performance-based relationship with 

God, which is like going back to slavery. Paul does not raise the topic of adoption 

merely so believers will understand it and celebrate it. His purpose is entirely 

practical. Even as Christians, the Galatians were falling into the idea that to be 

fully accepted by God (become the true “sons of Abraham” and the heirs of God’s 

promises) they had to do something, namely, be circumcised and obey the Mosaic 

law. Paul uses the metaphor of adoption to demonstrate the utter folly of this 

thinking for when a person believes, they are “no longer a slave, but a son, and if 

a son, then an heir through God” (4:7). Paul, therefore, uses adoption to defeat 

any form of teaching that says God’s favour is dependent on what one does. In 

essence, Paul says, “Remember who you are! You are the adult sons of God. The 

evidence for this is that Christ’s coming resulted in an epochal shift wherein he 

redeemed you in order that you might receive adoption as sons. Furthermore, God 

sent the Spirit of his Son into your hearts so that you cry out in the language of the 

Son, ‘Abba! Father!’ So, plainly then, you are already sons. Why would you think 

you have to do something to earn this privileged status? Remember who you are!” 

7. Adoption proves that salvation is by faith alone and not by any efforts on our part. 

Christians do not strive to obey God in order to gain the status of sons. Rather, 

Paul stresses that believers “receive” (Gal 4:5) our adoption as sons. “Thus,” 

writes Trumper, “all weary slaves need ‘do’ for their sonship is to receive it!”183 

Adoption, then, is used by Paul as a key argument against any form of works 

righteousness for it can only be received, not earned. 
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8. The believer’s assurance of adoption is found in the objective and historical work 

of Christ. Paul’s aim is to assure the Galatian believers that they are indeed the 

full sons of Abraham and thus full heirs of the promises of God. To do this, he 

points them to the historical facts of what God did through Christ to redeem them 

in order that they might “receive the adoption as sons” (Gal 4:5). Believers can 

experience assurance of their adoption because it is based on the historical and 

objective facts of what God has done for them in Christ, and not on their 

unreliable feelings and fickle thoughts. 

9. The believer’s assurance of adoption is found in the subjective and experiential 

work of the Spirit. When Paul wants to give evidence for the believer’s adoptive 

status, he also appeals to their subjective experience. Believers can know that they 

truly are the “sons of God” because they possess the “Spirit of his Son” who cries 

out to God as Father just like the Son did during his days on the earth. As 

believers enjoy this intimacy with God their Father they are, by the Spirit, 

experiencing the reality of their adoption. 

10. Adoption makes the believer an heir. To possess the privilege of sonship is also to 

possess the privilege of being an heir. This draws in the already but not yet nature 

of adoption (believers are already heirs but have not yet received our inheritance) 

that Paul will expound upon in Romans 8:17-25. 

11. Adoption frees the child of God from bondage to the Law. Christ submitted 

himself to the law, and bore the curse of the law, that he might free his people 

from its bondage and curse. This does not mean our freedom is an excuse for sin 

for the law is still a rule for the believer’s life. Yet, Paul wants believers to live in 
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the full freedom of their adoption—a freedom that Israel did not enjoy as God’s 

underage son but that those in Christ enjoy as adult sons. 

12. Adoption repairs the divisions that exist in humanity as it emphasizes the inclusive 

nature of God’s family. The conflict between the Gentile Galatian converts, the 

Jewish agitators, and Paul existed because of a faulty view of what it meant to be 

an heir of God’s promises. Paul demonstrates that with the coming of the Son, 

believers are all “sons of God”, and therefore in Christ there are no more divisions 

based on sex, rank, culture, or class (cf. Gal 3:28-29). Paul makes use of adoption 

in order to break down these distinctions in order that believers might experience 

mutual love and concern for each other within the household of God. 

 

Romans 8:12-16 

 

12 So then, brothers, we are debtors, not to the flesh, to live according to the flesh. 
13 For if you live according to the flesh you will die, but if by the Spirit you put to 
death the deeds of the body, you will live. 14 For all who are led by the Spirit of 
God are sons of God. 15 For you did not receive the spirit of slavery to fall back 
into fear, but you have received the Spirit of adoption as sons, by whom we cry, 
“Abba! Father!” 16 The Spirit himself bears witness with our spirit that we are 
children of God. 

 

Significance of Text for PSMMA 

 
 While Galatians 4:1-7 may be considered the locus classicus of Paul’s teaching on 

adoption, the epistle to the Romans is also of critical importance. In this letter, often 

referred to as Paul’s magnum opus, the apostle uses the metaphor of adoption on three 

occasions (Rom 8:15, 23; 9:4) with two of these references appearing in the climatic 
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eighth chapter.184 As in Galatians, Paul sets his teaching on adoption within the 

redemptive-historical timeline of the Bible as he contrasts the old era of the law with the 

new era that is marked by the coming of the Son and, more specifically, the work of the 

Holy Spirit.  

The Spirit’s work in this new era is directly tied to the believer’s assurance of his 

or her standing as a child of God (Rom 8:16). The Spirit believers have received is not 

the kind of Spirit who leads God’s children back into slavery (Rom 8:15a). Rather, the 

Spirit bears witness with the believer’s own spirit that he or she is an authentic child of 

God (Rom 8:15a). Further, the Spirit puts the incarnate Son of God’s prayer on the lips of 

God’s adopted sons as they cry, “Abba! Father!” (Rom 8:15b). This Spirit-produced 

assurance is a significant gift of the new epoch for, as Haldane comments, “It is of the 

greatest importance to believers to be assured that they are indeed the sons of God. 

Without a measure of this assurance, they cannot serve Him with love in newness of 

spirit.”185  

Additionally, Romans 8:12-14 emphasizes the work of the Spirit in leading the 

“sons of God” to put to death the sin that remains in their lives. Adoption is, therefore, 

not only about enjoying one’s new relationship with God as Father but also about the 

difference it makes in behaviour: “the ‘Spirit of adoption’ is also the Spirit of 

mortification.”186 While this passage speaks to chapters 2 and 3 of Adoption as the Big 

Story of the Bible (see Figure 1), it primarily addresses chapter 4, which encompasses the 
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185 Robert Haldane, Commentary on Romans (Grand Rapids: Kregel Publications, 1996), 361. 
 
186 Sinclair B. Ferguson, Children of the Living God (Edinburgh: The Banner of Truth Trust, 
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time of adoption as adult sons and the privileges and responsibilities that come with such 

an exalted status.  

While Romans 8:12-17 is one unit of thought and verse 17 is part of the sentence 

that begins in verse 16, I have chosen to place verse 17 with the exegesis of Romans 

8:18-25 because verse 17 is transitional and introduces a new line of thought that is 

developed in Romans 8:18-25. 

 
Literary Context 

 
As noted above, Paul continues to develop his teaching on adoption in Romans 

within the redemptive-historical timeline of the Bible. As in Galatians, this means 

contrasting the era of the law with the new era brought about by the Son of God and the 

work of the Spirit.187 The contrast between the two eras is made clear in the fact that 

Romans 7 contains twenty-one instances of nomos and only one instance of pneuma 

whereas Romans 8:1-27 (which describes life in the new era) has twenty-one references 

to pneuma.188  

The old era of the law is described in both pejorative and positive terms in 

Galatians 3 and Romans 7. In Romans 7 the Law makes Paul conscious of sin: “Yet if it 

had not been for the law, I would not have known sin” (Rom 7:7). He also states that to 

be under Law is to be under slavery (Rom 7:25; Gal 3:23). The Law, therefore, is not able 

to give life (Gal 3:21) but is the means by which people are condemned to death: “The 
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very commandment that promised life proved to be death to me” (Rom 7:10). In Romans 

7:6 Paul describes the epochal shift between the era of the Law and the new era of the 

Spirit: “But now we are released from the law, having died to that which held us captive, 

so that we serve in the new way of the Spirit and not in the old way of the written 

code.”189 Paul concludes Romans 7 by declaring that Christ is the answer to the problem 

of human sin and moves into Romans 8 with the great declaration that “there is therefore 

now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus” (Rom 8:1).  

Once Paul has established the epochal shift that took place with the coming of the 

Son (Rom 8:3), he goes on to show that this new era is also marked by the power of the 

indwelling Spirit (referred to ten times in Rom 8:4-11) who enables believers to 

overcome indwelling sin in their lives and who is directly tied to adoption. Whereas 

Galatians 4 places primary emphasis on the work of the Son and secondary emphasis on 

the work of the Spirit, Romans 8 reverses this and gives primary emphasis to the Spirit 

while not neglecting the Son. Additionally, in Romans 8:12-17 God’s people are referred 

to as “children” or “sons” four times with each reference directly linked to the Holy 

Spirit. The Spirit and adoption are so closely linked that in one of these references Paul 

calls the Holy Spirit “the Spirit of adoption” (Rom 8:15), which leads Calvin to refer to 

“the Spirit of adoption” as the first title of the Holy Spirit.190 Within the redemptive-

historical timeline, Romans 8:12-16 addresses the period between Pentecost and the 

second coming of Christ and stresses the work of the Spirit in the lives of God’s adopted 

children. 
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Alongside the redemptive-historical context, it is also important to draw attention 

to how similar Romans 8:1-17 is to Galatians 4:4-7. Moo helpfully outlines these 

similarities in Table 5.191 

 
Table 5. Similarities between Galatians 4:4-7 and Romans 8:1-17 

Galatians 4:4-7     Romans 8:1-17 
 

But when the fullness of time had come, 
 

God sent forth his Son    God, sending his own Son (v. 3) 
 

Born of a woman, born under the law in the likeness of sinful flesh and as a 
sin offering (v. 3) 

 
in order to redeem those under the law 

 
in order that we might receive sonship  you received the spirit of sonship 
(v.15)  

 
and because you are sons, God sent forth  these are the sons of God (v. 14) in 
the Spirit of his Son into our hearts crying  which we cry, “Abba, Father” (v.15) 
“Abba, Father”   

 
so that you are no longer a slave but    for you did not receive a spirit of 
a son;       slavery (v. 15) 

 
and if a son, then also an heir through God  and if children then also heirs (v. 17) 
 
 

While Galatians 4:4-7 and Romans 8:12-17 have many obvious parallels, Fee 

summarizes four key areas of difference. First, although both passages contrast sonship 

with slavery, the use of slavery in Romans 8 is different than that of Galatians 4. Many 

have taken “the spirit of slavery” (Rom 8:15a) to be some sort of entity, or attitude, or 

disposition. Yet, this is not the sense in which Paul uses it. Paul’s interest lies in what he 

is about to say concerning the Spirit: when they received the Spirit they received adoption 
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as sons! Paul sets up this thought by contrasting it with their former life. As unbelievers 

they were slaves who lived in fear. Paul’s phrase should, therefore, be understood to 

mean something like, “Your reception of the Spirit did not result in your returning to 

slavery and fear, rather it resulted in your adoption as ‘sons’.”192 What is this slavery? 

For Paul this slavery “equally describes Jews under the tyranny of sin awakened by Torah 

and thus fearful of God, or Gentiles under the tyranny of sin without God and therefore 

without hope and full of fear.”193  

Second, in Galatians 4:5 the believer’s sonship was a result of Christ’s redeeming 

death whereas Romans 8 talks about it being the work of the Spirit: “The genitive in both 

cases functions as a predicate indicating the effect of the Spirit’s presence.”194 Adoption 

is, therefore, secured by Christ but made effective in the believer’s life through the work 

of the Spirit.  

Third, there is an already/not yet element to Romans 8. Paul refers to the 

believer’s conversion in Romans 8:15 when he says, “you received” but immediately 

shifts from the past tense to present tense (“who you received” to “by whom we cry”) 

This present tense continues on in verse 16 where the Spirit “bears witness . . . that we 

are the children of God.” Paul’s primary interest in Romans 8 is not on conversion but on 

the “ongoing life of the Spirit who assures us in the midst of the “already/not yet” 

eschatological tension that we are God’s children and thereby heirs of his glory.”195  
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Finally, in Galatians 4:6 it is the Spirit himself who cries from within the 

believer’s heart, “Abba! Father!” whereas it is “the Spirit . . . by whom we cry” in 

Romans 8:15. Fee argues that the latter is more precise for Paul believes “The Spirit of 

the prophets is subject to the prophets” (1 Cor 14:32) so that “we speak as the Spirit 

inspires.”196 So the cry of the believer is evidence of the indwelling and empowering 

presence of the Holy Spirit.  

 
Exposition of Romans 8:12-16 

 
Having made it clear in Romans 8:1-11 that believers have been given new life as 

a result of the work of Christ and the Spirit, Paul now turns to draw out some 

implications of this great reality. Paul’s primary aim in Romans 8:12-16 is to assure 

believers of their standing as God’s sons while at the same time exhorting them to live in 

a manner which reflects their new legal standing: “that those who are Christ’s live as 

those who are Christ’s.”197 For the purposes of understanding Paul’s teaching on 

adoption, these verses can be divided into two sections: the moral imperative of adoption 

(Rom 8:12-14) and the Spirit’s assurance of adoption (Rom 8:15-16). 

 
The moral imperative of adoption (Rom 8:12-14) 

 
Verse 12 is a conclusion to verses 1-11 and yet it also introduces a new paragraph 

wherein the apostle applies what he has said in verses 1-11: “So then, brothers, we are 
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debtors, not to the flesh, to live according to the flesh.”198 Paul continues to contrast two 

types of people—those who are in the flesh (unbelievers) and those who are in the Spirit 

(believers). The Roman believers, Paul says, are “not in the flesh but in the Spirit” (v. 9) 

because of what God has done for them through Christ (v. 3b) and through the Spirit (v. 

2a). Yet, Paul is not simply describing this new life that arises from what Christ and the 

Spirit have done (this was stated in vv. 2-4 and vv. 9-11). He is, rather, exhorting them to 

live in a manner that reflects their new life in the Spirit. Specifically, the Roman believers 

are to recognize that they no longer owe anything to the flesh and therefore do not have 

to live according to it (like those described in vv. 5-8). 

Before proceeding with Paul’s exhortation it is necessary to engage in the debate 

concerning what Paul means by “flesh.” Paul uses “flesh” in at least six different ways 

including physical matter (1 Cor 15:39), the human body (1 Cor 6:6), the human race 

(Rom 3:20), in a morally neutral sense to refer to human descent through the natural birth 

process (Rom 1:3), in the morally negative sphere to speak of the “world” as humanity’s 

value systems that are in opposition to God (Phil 3:3-4), and the rebellious human nature 

(Rom 7:18).199 This final use is, by far, Paul’s most common application of “flesh” and 

over half of these instances appear in Romans with most occurring in Romans 8. Moo 

argues that “flesh” does not refer to a nature within us (as the NIV 1984 translation 

“sinful nature” implies) but that it refers to “the world”: everything that is in rebellion 

																																																								
198 Schreiner is likely correct to state that, while verses 12-17 are drawing an inference from 1-11, 

Paul is more specifically applying verses 5-11 where he talks about how the law is fulfilled in the lives of 
believers by the powerful work of the Spirit. Thomas R. Schreiner, Romans, Baker Exegetical Commentary 
of the New Testament (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 1998), 418. 

 
199 R.J. Erickson, “Flesh,” in Dictionary of Paul and His Letters, ed. Gerald F. Hawthorne, Ralph 

P. Martin, and Daniel G. Reid (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 1993), 303–6. 
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against God.200 Yet, this makes the “flesh” something that is outside of us and not 

something that is within us as Romans 7:18 indicates (“nothing good dwells in me, that 

is, in my flesh. For I have the desire to do what is right, but not the ability to carry it 

out”). Murray seems to be more on track when he writes, “the ‘flesh’ is the complex of 

sinful desire, motive, affection, propension, principle, and purpose, and ‘to live after the 

flesh’ is to be governed and directed by that complex.”201 

Cranfield and Fee argue that when Paul says “we are debtors, not to the flesh, to 

live according to the flesh” he likely intended to continue with something like “but to the 

Spirit to live according to the Spirit.” However, Paul broke from his line of thought in 

order to insert the warning of verse 13a and never came back to completing the 

sentence.202 Regardless, the implication of living according to the Spirit is obvious. 

Murray paraphrases the meaning of verse 12 in the following manner: “How 

contradictory for us, having been delivered by the Spirit from the law of sin and death 

and being indwelt by the Holy Spirit, to yield our obedience and service to that from 

which the Holy Spirit has emancipated us!”203  

As indicated by the connecting word “for”, verse 13 is a digression of thought 

from verse 12: “For if you live according to the flesh you will die, but if by the Spirit you 

put to death the deeds of the body, you will live.” Verse 13 is an exhortation (“put to 

death”) that includes elements of warning (“you will die”) and encouragement (“you will 
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live”). In the first half of the verse, Paul renews his thought from verse 6 (“For to set the 

mind on the flesh is death”) but adds a note of personal exhortation that is put in the form 

of a warning (“If you live according to the flesh you will die”). To “live according to the 

flesh” refers to the unbeliever’s life that is dictated by thoughts, desires, and actions that 

are characteristic of fallen and sinful humanity as it disregards God. Such a lifestyle, Paul 

says, leads to death.204 Schreiner points out that “you will die” does not refer merely to 

physical death for Romans 8:10-11 has already argued that even those who are in the 

Spirit will experience physical death. The death spoken of in verse 13 is death in its 

comprehensive theological sense as the wages of sin (Rom 6:23) and condemnation 

before God (Rom 5:15-19).205 The warning is therefore incredibly serious: the person 

whose life is dictated by the flesh will die. Although the Roman believers have been 

delivered from the flesh this does not preclude them from falling back into sinful habits 

that are characteristic of the flesh. Hence, Paul warns them of where that lifestyle leads in 

order that they might heed his exhortation in the second half of verse 13. 

In sharp contrast to the death that is a consequence for all whose lives are dictated 

by the flesh, Paul speaks of the life that comes to all those who, “by the Spirit . . . put to 

death the deeds of the body” (v. 13b).206 This verse reveals at least four critical insights 

into the believer’s sanctification. First, it is “by the Spirit” that the believer must go about 

the work of putting to death the deeds of the body. Older writers, such as the Puritans, 

																																																								
204 Gal. 5:16-21 is a parallel passage in that Paul describes “the works of the flesh” and then gives 
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205 Schreiner, Romans, 420.  
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referred to this as “mortification,” which comes from the KJV translation of this verse: 

“If ye through the Spirit do mortify the deeds of the body, ye shall live.”207 The phrase 

“by the Spirit” demonstrates that it is the Spirit who is the one who enables obedience. 

Haldane rightly notes the inability of the believer to mortify the deeds of the body in his 

or her own strength: “It is not then of himself, of his own power or will, that he is able to 

do this. . . . No man overcomes the corruptions of his heart but by the influence of the 

Spirit of God.”208 Second, the believer is responsible to “put to death the deeds of the 

body”209 for while mortification is “by the Spirit” it is also “you” who are to mortify the 

deeds of the body.210 As Winslow notes, “The work of the Spirit is not, and never was 

designed to be, a substitute for the personal work of the believer.”211 Understanding the 

Spirit’s role and the believer’s role in mortification saves the believer from falling into 

two equal but opposite errors. Moo explains:  

While the Christian is made responsible for this ‘mortification’ of sins, he or she 
accomplishes this only ‘through the Spirit.’ Holiness of life, then, is achieved 
neither by our own unaided effort—the error of ‘moralism’ or ‘legalism’—nor by 
the Spirit apart from the participation—as some who insist that the key to holy 
living is ‘surrender’ or ‘let go and let God’ would have it—but by our constant 

																																																								
207 Perhaps the most famous book on this subject is John Owen, “On the Mortification of Sin,” in 

The Works of John Owen - Volume VI, ed. William H. Goold, vol. 6, The Works of John Owen (Edinburgh: 
Banner of Truth, 1995), 5–87. 

 
208 Haldane, Commentary on Romans, 358. 
 
209 Within the context it is surprising that Paul did not write, “deeds of the flesh.” Some 
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211 Octavius Winslow, No Condemnation in Christ Jesus: As Unfolded in the Eighth Chapter of 
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living out the ‘life’ placed within us by the Spirit who has taken up residence 
within.”212 
 

Third, mortification is a process for, as Morris shows, the tense of the verb is present. 

This demonstrates a continuing activity: “It is not something that we can do once and for 

all and be done with. It is a daily duty.”213 Fourth, the believer should expect this process 

to be difficult for “the verb θανατοῦτε demonstrates that the desires to carry out the deeds 

of the body are incredibly strong, so strong that the overcoming of them is best described 

as putting to death that which is longing to burst forth into life.”214 While believers are 

free from the condemning power of sin, they are in a war against the presence of 

indwelling sin in their lives—a war that is cast in terms of life and death. It is for this 

reason that John Owen summarized the exhortation of verse 13 with the memorable 

phrase, “be killing sin or sin will be killing you.”215 Paul lays out only two alternatives: 

mortification or damnation. Or, as Charles Simeon put it: “Either sin must be our enemy, 

or God will. If therefore we would not perish for ever, let us immediately begin, in 

dependence on God’s Spirit, to ‘mortify our earthly members:’ for it is an eternal truth, 

that, ‘if we live after the flesh, we shall die.’”216 

Yet, to those whose lives are not dictated by the flesh but who, rather, continually 

strive by the Spirit to slay the deeds of the body, Paul gives a powerful word of 

encouragement: “you will live” (Rom 8:13). This is not to be understood as works-based 
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salvation (as if eternal life is earned only when a person completely puts to death the 

deeds of the body) but rather as a description of the eternal life given to all who are in the 

Spirit as evidenced by the fact that they slay the deeds of the body. Smail clarifies how 

our obedience relates to our sonship when he writes, “The way of the law says, ‘If you 

obey, God will receive you as his son’; the way of the gospel says, ‘God has received you 

as his sons, just as you are in all your unworthiness. Your response to that is to obey.’”217 

Since the life Paul speaks of is in direct contrast with the death already mentioned, it 

seems Stott is incorrect when he suggests that this “life” does not refer to the world to 

come but to enjoyment in this world.218 Paul is, therefore, saying that the way we live 

will lead to life or death: “There is a living that is death and there is a putting to death that 

is life.”219 The believer is no longer under condemnation but the road to eternal life must 

pass through many battles with the flesh.  

Verse 14 (“For all who are led by the Spirit of God are sons of God”) adds further 

clarification to what was meant in the second half of verse 13 and introduces a further 

description of life in the Spirit (“sons of God”) that will be developed in verses 15-17.220 

While this represents the flow of Paul’s thought, it is important to note that Paul’s overall 

purpose in verse 14 is to bring assurance to the Romans that they are indeed “sons of 

God.” The evidence for this is found in the fact that anyone who seeks to mortify the 
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deeds of the body has clearly been indwelt by the Spirit and is, therefore, being led by the 

Spirit.  

This assurance is made clear by observing four things: First, Paul does not 

subscribe to the idea that every person is, by nature, a child of God. It is only those who 

are “led by the Spirit” who are “the sons of God.” The word order itself reveals this 

distinction:  

As many as  by the Spirit of God  are led, 
These   the ‘sons’ of God  are.221 

 
Conversely, those who are in the flesh do not have the Spirit (Rom 8:7-9), are not led by 

the Spirit, and thus are not sons of God.  

Second, Paul will go on in verses 15 and 16 to define the sonship of verse 14 in 

terms of adoption. This again demonstrates that not everyone is a son of God. For if this 

were so then adoption, which is taking someone who is not in the family of God and 

putting him or her into the family of God, would make no sense. Why would someone 

need to be adopted if he or she were already a child by nature?  

Third, the leading of the Spirit in verse 14 does not concern the Spirit’s role in 

making decisions about whom a person should marry, where to live, or what job to take. 

Rather, the leading of the Spirit is to be understood as essentially synonymous with the 

ongoing work of mortification as outlined in verse 13b. Fee explains:  

The . . . [“for”] that ties this sentence to the preceding (implied) exhortation of v. 
13b indicates that Paul intended the closest kind of relationships between the two 
sentences, the latter offering further explanation, or elaboration, of the former. 
This means that the language “as many as are being led by the Spirit of God” is 
best understood as a kind of positive rephrasing of “Putting to death deeds of the 
body by the Spirit.”222 
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This leading of the Spirit, therefore, reflects the language of the Old Testament where 

God’s people say, “he leads me in paths of righteousness” (Ps 23:3). The Spirit leads 

God’s people to make war on their own sin, thus showing evidence that they are the 

children of God.223 So the leading of the Spirit refers to the idea that “the Holy Spirit 

becomes the governing principle of our life.”224 As believers walk in the ways of God it 

reveals that they are part of God’s family for they start to look like their elder brother 

who is the Son of God (Rom 8:29). God’s plan in adoption is not simply to make slaves 

into sons but to conform his sons to the image of their elder brother Jesus—to make 

“them holy and blameless before him” (Eph 1:4). In Romans 8:12-14 this is principally 

done through mortification while the broader context speaks positively of living 

according to the Spirit.  

Finally, this leading of the Spirit is not to be understood as “driving” us along but 

as “drawing” us for it is as children believers are led: “In spiritual things we are as little 

children, who, on account of their weakness, have need to be led by the hand that they 

may not fall.”225 Or as Hodge puts it, being led by the Spirit “refers to the constant and 

effectual influence of the Holy Ghost in regulating the thoughts, feelings, and conduct of 

believers.”226 

In summary, the particular contribution of verse 14 is to produce assurance that 

those who are led by the Spirit (as defined by putting to death the deeds of the body) are, 
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in fact, the sons of God. It is for this reason that Morris writes, “We should understand 

the leading of the Spirit as a distinguishing sign of God’s sons, but not as making us 

sons.”227 Paul’s concern then is not how to become sons but the assurance that believers 

are sons. This assurance is also intended to be for every believer for “all who are led by 

the Spirit are the sons of God.”  

 
The assurance of adoption (Rom 8:15-16) 

 
The reasoning of verses 12-17 is indicated by the fact that this is the third verse in 

a row that begins with the conjunction “for.” Paul is aware that he has introduced a new 

metaphor (“sons of God”) into his letter and realizes that it needs some explanation, 

which he now proceeds to.228  

 The heart of verse 15a is the contrast between the two “spirits” (pneumata): “For 

you did not receive the pneuma of slavery to fall back into fear, but you have received the 

pneuma of adoption as sons.” The question immediately arises as to what is meant by 

pneuma and, thus, how it should be translated. Some take it that both uses of pneuma 

should have a lower case “s,” which means Paul is talking about a mood, disposition, or 

attitude (NASB says, “a spirit of slavery . . . a spirit of adoption as sons” and JB says, 

“spirit of slaves . . . spirit of sons”). Others argue that the first “s” should be lower case 

and the second “s” should be upper case to distinguish our spirit from the Holy Spirit 

(NIV 1984 says, “a spirit that makes you a slave . . . the Spirit of sonship” and ESV says, 

“spirit of slavery . . . the Spirit of adoption as sons”). Still others argue that both uses of 

pneuma should be capitalized to demonstrate references to the Holy Spirit (NIV 2010 
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says, “The Spirit . . . The Spirit”). While any of these uses are possible, it seems best to 

agree with commentators who argue that both references are to the Holy Spirit for at least 

two reasons. First, the preceding context refers constantly and exclusively to the Holy 

Spirit (there are thirteen references to the Holy Spirit in Romans 8:2-14). Second, the 

parallelism with Galatians 4:6 argues strongly in favour of at least the second reference in 

Romans 8:15 to be to the Holy Spirit: “And because you are sons, God has sent the Spirit 

of his Son into our hearts.”  

If both uses of pneuma are to be translated as a reference to the Holy Spirit then it 

seems Paul wants to emphasize two things: First, the Spirit whom believers have received 

is not someone who will ever lead them back into slavery. As noted above, this section of 

Romans closely parallels Galatians 4:4-6 with its theme of slavery. As well, the phrase 

“slaves again to fear” re-introduces the major theme of slavery that dominated the 

discussion in Romans 6-8, and particularly Romans 6:14-23. The Romans and Galatians 

used to be slaves but now they are adopted sons. John Toews is right to point out that 

“Paul’s language has epochal connotations, the old epoch of “slavery to the flesh,” versus 

the new epoch of “slavery to the Spirit.” To be a child of God means to be free from the 

slavery of the flesh, from the fear of bondage to sin.”229 Second, the Spirit that believers 

have received is one of sonship. Putting the whole phrase in Romans 8:15a together, Paul 

means to say that the Spirit believers have received is not someone who will lead us back 

into the slavery and fears of our old lives but is rather the Spirit of adoption as sons.  

Lloyd-Jones, following many of the Puritans, gives a slightly different angle to 

this. While he argues that both references refer to the Holy Spirit, he also argues that the 
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Holy Spirit does indeed lead people into fear in the sense that he awakens people to their 

condemnation under the law of God before he enables them to experience their 

adoption.230 Contra Lloyd-Jones, Fee is likely correct to say that Paul is using “rhetorical 

style” to set up what he is about to say by beginning with a negative statement as he does 

in 1 Corinthians 2:2 and 2 Timothy 1:7.231 Negatively speaking, the Spirit is not one who 

leads to us back to slavery and fear. Positively speaking, the Spirit is one of adoption.  

 The next point of debate in verse 15a concerns when the Spirit of adoption is 

given to believers. Barrett argues that our adoption lies in the future so that “the Spirit of 

adoption” in verse 15 is “not ‘the Spirit which actually effects adoption’ but ‘the Spirit 

which anticipates adoption,’ which brings forward into the present what is properly an 

eschatological event.”232 Yet, this is in direct contradiction with the immediate context 

wherein Paul celebrates and stresses the believer’s present status as the child of God 

(present tense of ‘are’ in v. 14 and v. 16), which is also demonstrated in our present 

experience of crying, “Abba! Father!”233 Romans 8:12-16 stresses the fact that believers 

are already adopted while Romans 8:17-25 goes on to demonstrate that the sons of God 

have not yet received their full inheritance. 

The next question that arises from 15a is what Paul means by “the Spirit of 

adoption.” Is the Spirit the agent of adoption? Some, such as Moo, reason that the Spirit 

is both the agent and the assurer of adoption.234 It does not, however, seem correct to say 
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the Spirit is the agent of adoption as the grammar does not require it and Paul’s other 

huiothesia passages make clear that it is the Father who adopts (Eph 1:3-5; Gal 4:4-6).235 

However, one must be careful not to stress the distinctions too much because Paul’s 

primary concern here is that the Spirit is inextricably bound up in our adoption. In fact, 

there is no adoption without the Spirit. Reflecting on the Spirit’s role in adoption, Burke 

writes,  

What Paul wishes to drive home to the Galatian (and Roman) Christians by the 
use of the phrase ‘Spirit of his Son’ is that just as it is impossible to think of the 
Spirit divorced from the sonship of Jesus, so it is equally inconceivable to think of 
that same Spirit apart from the Christian’s adoption as son/daughter. In other 
words, just as we can say ‘no Spirit, no Christian’ we can also say ‘no adopted 
son/daughter, no Spirit’.236 
 
The “Spirit of adoption” seems to refer primarily to the Spirit’s role in making our 

adoption an experiential reality. Murray appears correct to say, “He is called ‘the Spirit of 

adoption’, not because he is the agent of adoption but because it is he who creates in the 

children of God the filial love and confidence by which they are able to cry, ‘Abba, 

Father’ and exercise the rights and privileges of God’s children.”237  

Before looking at the ’Abbā -cry, it is important to examine the phrase that 

introduces it: “by whom we cry” (Rom 8:15). The parallel passage in Galatians 4:6 seems 

to indicate that the Spirit alone cries out: “God has sent the Spirit of his Son into our 

hearts, crying, ‘Abba! Father!’” but Romans 8:15 provides the necessary clarity for here 

it is the Spirit who enables the adopted sons of God to cry out to God as Father. I concur 
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with Martyn who declares it folly to try to distinguish between the cry of the Spirit and 

the cry of the sons of God for Paul means to emphasize both.238 Haldane writes, “This 

teaches us that it is not our own disposition that excites us to prayer, but the Spirit of 

God.”239 This phrase also teaches us that the Christian life, and the reality and assurance 

of one’s adoption in Christ, are not a matter of mere intellectual assent. This is the 

language of experience and is, therefore, something that is felt. Anticipating the objection 

that such views result in a subjective and feelings based assurance, Moo writes, “If some 

Christians err in basing their assurance of salvation on feelings alone, many others err in 

basing it on facts and arguments alone.”240 As Paul develops his doctrine of adoption he 

builds assurance that is based on the objective work of the incarnate Son of God (Gal 4:4; 

Rom 8:3) and on the subjective work of the Spirit.  

The cry of “Abba! Father!” that the Spirit puts on the lips of the children of God 

is striking on many levels. First, it is a direct echo of the incarnate Son’s prayer toward 

his Father (Mk 14:36). The Spirit, therefore, enables the sons of God to relate to the 

Father in the exact same manner as the incarnate Son of God. Second, the context of this 

cry, particularly in Galatians 4:4-6, reveals that it is to be understood in redemptive-

historical terms as the people of God coming of age and expressing this new reality by 

crying out to God as Father. This is why Ferguson writes, “You cannot open the pages of 

the New Testament without realizing that one of the things that makes it so ‘new’, in 

every way, is that here men and women call God ‘Father.’”241 Third, the Abba-cry reveals 
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the depth of intimacy that exists between the adopted children and their heavenly Father. 

Joachim Jeremias argued that men in Judaism rarely, if ever, prayed to God as Father and 

most certainly did not call him “Abba,” a term that Jeremias believed in his early life to 

refer to the chatter of a small child.242 This has led many to think of “Abba” as equivalent 

to “Daddy” or “Papa” but Cole rightly offers the following caution: “While it was the 

usual intimate name used by a child to its father within the home, it is certainly over-

sentimentalizing, if not trivializing, to translate it as ‘Daddy’.”243 For instance, both Mark 

and Paul interpret the Aramaic use of “Abba” with the regular Greek word for “Father” 

and not “Daddy” (papas or pappas).244 Furthermore, by Jesus’ time “Abba” was used “as 

a solemn, responsible address of a father, whether on the lips of an adult or a child.”245 

While one should not sentimentalize “Abba” to be the sounds of a toddler, Jeremias’ 

larger point on the intimate nature of the address still stands. One must, then, be equally 

careful not to reduce it merely to a term of respect akin to “master” or “lord.” George 

writes, “As a word of address Abba is not so much associated with infancy as it is with 

intimacy. It is a cry of the heart, not a word spoken calmly with personal detachment and 

reserve, but a word believers ‘call’ or ‘cry out.’”246 The fact that the Spirit works in 

believers to enable them to call out to God as Father indicates a deep sense of intimacy 

and affectionate respect. It seems, then, that this cry indicates a sense of intimacy that 

reflects one’s new status as an adopted adult son—a cry which is the very opposite of 
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fear. This is why Ferguson goes on to say, “This conviction, that we can speak to the 

Maker of the universe in such intimate terms, lies at the heart of the Christian faith.”247  

Moving to verse 16 (“The Spirit himself bears witness with our spirit that we are 

children of God”), the reader encounters two major questions: First, how does verse 16 

relate to verse 15? Second, is the witness of the Spirit “with our spirit” or “to our spirit?” 

In regard to the first question it is noted that, unlike the previous four verses that each 

begin with a conjunction, verse 16 is not connected syntactically to verse 15. So is Paul 

saying that the Abba-cry is itself the Spirit bearing witness with our spirit or is verse 16 

explaining how the believer is enabled to cry out to God as Father?248 Along with 

Cranfield and other commentators, it appears the latter is true: “Verse 16 is surely 

intended to confirm and clarify what has preceded it by indicating that our crying, ‘Abba, 

Father’ rests upon something prior to it and independent of it, namely, the fact that no 

less an authority than God himself in His Spirit has assured us—and continues to assures 

us—that we are his children.”249 Or, as Cranfield goes on to say, the knowledge of 

sonship that the Spirit gives us “is not to be identified with our calling God ‘Father’: it is 

rather the warrant for it.”250 Likewise, Calvin asserts that the only reason believers 

venture to call God Father is because the Spirit has first testified that they are the children 

of God: “And doubtless, since the confidence of the heart alone opens our mouths, except 
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the Spirit testifies to our heart respecting the paternal love of God, our tongues would be 

dumb, so that they could utter no prayers.”251 Verse 16, therefore, explains how it is that 

believers can speak to God with such confidence and with such intimacy. Believers can 

do so because the “Spirit of adoption” assures them of their standing as the children of 

God, which then issues in the believer crying out to God as their Father. As Moo writes, 

“The Holy Spirit is not only instrumental in making us God’s children; he also makes us 

aware that we are God’s children.”252 

On the second question of whether the witness of the Spirit is “with our spirits” or 

“to our spirits,” Cranfield attacks the former interpretation by asking, “But what standing 

has our spirit in this matter? Of itself it surely has no right at all to testify to our being 

sons of God.”253 A small but significant number of scholars agree with Cranfield and 

argue that it should be translated “to our spirits.” Yet, many scholars argue that verse 16 

should be rendered “with our spirits.” Ferguson provides the common reasons why this is 

the case. First, Paul uses the verb symmartyreō elsewhere in his letter to the Romans and 

in both cases it seems to be a witness with rather than to.254 Second, Romans 8 has many 

syn (with) compound words. Paul declares that we are heirs with Christ (8:17); believers 

suffer with Christ (8:17); creation itself groans together with believers (8:22); the Spirit 

helps us (along with us) in our weakness (8:26); God works things together with each 

other for our good (8:28). This seems to indicate that the syn compound verb 
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symmartyreō also means “witness along with” rather than “witness to.” Third, in rejection 

of Cranfield’s views, it is critical to stress that our spirits do have a place in bearing 

witness to our standing before God. After all, it is believers in Romans 8:15 who cry out 

to God as Father, which demonstrates the fact that our spirits are conscious of our 

standing as the adopted sons of God. Ferguson concludes with the following summary:  

In this context then the witness of the Spirit must, in some sense, be additional to 
that of our own spirit. Cranfield asks a proper question: “What place does the 
witness of our spirits play in this matter of being assured we are children of 
God?” But the answer is not: “No part.” Rather, Paul’s point is that it is precisely 
in the weakness of our consciousness of our new identity, and the fragility that 
may attend our sense of assurance, that the Spirit bears his joint testimony. Thus 
the question of our status is confirmed by two witnesses.255 
 
If this interpretation is correct, then it seems that Paul is drawing on the Old 

Testament background of Deuteronomy 17:6 and 19:15 where two or three witnesses are 

required to verify a case. He may also be drawing on the Roman practice of adoption that 

required several witnesses to make an adoption official. It seems, therefore, that the sense 

is much the same as the other primary Spirit-induced cry, which is “Jesus is Lord.” The 

believer makes this declaration but it is only by the Spirit that he or she does so for “no 

one can say ‘Jesus is Lord!’ except in the Holy Spirit” (1 Cor 12:3). Likewise, the 

believer who cries out to God as Father can only do so as the Spirit comes alongside and 

enables the believer to do so. Ferguson rightly cautions that our role is not something that 

is “existentially distinguishable” from the Spirit’s role.256 While they are distinct, 
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believers cannot discern the difference in prayer anymore than they can discern the 

difference when they say, “Jesus is Lord!”257 

 Ferguson and Burke caution that the witness of the Spirit is not a mystical 

experience of God speaking to us of our sonship for that “would amount to a new 

revelation from God over and above the revelation given to us in Scripture.”258 Yet, they 

also emphasize that this is a supernatural experience that is somewhat mystical in nature. 

Rather than the Spirit whispering to us that we are God’s children, Burke suggests that 

“the Spirit of God strikes a chord with the human spirit of the newly adopted child, 

indicating to him or her that they have indeed come home.”259 Yet, is this really any 

different from what Burke and Ferguson caution against? Is there not a way to guard the 

revelation of scripture and yet also affirm the supernatural and mystical work of the Spirit 

in bearing witness with our spirits that we are the children of God? A commentator as 

conservative as Haldane does not see the witness of the Spirit as a threat to the written 

revelation of God:  

The important truth here affirmed, that the Holy Spirit beareth witness with our 
spirit, does not seduce believers from the written word, or expose them to 
delusions, mistaken for internal revelations, differing from the revelations of 
Scripture. This internal revelation must be agreeable to Scripture revelation, and 
is no revelation of a new article of faith unknown to Scripture. It is the revelation 
of a truth consonant to the word of God, and made to a believer in that blessed 
book for his comfort.”260  
 

Daniel Wallace captures the dual emphasis of the word and the Spirit: “We know that we 

are saved because of the testimony of scripture and because of the inner witness of the 

																																																								
257 Ferguson, Location 3818, Kindle. 
 
258 Ferguson, Children of the Living God, 73. 
 
259 Burke, The Message of Sonship, 154. 
 
260 Haldane, Commentary on Romans, 372. 



 173 

Spirit. I know I am a child of God not just because the Bible tells me so, but because the 

Spirit convinces me so.”261  

 
Contribution to PSMMA 
 
 

The above exegesis of Romans 8:12-16 leads to the following doctrinal and practical 

conclusions regarding PSMMA:  

1. Adoption is to be understood in redemptive-historical terms with emphasis on the 

epochal significance of the Spirit’s role in adoption. Romans 8 describes the 

epochal shift that occurred as a result of what “God has done . . . by sending his 

own Son” (Rom 8:3). As a result, believers now live in an era marked by the work 

of the Spirit (as demonstrated by the sheer number of references to the Spirit in 

Romans 8). Whereas Galatians is thoroughly Christocentric and Trinitarian in its 

focus, Romans 8 is almost entirely focused on the Spirit. The “adoption as sons” 

in Galatians 4:5 is likewise said to be the work of the Spirit in Romans 8:15 for he 

is called, “the Spirit of adoption as sons.”262 This new era of the Spirit is 

celebrated as one in which the sons of God are led by the Spirit to put to death the 

misdeeds of the body, given the Spirit of adoption that does not lead them back 

into fear, enabled by the Spirit to cry out to God as their Father, and granted the 

witness of the Spirit with their own spirits so they may enjoy assurance that they 

are God’s children.  
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2. Adoption calls the child of God to live like a child of God, specifically through 

acts of mortification. While it is correct to stress the act of becoming adopted and 

all of the privileges that come with this new legal status, Paul’s adoption 

metaphor also encompasses what it means to live as one who has been adopted. 

Specifically, the child of God is to live out his or her new status by putting to 

death, through the Spirit, all that belongs to the old life of the flesh. Ferguson 

summarizes Romans 8:12-14 in the following way. “Paul’s logic is that if we are 

sons of God and have received the Spirit of sonship, it follows that our lives will 

be marked by mortification. This mortification is accomplished by the Spirit of 

sonship. ‘The Spirit of adoption’ is also the Spirit of mortification.”263 Adoption, 

therefore, requires an ethical response. This is why Burke writes,  

Just as in the ancient world all sons, including those who had been 
adopted, were expected to behave in a manner that would not discredit 
their father or besmirch the family name, so it is the responsibility for 
spiritual adopted sons belonging to the divine household to live 
scrupulously and blamelessly by bringing glory to their holy, heavenly 
Father.264 
 

3. Adoption aims at conforming the sons of God to the image of the Son of God, who 

is their elder brother. According to Romans 8:29, God’s pretemporal (“those 

whom he foreknew”) and eschatological (“he also predestined”) purpose in 

adoption is that the sons of God “be conformed to the image of his Son, in order 

that he might be the firstborn among many brothers.” It is for this reason that 

Calvin writes, “God had so determined that all whom he has adopted should bear 

the image of Christ . . . that he might teach us that there is in Christ a living and 
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conspicuous exemplar, which is exhibited to God’s children for imitation.”265 

PSMMA describes both the legal aspects of becoming part of God’s family and 

the transformative aspects of growing in God’s family with the Son of God as the 

prototype.266 

4. Assurance of adoption is found, in part, through the believer’s acts of 

mortification. J.C. Ryle writes about the importance of assurance:  

Assurance goes far to set a child of God free from a painful kind of 
bondage, and thus ministers mightily to his comfort. It enables him to feel 
that the great business of life is a settled business, the great debt a paid 
debt, the great disease a healed disease, and the great work a finished 
work; and all other business, diseases, debts, and works, are then by 
comparison small. . . . It makes him always feel that he has something 
solid beneath his feet.267 

 
In order to grant the child of God this rock solid assurance, Paul, in verse 14, 

provides one piece of evidence that proves a person is adopted by God; namely, 

being led by the Spirit. Contextually, to “be led by the Spirit” means the Spirit 

leads the believer to continually make war on the sin in his or her own life. While 

it may seem counterintuitive to say assurance of adoption is found in a person’s 

Spirit-empowered fight against sin, this is indeed the case for only those who are 

led by the Spirit put sin to death and to be led by the Spirit is proof one is a son of 

God. Lloyd-Jones summarizes verse 14 in the following way: 

If we are mortifying the deeds of the body by the Spirit . . . it means that 
we are obviously being led by the Spirit to do so. And if we are thus being 
led by the Spirit, that is, in and of itself, a proof that we are ‘the sons of 
God’. . . . No one but a Christian mortifies the deeds of the body, no one 
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else submits to the leading of the Spirit. Hence, the fact that you are doing 
so is proof positive that you are not only led by the Spirit, but are 
therefore, of necessity, sons of God.268  
 

5. Assurance of adoption is found, in part, through the subjective and experiential 

work of the Spirit. John Stott writes, “God’s purpose was not only to secure our 

sonship by His Son, but to assure us of it by His Spirit. He sent His Son that we 

might have the status of sonship, and He sent His Spirit that we might have an 

experience of it.269 To receive the gift of the Spirit is proof of adoption for he is 

“the Spirit of adoption” and is only given to those who are adopted: “because you 

are sons, God has sent the Spirit of his Son into our hearts” (Gal 4:6). 

Furthermore, the Father has given the Spirit to lead His children out of their old 

fears and into an experiential assurance and expression of their adoption. In verse 

15 the Spirit enables us to cry out to God as Father. This is not just intellectual 

belief; it is experiential and involves emotion. In verse 16 the Spirit works in the 

deepest part of our being causing us to experience assurance that we really are 

children of God. The Spirit takes the objective facts of what the Father has done 

for us through His Son and makes it an experiential reality in the hearts of God’s 

children. In summary, the witness of the Spirit is “an inner conviction, the feeling 

that we are what the promises of the gospel declare us to be.”270 

6. Adoption produces a life of prayer by the Spirit. The Spirit’s witness to our 

adoption as children is directly linked to the believer’s boldness in prayer. As 

Griffith says, “conviction of God’s holiness and our sin would preclude having 
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the faith to call God ‘Father,’ apart from the witness of the Spirit of adoption in 

our hearts.”271 The Spirit’s testimony with our spirits produces an assurance that 

we are indeed the children of God and out of this Spirit-induced confidence, the 

believer cries out in prayer to the Father. Adoption stresses the immediate and 

intimate access of the believer to God.  

 
Romans 8:17-25 

 
 

17 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. 18 For I 
consider that the sufferings of this present time are not worth comparing with the 
glory that is to be revealed to us. 19 For the creation waits with eager longing for 
the revealing of the sons of God. 20 For the creation was subjected to futility, not 
willingly, but because of him who subjected it, in hope 21 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. 22 For we know that the whole creation has been groaning 
together in the pains of childbirth until now. 23 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. 24 For in this hope we were 
saved. Now hope that is seen is not hope. For who hopes for what he sees? 25 But 
if we hope for what we do not see, we wait for it with patience. 
 
 
 

Significance of Text for PSMMA 

 
Paul’s final use of huiothesia in Romans is for the purpose of strengthening 

suffering believers in the eschatological hope of their future adoption. Although believers 

are already adopted in the present (“you have received the Spirit of adoption as sons” v. 

15) there is a sense in which their adoption is not yet complete (“we wait eagerly for 

adoption as sons” v. 23). Caught in the uncomfortable period of the already and not yet 

before Christ's coming, the children of God must suffer in this “present time” (v. 18) as 
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they follow in the footsteps of Jesus, their elder brother, who suffered and then was 

glorified (v. 17).  

While this passage explains why the children of God must suffer, its primary 

purpose is to strengthen God’s children in the midst of their suffering by focusing their 

hearts on the certain hope of their future inheritance. The entire passage brims with eager 

expectation concerning what will unfold in the future. This culminates in verse 23, which 

stresses the assurance of our final adoption and is defined as “the redemption of our 

bodies.” This future inheritance is so thrilling and magnificent that present sufferings 

cannot even be compared to its glory (v. 18). Thus, even as the children of God groan in 

the incompleteness of their adoption, they are strengthened with hope to wait patiently (v. 

25) for their future inheritance. This passage, therefore, covers chapters 4 and 5 of 

Adoption as the Big Story of the Bible (see Figure 1 on page 84). 

 
Literary Context 

 
 After raising the topic of sonship in Romans 8:14 (“For all who are led by the 

Spirit of God are sons of God”), Paul continues to develop this theme with ever-

increasing levels of blessedness, climaxing in verse 17 with the fact that the children of 

God are also heirs. Contra Cranfield, who takes verse 17 as part of the new paragraph in 

8:18-25, it seems better to agree with Moo that this is another example of how Paul ends 

a paragraph by “sounding the notes that will be developed later on.”272 Cranfield is 

correct, however, that verse 17 introduces the theme of being heirs, which in turn raises 

the theme of hope that will dominate the rest of the chapter.273 Since verse 17 introduces 
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the theme that will be developed in verses 18-25, it has been included in the exposition of 

Romans 8:18-25. 

 
Exposition of Romans 8:17-25 

 
 Karl Barth asks us to pause at the end of verse 16 and reflect on the staggering 

truth that believers are the children of God: “In uttering these words either we are talking 

blasphemy or we are singing the song of the redeemed.”274 Just when the believer’s heart 

is bursting with joy over this great honour, Paul adds yet another privilege in verse 17: 

“and if children, then heirs—heirs of God and fellow heirs with Christ.” This is the logic 

of adoption: since we possess the status of children, we are also heirs. Paul uses the same 

logic in Galatians 4:7: “So you are no longer a slave, but a son, and if a son, then an heir 

through God.” 

Paul may have Roman practices of adoption in mind here for, as noted earlier, a 

childless male head of an estate would adopt an adult male to be his heir. It is more likely 

that Paul has Old Testament concepts in mind for Paul has already raised the idea of 

being heirs in Romans 4:13 and defined it in terms of God making a promise “to 

Abraham and his offspring that he would be heir of the world.” Paul states that believers 

have inherited this promise, for all believers in Christ are the offspring of Abraham: “If 

you are Christ’s, then you are Abraham’s offspring, heirs according to promise” (Gal 

3:29). The children of God will, therefore, inherit the world.  
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The supreme benefit of the Abrahamic covenant, however, is not inheriting the 

Promised Land or the world but possessing God himself as one’s reward (Gen 15:1; 

17:7). It is for this reason that Paul says believers are “heirs of God” (Rom 8:17). 

Although Moo takes this to simply mean that believers are heirs of all that God has 

promised, commentators like Murray, Schreiner, and Cranfield argue that this refers to 

inheriting God himself.275 The promise of the Abrahamic covenant verifies this 

interpretation. Moreover, God is the “portion” of his people (Ps 73:25, 26; Lam 3:24) and 

Jesus’ reward was being glorified with his Father (Jn 17:5). In light of this, the old writer, 

Octavius Winslow, says,  

It is in the heart of our God to give us the chiefest and the best. Had there been a 
greater, and a better, and a sweeter, and a more satisfying portion than himself, 
then that portion had been ours. But since there is not, nor can be, a greater than 
he, the love, the everlasting, changeless love that he bears to us, constrains him to 
give himself as our God, our Portion, our All.276 
 
The statement that believers are “fellow heirs with Christ” (Rom 8:17) does not 

add or correct the previous statement but explains and gives concrete expression to what 

is involved in being the heirs of God.277 Just as believers are the sons of God through and 

in Christ, so also we are heirs through and in Christ. Jesus is “the heir of all things” (Heb 

1:3) and by virtue of our union with him, we share in his inheritance. Murray rightly 

states that just as believers must not think of Christ’s death apart from those for whom he 
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died, so we must not think of the reward that is given to him apart from these same 

people.278 Reflecting on the staggering nature of this inheritance, Luther movingly writes, 

This far passes man’s capacity, that He calls us heirs; not of some rich or 
mighty prince, not of the emperor, not of the world, but of God, the Almighty 
Creator of all things. Our inheritance . . . is incalculable. And if a man could 
comprehend the great excellency of this matter, that he is the son of and heir of 
God, and with a constant faith believe it, this man would esteem all the power and 
riches of all the kingdoms of the world but as dung, in comparison with his 
eternal inheritance. . . . A man that could perfectly believe this, should not long 
remain alive, but should be swallowed up incontinent with excessive joy.279 
 
As Paul reaches the climax of his discussion on adoption, it is as if he anticipates 

an objection: if all of these wonderful things are true of believers—that they are the 

beloved children and heirs of God who are led by the Spirit and assured of our status by 

the Spirit so that they cry out to God as Father—then why do they still suffer? Without 

even pausing for breath, Paul immediately addresses this by setting the believer’s 

inheritance within the context of suffering: “. . . fellow heirs with Christ, provided we 

suffer with him in order that we may also be glorified with him” (v. 17b). The reason the 

children of God suffer is because their adoption is not yet complete. To be an heir is a 

present reality in that it points to the fact that one is already a child and the estate already 

belongs to the heir in principle. However, being an heir is largely a future reality because 

the inheritance is not received until a future day comes to pass. Believers are heirs but 

they have not yet received their inheritance. They live in the tension of the already but 

not yet of their adoption. During this in-between time, the sons of God must walk in the 

footsteps of the incarnate Son of God, who suffered and then was glorified for, as Calvin 

remarks, if “Christ came to [his inheritance] by the cross; then we must come to it in the 
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same manner.”280 Mounce does not take verse 17b to be a conditional statement but 

simply a statement of fact; namely, that as members of the same family, believers share 

in the same trials of life.281 Moo also objects, seeing it as an idea of sequence but not 

condition. Yet, as Schreiner points out, the idea of condition has already appeared in 

verse 13, is implicit in verse 14 and is therefore the natural way to read verse 17.282 Stott 

summarizes this well: “The whole Christian life is identification with Christ. If we share 

His Sonship, we shall share His inheritance in glory; but if we are to share His glory, we 

must share His suffering first.”283  

 What then is this suffering? It cannot refer only to persecution because Paul, in 

verses 21-23, is going to equate our suffering to the suffering of creation and creation is 

not persecuted for Christ’s sake. While our suffering may include persecution, it seems 

that Paul’s description encompasses all that results from human frailty, whether it is 

suffering due to sin, suffering for Christ’s sake, or suffering that is the result of living in a 

fallen world in our “half-saved condition.”284 This can include, but is not limited to, 

bereavement, loneliness, genetic disorders, hunger, illness, poverty, and death. It is 

suffering in a fallen world like the Son of God suffered during his life. 

Despite the fact that the children of God must suffer, Paul immediately sets their 

suffering against the future hope of being glorified along with Christ. Stott draws out the 
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fact that, once again, Paul is using adoption to tell the redemptive-historical story of the 

Bible: “The contrast between this age and the age to come, and so between the present 

and the future, between the already and the not yet, is neatly summed up in the two terms 

pathēmata (sufferings) and doxa (glory).”285  

The “for” at the beginning of verse 18 indicates that this verse, and the whole 

paragraph that follows, is an expansion of the already but not yet of adoption as 

expressed in the term “heirs” and restated in terms of suffering and glory. Adoption is 

still, therefore, the main point of the paragraph: “The only reason Paul takes so long to 

get to it is because he digresses to speak of the role of creation in the eschatological plan 

of God.”286 Once Paul establishes the fact that creation groans, he returns to his main 

point in 17c and 18, which is our present suffering and future glory as expressed in 

adoption imagery. To see how the adoption/inheritance imagery is still the primary 

theme, one simply has to remove Paul’s digression about creation so that his flow of 

thought becomes clear: 

17 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. 18 For I 
consider that the sufferings of this present time are not worth comparing with the 
glory that is to be revealed to us. . . . for . . . 23 we ourselves, who have the 
firstfruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly as we wait eagerly for adoption as sons, the 
redemption of our bodies. 
 

 In verse 18 Paul reflects on the future inheritance that will be given to the children 

of God after they have suffered and writes, “For I consider that the sufferings of this 

present time are not worth comparing with the glory that is to be revealed to us” (v. 18). 

Paul’s mental weighing of present suffering with future glory “should not be taken as a 
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mere matter of personal opinion. . . . The word expresses strong assurance and not 

doubt.”287 Or, as Barrett puts it, “the glory is as sure as the suffering.”288 The children of 

God must learn from this passage that becoming God’s child does not exempt them from 

suffering. The children of God do indeed have a glorious future inheritance coming to 

them but it is not yet here. They live in “this present time” (Rom 8:18) and it is suffering 

that marks “this present time.” Yet, when Paul considers the glory that will be revealed to 

us, he declares that all present suffering will fade into insignificance. Winslow writes,  

One second of glory will extinguish a lifetime of suffering. What were long years 
of toil, of sickness, of battle with poverty, and persecution, and sorrow in every 
form, and closing even with a martyr’s death, weighed with one draught of the 
river of pleasure at Christ’s right hand—with one breath of Paradise—with one 
wave of heaven’s glory—with one embrace of Jesus, with one sight of God?”289 
 

 Verses 19-25 support, and elaborate upon, what Paul has stated in verse 18 as 

indicated by the word “For” at the beginning of verse 19. More specifically, these verses 

show that both creation and Christians 1) groan in the present time and, 2) eagerly await a 

future transformation.290 Paul introduces the idea of creation, and personifies it, in order 

to emphasize the glorious future that awaits every child of God: “For the creation waits 

with eager longing for the revealing of the sons of God” (v. 19).  

Although commentators agree that Paul’s purpose in discussing creation is to 

encourage believers to wait patiently for their future inheritance/glory, there is 

considerable difference of opinion about what actually comprises the definition of 

“creation.” Does this include absolutely everything in the created order? Along with 
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Murray, it seems best to approach this by a process of exclusion. It is obvious that 

“creation” does not include angels since they were not subject to futility and corruption. 

Likewise, it does not include fallen angels or Satan because they are not “longing for the 

revealing of the sons of God” (v 19b). The children of God should also be excluded 

because Paul will go on to distinguish them from the creation itself and he also uses 

creation to encourage the children of God. Furthermore, this does not refer to humanity in 

general because humanity was not subjected against their will but was subjected because 

of a voluntary act of rebellion. Finally, this cannot refer to unbelievers because they also 

do not long for the sons of God to be revealed. It seems, therefore, that all of the rational 

creation should be excluded, which leaves the non-rational creation, both animate and 

inanimate.291 

 That creation “waits with eager longing” depicts someone stretching their neck to 

see what is coming, or, as J.B. Phillips translates this verse, “the whole creation is on 

tiptoe to see the wonderful sight of the sons of God coming into their own.”292 Mounce 

rightly points out that “The personification of nature would not sound strange to those 

who were at home with rivers that “clap their hands” and mountains that “sing together 

for joy” (Ps 98:8; Isa 55:12).293 What creation so eagerly awaits is the public revealing of 

God’s children. Creation is an actor in God’s great cosmic drama, but creation is a 

passive actor whose role depends entirely on what happens with humanity. As Barth so 

succinctly puts it, creation does not wait together with us; creation waits for us.294  
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 Why is creation eagerly awaiting the revealing of the sons of God? Verses 20-21 

(one sentence in Greek) answers this question by declaring that God has tied the destiny 

of creation to the destiny of his children. When humanity rebelled against God it took 

creation down with us so that “the creation was subjected to futility, not willingly, but 

because of him who subjected it” (v. 20). This was not because of a fault in creation itself 

but was God’s punishment for Adam’s disobedience. Creation groans because it is unable 

to grow and blossom into what it is intended to be.295 Cranfield describes it as follows:  

And, if the question is asked, ‘What sense can there be in saying that the sub-
human creation—the Jungfrau, for example, or the Matterhorn, or the planet 
Venus—suffers frustration by being prevented from properly fulfilling the 
purpose of its existence?’, the answer must surely be that the whole magnificent 
theatre of the universe, together with all its splendid properties and all the varied 
chorus of sub-human life, created for God’s glory, is cheated of its true fulfillment 
so long as man, the chief actor in the great drama of God’s praise, fails to 
contribute his rational part.296 
 

However, this curse upon creation was never intended to be permanent. Creation was 

subjected “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.” As Cranfield says, “Hope for 

creation was included within the hope for man.”297 Even though God has subjected 

creation, the creation possesses certain hope that a future day will liberate it from its 
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present state of bondage. God’s salvation is, therefore, cosmic in scope for a day is 

coming when he will reverse the effects of the fall and renew the universe. Paul brings all 

of this back to the believer’s adoption for creation’s liberation is directly tied to the 

revealing of the sons of God. This is why Peterson is correct to say, “our future adoption 

has implications for the entire creation.”298  

 In verse 22 Paul begins to transition from creation back to the children of God. 

Once again, creation is personified as groaning and suffering for a future day but this 

time using the image of a woman in childbirth: “For we know that the whole creation has 

been groaning together in the pains of childbirth until now” (v. 22). This image of 

childbirth captures both the present and future elements of salvation. As the groaning of a 

woman in labour eventually brings about the joy of a new child, creation’s groaning will 

eventually result in a blessed future. This groaning is not one of despair for as Murray 

rightly remarks, “these groans and travails are not death pangs but birth pangs.”299 This 

groaning also recalls the groaning of Israel in slavery that “was an unintended prayer that 

hastened God’s redemption of them (Ex 2:23).”300 Furthermore, these words indicate that 

creation will not be annihilated and replaced by an entirely new and different universe. If 

this were the case creation’s groaning would indeed be the pangs of death. Rather, this 

present creation is groaning because it awaits a glorious future when it will be renewed 

and able to fulfill its intended purpose.301  
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 As indicated earlier, verse 23 is the main point of everything in verses 18-27. The 

only reason for its late appearance is that Paul has digressed to talk about the place of 

creation in God’s larger eschatological plan.302 Verses 22-23 draw a parallel between 

creation and the children of God. Just as creation groans in verse 22 so also the children 

of God are said to groan in verse 23: “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.” Like creation, the children of God are caught in the 

tension of the already but not yet of God’s eschatological plan. Christians are already 

adopted (“we are the children of God” v. 15) and already possess the Holy Spirit (“we . . . 

have the . . . Spirit” v. 23) and yet our adoption is incomplete (“we wait eagerly for 

adoption” v. 23) and we do not yet possess the fullness of the Spirit (“we have the 

firstfruits of the Spirit” v. 23). We groan, therefore, because our salvation is not yet 

complete. We still live in our fallen bodies that get sick and fatigued, and that experience 

pain and death. We still possess fallen natures that cry out, “Wretched man that I am! 

Who will deliver me from this body of death?” (Rom. 7:24). Like creation, believers 

groan as we experience life in a fallen world and, like creation, our groaning is 

heightened by the fact that we know a glorious future awaits. However, unlike creation, 

we have the “firstfruits of the Spirit,” which, as the first portion of the harvest, guarantees 

that much more is to come.303 This means either that our present possession of the Spirit 

is but a foretaste of a greater fullness of the Spirit in the future, or that the gift of the 
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Spirit that we enjoy in the present is a foretaste of many other blessings that we will 

enjoy in the future.304  

It is the completion of our adoption for which we “wait eagerly” (v. 23). Contra 

Stott who makes a distinction between “redemption of our bodies” and “adoption as 

sons,” most commentators agree with Cranfield who argues that “the redemption of our 

bodies interprets ‘our adoption’. The full manifestation of our adoption is identical with 

the resurrection of our bodies at the Parousia, our complete and final liberation from the 

effects of sin and death.”305 Adoption is not complete, therefore, until “he who raised 

Christ Jesus from the dead” also gives “life to your mortal bodies through his Spirit who 

dwells in you” (Rom 8:11). Yet, why does Paul say, “redeemed” instead of 

“resurrected?” The scriptures use “redeemed” to express a great deliverance. The 

resurrection of our bodies from the dead is the greatest of all deliverances for death is our 

great enemy. When God breaks open the tombs and delivers his children by raising them 

from the dead “then shall come to pass the saying that is written: ‘Death is swallowed up 

in victory’” (1 Cor 15:54).306  

Verse 23 also teaches that God’s eschatological plan is not to evacuate his people 

to live as disembodied souls in a distant spirit realm. It is, rather, to redeem and renew 

this present creation so that his children will live with him forever in resurrected bodies 

on a new earth (Rev 21:1-4). Adoption, then, refers to the completion of all we are and all 

we are meant to be, which is a resurrected and glorified human being dwelling forever in 

the presence of God: “It is not some other man that is redeemed, but I myself; not a 
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fragment of me, but I in my totality. I am transformed, renewed, purified, made a 

participator of the divine nature and of the divine life, with God, by His side, and in Him. 

This is adoption.”307  

Verses 24-25 emphasize the point that this incomparably great inheritance still 

lies in the future: “For in this hope we were saved. Now hope that is seen is not hope. For 

who hopes for what he sees? But if we hope for what we do not see, we wait for it with 

patience.” Hope, in the biblical sense, is not an optimistic wish for the future. It is, rather, 

a certain guarantee of something one does not yet possess. Believers have been “saved” 

by hope in the sense that they look forward to the future completion of our salvation. At 

present they cannot see this future but to live as a Christian means to walk by faith and 

not by sight (2 Cor 5:7). As believers suffer, they wait patiently for the realization of their 

hope. This patience is not a passive waiting but an active perseverance as “we suffer with 

him in order that we may also be glorified with him” (v. 17b). 

 
Contribution to PSMMA 
 

 
The preceding exegesis of Romans 8:17-25 leads to the following doctrinal and 

practical conclusions regarding PSMMA: 

 
1. Adoption is to be understood in redemptive-historical terms with emphasis on its 

eschatological completion. PSMMA extends from the pretemporal decrees of God 

to the new heavens and new earth. This text emphasizes the future element of 

adoption by focusing on the idea of inheritance. While the focus is on the 

eschatological completion of the believer’s adoption, this future glory is intended 

																																																								
307 Barth, The Epistle to the Romans, 313. 



 191 

to strengthen the children of God in the present as they groan in the already but 

not yet of their adoption. 

2. Adoption is the omega point of redemptive history. Adoption is the alpha point 

before history begins in that God planned to adopt a people before he created the 

universe (Eph 1:4-5). Adoption is also the omega point of history in that God’s 

plan for history will not be complete until he has brought his children into their 

eternal inheritance, which includes “the redemption of our bodies” (v. 23) and a 

home on a new earth where God himself will dwell with them forever.  

3. Adoption is to be understood in Trinitarian terms. Unlike Paul’s other huiothesia 

passages that emphasize a particular member of the Trinity, Romans 8:17-25 

emphasizes the roles of all three persons in the Godhead. This passage 

emphasizes the role of the Father in that believers are called his “children,” 

“heirs,” and “sons.” The Father is the one who subjected creation to frustration 

and also the one who gave hope that it would be liberated on the day that his sons 

are publically revealed. The role of the Son is emphasized in that the children’s 

inheritance is only given because they are united to him and so are called “fellow 

heirs with Christ.” The heirs of God must also walk in the footsteps of the Son of 

God who suffered and then was glorified. Finally, the Spirit’s role is prominent in 

that the reason the children of God groan is because they already possess the 

“first-fruits of the Spirit.” Having tasted of the age to come, the children of God 

groan as they await the completion of their adoption. 

4. Adoption declares the child of God to be an heir of an incomparably great 

inheritance. As a result of their new adoptive status, the children of God enjoy 
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many privileges such as freedom from slavery, the leading of the Spirit, the 

witness of the Spirit, and the liberty of relating to God as Father. As if this were 

not enough, the children of God are also declared to be heirs on the basis of their 

status as children. Those who were once slaves are destined to receive an 

inheritance that includes resurrection bodies, the world to come, and God himself. 

As John Cotton writes,  

God’s child is like a poor peasant who has been taken out of the mire and 
raised to the position of prince of the realm. The adopted prince lives in 
the palace, has free access to the king, and enjoys the king’s favor, love, 
and protection. The prince tells the king that he cannot comprehend the 
greatness of the king’s love; it is unspeakably great to him. The king 
responds: ‘You have not begun to see the extent of it. Your inheritance is 
still coming to you.’ If our present privileges as God’s adopted children 
are so great that the world cannot grasp them, our future prospects are so 
glorious that even we cannot fully grasp them.308 

 
5. Adoption calls the believer to a life of suffering that is not inconsistent with the 

favour of being God’s child. As Christ had first to suffer and then enter glory, so 

also the children of God must suffer before receiving their inheritance. Hodge 

notes, “Christians ought neither to expect nor wish to escape suffering with 

Christ, if they are to be partakers of his glory. The former is preparation for the 

latter.”309 Or, as Augustine is reputed to have said, “God has one Son without sin, 

but none without suffering.”310 While a person may want the benefits that come 

with Christ, they can only be received as one accepts suffering with Christ: 

In this life it must be otherwise than in the life of glory. If you essay to be 
a joint-heir with the Lord Jesus Christ and do not suffer with him, to be his 
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brother and are not like unto him, Christ certainly will not at the last day 
acknowledge you as a brother and fellow-heir. Rather he will ask where 
are your crown of thorns, your cross, the nails and scourge; whether you 
have been, as he and his followers ever have from the beginning of time, 
an abomination to the world. If you cannot qualify in this respect, he 
cannot regard you as his brother. In short, we must all suffer with the Son 
of God and be made like unto him, as we shall see later, or we shall not be 
exalted with him in glory.311 

 
6. Adoption saves believers from the inevitable disillusionment of an over-realized 

eschatology. Many believers are greatly disillusioned with Christ because they 

assume, or were even taught, that becoming a Christian meant God would solve 

their problems, heal their sicknesses, and even make them financially wealthy. 

When these expectations are not met, people conclude that Christianity does not 

work. Yet, adoption teaches us to think about suffering in light of God’s 

redemptive time clock. When people teach or believe that God promises to solve 

all our problems, heal all our sicknesses, and make us wealthy beyond 

imagination then Romans 8:17-25 declares, “You are absolutely right but you are 

wrong on the timing.” According to God’s redemptive time clock, suffering 

marks “this present time” but a time is coming when God’s children will be given 

their inheritance. Contrary to prosperity teachers who promise “your best life 

now,”312 the message of adoption is “your best life later.” 

7. Adoption strengthens the suffering children of God with a hope that enables them 

to persevere. Whereas an over-realized eschatology produces high expectations 

that lead to disillusionment when they are not met, so also an under-realized 
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eschatology produces low expectations that deprive the suffering believer of the 

strengthening power of hope. The purpose of Romans 8:17-25 is to strengthen 

believers in their present suffering through the hope of their future inheritance. It 

is when believers lose sight of this future inheritance that their present sufferings 

cause them to fall into despair. John Newton illustrates the despair of an under-

realized eschatology with the following illustration:  

Suppose a man was going to York to take possession of a large estate, and 
his [carriage] should break down a mile before he got to the city, which 
obliged him to walk the rest of the way; what a fool we should think him if 
we saw him ringing his hands, and blubbering out all the remaining mile, 
“My [carriage] is broken! My [carriage] is broken!”313  
 

Conversely, it is when suffering believers fill their hearts with the hope of their 

future inheritance, that they are strengthened to persevere through the sufferings 

of “this present time.” Reflecting on our present sufferings in light of the glory 

that is to be revealed, the Puritan pastor Samuel Rutherford wrote the following: 

When we shall come home, and enter to the possession of our Brother’s 
fair kingdom, and when our heads shall find the weight of the eternal 
crown of glory, and when we shall look back to pains and sufferings, then 
shall we see life and sorrow to be less than one step or stride from a prison 
to glory; and that our little inch of time suffering is not worthy of our first 
night’s welcome home to heaven.”314  

 
8. Adoption corrects the Gnostic/Platonic tendencies of evangelical eschatology. 

The Gnostic/Platonic dualism that values the soul over the body (and even views 

the body as a prison house for the soul) and the spiritual over the material is 

regularly seen in the popular level eschatological views of evangelical 
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Christians.315 These believers rightly understand that death separates the soul 

from the body and that the souls of believers go to be with God. However, 

Christians are wrong to think that this is anything more than an intermediate state. 

The great hope of Christianity is not a disembodied soul dwelling in a spiritual 

heaven with God for all eternity. Rather, Christian hope centres on God raising 

his children from the dead, transforming their bodies to be like the body of his 

resurrected Son, and bringing them to dwell on a new earth where God himself 

will come to dwell with them forever.  

 
Huiothesia Within Paul’s Larger Metaphor of the Church as a Family 

 
The preceding exegesis has revealed that PSMMA has implications for areas such 

as theology proper, soteriology, anthropology, Christology, pneumatology, eschatology, 

and practical theology, particularly issues of assurance and the ethical requirements of the 

Christian life. Yet, the danger of reading Paul’s huiothesia texts in a western cultural 

context is that believers can easily come away with a robust view of their individual 

adoption in Christ while failing to grasp its ecclesiological implications.  

The purpose of part 3 is to demonstrate from Paul’s three huiothesia letters 

(Galatians, Ephesians, and Romans) that he intends for the believer’s adoption in Christ 

to be understood within his larger metaphor of the church as a family. There are at least 

three indicators of this. First, Paul always and only speaks of adoption in corporate, not 

individual, terms: “In love he predestined us for adoption to himself as sons” (Eph 1:5); 
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God sent forth his Son “so that we might receive adoption as sons” (Gal 4:5); “we cry 

‘Abba! Father!’” (Rom 8:15)316; and “we . . . groan inwardly as we wait eagerly for 

adoption as sons, the redemption of our bodies” (Rom 8:23). While it is not wrong to 

think of adoption in an individual sense, Paul’s language demands that believers always 

think of their adoption in a corporate and familial way. 

Second, when Paul uses the familial language of huiothesia he also goes on to 

speak directly of believers as part of the family of God. After praising God for our 

adoption in Christ in Ephesians 1, Paul goes on in Ephesians 2:19 to declare that 

believers are “no longer strangers and aliens” but are “members of the household of 

God.” Likewise in Galatians 4 Paul celebrates our adoption in Christ and then goes on in 

Galatians 6:10 to say, “So then, as we have opportunity, let us do good to everyone, and 

especially to those who are of the household of faith.”  

Third, the family is Paul’s dominant metaphor to describe the church. Although 

the references to “household” are fewer in number than metaphors like “body,” authors 

such as Joseph Hellerman and Robert Banks are right to draw attention to the many other 

family related terms that Paul employs such as “Father,” “brother,” “sister,” “adoption,” 

“sons,” “child,” “heirs,” and “inheritance.”317 In fact, Paul uses the terms “brother” and 

“sister” 139 times in his letters. It is his favourite way of referring to other Christians, 

which reveals the strong consciousness he and his readers had of the church as a family. 

Reflecting on this, Hellerman asserts, “No image for the church occurs more often in the 

																																																								
316 The “you” in Romans 8:15 (“For you did not receive the spirit of slavery to fall back into fear, 

but you have received the Spirit of adoption as sons”) is plural, such as when Americans say, “Y’all.” 
 
317 According to Hellerman, Paul uses “brother(s)”/”sister(s)” 139 times, “F/father” 63 times, 

“inherit”/”inheritance”/”heir” 19 times, “sons” 17 times, and “child” 39 times. Joseph H. Hellerman, When 
the Church Was a Family: Recapturing Jesus’ Vision for Authentic Christian Community (Nashville: B&H 
Publishing Group, 2009), 77. 
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New Testament than the metaphor of family.”318 Likewise Banks writes, “So numerous 

are these [terms], and so frequently do they appear, that the comparison of the Christian 

community with a ‘family’ must be regarded as the most significant metaphorical usage 

of all. . . . More than any of the other images utilized by Paul, it reveals the essence of his 

thinking about community.”319  

In summary, when the apostle Paul speaks of adoption he does so within the 

larger metaphor of family. Believers are not just adopted into an individual and personal 

relationship with God; they are adopted into God’s family so that God is their Father, 

Jesus is their elder brother (Rom 8:29), and all other Christians are their brothers and 

sisters.  

 
The Ancient Non-Western Vision of the Church as a Family 

 
When people hear the word “family” they immediately understand it in terms of 

their own experience, which in Canada is a western understanding of family. However, 

Hellerman points out that if people today want to understand what Paul meant by 

adoption into the family of God then we need to put aside our western views and seek to 

understand how ancient societies thought about family. Hellerman gives three key 

principles that describe ancient family life.320  

Principle #1: the group took priority over the individual. In contrast to this, 

western culture is marked by radical individualism. Hellerman says, 
																																																								

318 Hellerman, 35. 
 
319 Robert Banks, Paul’s Idea of Community: The Early Churches in Their Cultural Setting, 

Revised (Peabody, Mass: Hendrickson Publishers, 1994), 49. 
 
320 For a longer treatment see Joseph H. Hellerman, The Ancient Church as Family (Minneapolis: 

Fortress Press, 2001), ch 1-3. For a shorter and more popular level treatment see Hellerman, When the 
Church Was a Family: Recapturing Jesus’ Vision for Authentic Christian Community, ch 2-3. 
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We have been socialized to believe that our own dreams, goals, and personal 
fulfillment ought to take precedence over the well-being of any group—our 
church, or our family, for example—to which we belong. The immediate needs of 
the individual are more important than the long-term health of the group. So we 
leave and withdraw, rather than stay and grow up, when the going gets rough in 
the church or in the home.321 

 
In sharp contrast to the radical individualism of the western world, almost every other 

non-western society today (and every other society in the history of the world) assumes 

that the good of the individual is bound up in the good of the group. Therefore, the needs 

of the group must come first, whether that group is your village or your religious 

community. An individualistic culture puts a high value on personal fulfillment and 

happiness so that the needs of the individual trump everything. In contrast, a group-

focused culture places high value on the honour and health of the group so that the needs 

of the group trump everything and the individual needs to sacrifice for the good of the 

group.  

Principle #2: a person’s most important group was his or her blood family.  

Principle #3: the closest family bond was not the bond of marriage but rather the 

bond between siblings. This is not to say that marriages were devoid of romance and love 

but, in most societies, marriage was viewed more as the way to build a strong group 

through continuing the bloodline. Even when a woman got married she still felt her 

closest bond to be with her siblings because they were her blood. 

Hellerman then provides two corollaries that arise from these key principles. 

Corollary 1: the central value that characterized ancient family relations was the 

obligation to demonstrate undying loyalty toward one’s blood brothers and sisters. 

																																																								
321 Joseph H. Hellerman, When the Church Was a Family: Recapturing Jesus’ Vision for Authentic 

Christian Community (Nashville: B&H Academic, 2009), 3. 
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Corollary 2: the most treacherous act of human disloyalty was not disloyalty to one’s 

spouse but rather betrayal of one’s brother.322 

From this background it is abundantly clear that Paul and his readers thought of 

family, and thus about church, in very different terms than those of us in the western 

world do today. The idea of being adopted into a family and receiving the same rights as 

any blood-born son was not only a staggering privilege, it also came with tremendous 

social responsibility toward one’s brothers and sisters.  

 
Ecclesiological Implications of PSMMA 

 
 At this juncture it is necessary to draw out the ecclesiological implications of 

PSMMA. In Galatians, Ephesians, and Romans, Paul expounds on the believer’s 

adoption in Christ and then continues to use familial language in order to call the 

believers to act in ways that reflect their familial bonds. Borrowing partly from 

Hellerman and from my own study of Paul’s three letters, I suggest that Paul calls those 

who are adopted into the family of God to devote themselves to three practices.323 

 
Practicing Social Inclusivity 

 
First, living as the family of God means practicing social inclusivity, which 

opposes racism, classism, and sexism. Paul’s three letters reveal deep divisions based on 

racial differences between Jew and Gentile, divisions based on class between Christians 

who were slaves and those who were free, and divisions between men and women. Paul 

																																																								
322 Hellerman, When the Church Was a Family: Recapturing Jesus’ Vision for Authentic Christian 

Community, 50. 
 
323 See Hellerman, ch 7.  
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addresses these issues by casting a vision of the church as a family. Most prominent is 

Galatians 3:27-29:  

. . . in Christ Jesus you are all sons of God, through faith. For as many of you as 
were baptized into Christ have put on Christ. There is neither Jew nor Greek, 
there is neither slave nor free, there is no male and female, for you are all one in 
Christ Jesus. And if you are Christ’s, then you are Abraham’s offspring, heirs 
according to promise. 

 
What unites believers is not their ethnicity, socio-economic status, or gender but 

the fact that we “are all sons of God.” Becoming a Christian does not mean a person 

ceases to be male or female, rich or poor, Caucasian or Asian, Indian or African. It does 

mean, however, that all these differences are subservient to the one great truth that 

believers are all part of God’s family. As Kelley Nikondeha writes, “All that divides us as 

nations, ethnicities, and religious traditions is like a vapour quickly extinguished in light 

of our adoption into God’s family.”324 

 
Practicing Undying Loyalty 

 
Second, living as the family of God means practicing undying loyalty, which 

opposes indifference, quitting, and loneliness. The early Christians Paul wrote to would 

not be able to comprehend the indifference most Christians today have toward the church. 

To many of them, a Christian without a church would make as much sense as trying to 

speak about an adoption without family. To be adopted by God means to be utterly 

committed to a church because the church is God’s family.  

Undying loyalty also means not quitting on one’s church family at the first sign of 

trouble. The image of family is so realistic because families have problems. Paul knows 

																																																								
324 Kelley Nikondeha, Adopted: The Sacrament of Belonging in a Fractured World (Grand Rapids: 

William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2017), 123. 
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this and so after he celebrates the believer’s adoption in Ephesians 1, and after rejoicing 

in the fact that believers are part of the household of God in Ephesians 2, Paul goes on in 

chapter 4 to call believers to be humble, gentle, and patient with each other (Eph 4:1-2). 

He assumes that life in a church family will get hard and so he calls believers to bear with 

one another and to maintain the unity of the family (Eph 4:2-3). He calls God’s children 

to put away falsehood, to speak truthfully, to deal quickly with anger, to share with those 

in need, to build each other up with our words, and to forgive each other (Eph 4:25-32). 

He begins Ephesians 5 with familial language saying, “Therefore be imitators of God, as 

beloved children. And walk in love, as Christ loved us.” Likewise, in Romans 12:10 he 

appeals to the believers using family imagery when he writes, “Love one another with 

brotherly affection.” All of this assumes that believers are committed to a church family. 

It is a call to not quit at the first sign of conflict but to stick it out, work it out, and grow 

into maturity together.  

Living out Paul’s vision of undying loyalty to each other also brings healing to the 

loneliness that so many people feel. In a generation that craves connectedness, the church 

is to be a family where outsiders are welcome and Christians find a sense of belonging. 

Alistair McGrath states it well: 

Adoption is about being wanted. It is about belonging. These are deeply emotive 
themes, which resonate with the cares and concerns of many in our increasingly 
fractured society. To be adopted is to be invited into a loving caring environment. 
It is about being welcomed, wanted and invited. Adoption celebrates the privilege 
of invitation, in which the outsider is welcomed into the fold of faith and love.325 

 
 
 
 
 
 
																																																								

325 Alister McGrath, Knowing Christ (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 2001), 144–45. 
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Practicing Material Generosity 

 
Finally, living as the family of God means practicing material generosity, which 

opposes consumerism, narcissism, and greed. After Paul celebrates the believer’s 

adoption in Galatians 4 he again brings up the idea of the family of God in chapter 6 

writing, “as we have opportunity, let us do good to everyone, and especially to those who 

are of the household of faith” (Gal 6:10). The adopted children of God are to show love 

to everyone but they are to give particular attention to those within the family of God. 

Family comes first, especially in the area of material needs. It was this vision that 

motivated the early Christians to be so generous with their money and possessions. 

Lucian, a second century historian, despised Christians. Yet, he writes about an incident 

where a believer was in prison and how the Christians made every effort to rescue him, 

brought him elaborate meals, and stayed day and night at the prison to care for him. He 

then writes, “Their first lawgiver [Jesus] persuaded them that they are all brothers of one 

another. . . . Therefore, they despise all things [i.e., material goods] indiscriminately and 

consider them common property.”326 

In summary, western Christians must be careful not to appropriate PSMMA in an 

individualistic manner. To be adopted by God through Christ is to be adopted into the 

family of God, which is the church. This familial reality is expressed as brothers and 

sisters live out their lives with one another in the local church, practicing social 

inclusivity, undying loyalty, and material generosity. Burke summarizes the corporate 

implications of adoption: 

																																																								
326 A.M. Harmon, trans., Lucian, vol. 5, Loeb Classical Library (London: William Heinemann, 

1962), 15. 
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If adoption is about anything it is first and foremost about belonging to God the 
Father and his family. We not only belong to God but also to each other and if 
truth be told we cannot make progress in God’s family without each other. . . . 
There are no ‘Lone Rangers’ in the household of God nor should anyone feel 
lonely or excluded in the local church.327 

 

Conclusion 

 
 In Paul’s mind, the salvation of God in Christ is so rich and multifaceted that it 

must be expressed with numerous metaphors. Alongside metaphors such as justification 

and reconciliation, Paul develops God’s salvation through the metaphor of adoption. 

Though often neglected and confused with other metaphors, adoption is unique in its 

familial imagery and thus adds nuances that cannot be found in other soteriological 

metaphors. Adoption is so important to Paul that he develops it into an entire model of 

salvation that captures the pretemporal plan of God, the redemptive-historical plan of 

God, the centrality of the person and work of Christ, the tension of the already but not 

yet, the requirement of holiness, and the great eschatological hope. PSMMA captures the 

heart of the Christian gospel, which is God’s desire to be in relationship with his people. 

Surely there is no greater honour than to be adopted by God, to belong to him, to be 

brothers and sisters in the global family of God, and to eagerly await the incomparable 

inheritance that God will one day give to all those who he has adopted in Christ. 

 
 
 

 
 

																																																								
327 Burke, The Message of Sonship, 143. 
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CHAPTER 4 
 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY, FINDINGS, AND ANALYSIS 
 

 
Paul’s soteriological metaphor and model of adoption (PSMMA) was developed for the 

purpose of effecting change in the lives of his readers. Far from being an esoteric philosophy, 

PSMMA is meant to impact practical areas such as a Christian’s identity, understanding of the 

gospel, assurance of salvation, relationship to God, ongoing battle against sin, perseverance in 

suffering, and relationship to other believers as brothers and sisters within the family of God. 

Little is known, however, about how well Christians understand this doctrine and the extent to 

which they apply it to their lives. The purpose of this project is to investigate this through the 

following research question: “What effect will an eight-part sermon series on Paul’s doctrine of 

adoption have in the lives of participants from Central Baptist Church, Victoria?” 

This chapter is divided into seven parts: (1) a description of the project, (2) the 

development of the questionnaire on PSMMA, (3) the procedures used to implement the 

questionnaire, (4) communication strategy, (5) the means of data collection, processing, and 

statistical analysis, (6) a report of findings, and, (7) a concluding analysis. 

 
Project Description 

 
 

Since the overarching interest of this project was to discover the effect of PSMMA in the 

lives of believers, this researcher designed an experiment to measure this by using a quasi-

experimental design.1 In essence, this design included an observation (pretest), an intervention 

(sermons) and an observation (posttest). It is known as the “The Separate Sample Pretest and 

                                                        
1 Lawrence W. Neuman, Basics of Social Research: Qualitative and Quantitative Approaches, 2nd ed. 

(Boston: Pearson, 2007), 205–12.  
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Posttest Design.”2 As noted in the introduction, this experimental design can be depicted 

graphically as: 

 R1 O1 (X) 
 R2       (X)  O2 
 
            where, 
 
            R1 = random selection of group 1 
            O1 = pretest with group 1 
            (X) = sermons heard 
 
            R2 = random selection of group 2 
            (X) = sermons heard 
            O2 = posttest with group 2 
 

 
As also noted in the introduction, this project can be summarized in four parts. First, the 

treatment was an eight-part sermon series on PSMMA that was preached at Central Baptist 

Church, Victoria from January 13 to March 3, 2019. The sermon series was developed out of the 

research documented in the literature review of chapter 2 and the exegetical work of chapter 3. 

The sermons were designed to expound, illustrate, and apply the key elements of PSMMA (the 

manuscripts of these sermons can be found in appendices 2-9). Second, a questionnaire was 

developed to measure the knowledge, beliefs, attitudes, and behaviours of subjects as they relate 

to the key aspects of PSMMA. Third, two randomized groups were selected from a list of 

members and congregants attending Central Baptist Church. One group was asked to complete 

the questionnaire before the sermons and another group was asked to complete it after the 

sermons. Finally, the responses from the before and after groups were analyzed using statistical 

tests (e.g., chi-square tests) to determine statistical differences between the two groups. Various 

questions were also used to more directly assess the impact of the sermon series. 

                                                        
2 Donald T. Campbell and Julian C. Stanley, Experimental and Quasi-Experimental Designs for Research, 

1966, 53–54. 
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The entire process noted above was guided and assisted by Dr. Brian Dyck (Ph.D in 

geography with specialization in survey research methods as well as in parks and protected 

areas). Dr. Dyck has thirty-five years of experience conducting survey research for B.C. Parks 

and the Ministry of Environment.  

 
Development of the Adoption Questionnaire 

 
 

 The questionnaire was designed to measure each subject’s knowledge, beliefs, attitudes, 

and behaviours as they relate to the key elements of PSMMA. The same questionnaire was used 

in the pretest and posttest and can be found in appendix 1. 

 
Overall Questionnaire Design 

 
 
 The overall questionnaire design was based on the principles from Donald A. Dillman for 

writing questions and constructing mail surveys.3  

First, a mail survey mode was selected because the congregation includes many seniors 

who might not be comfortable with an online survey.  

Second, questions were developed by reverse engineering the end goals of PSMMA as 

outlined in chapter 3. For instance, Paul aims to increase the believer’s assurance of salvation 

through teaching that all believers in Christ have full status as sons and daughters in God’s 

family. Based on this, questions were designed to measure how assured believers feel in their 

salvation and other questions were designed to measure the impact of the sermon series on this 

assurance. A total of forty-three questions were developed and were organized around six major 

themes: biblical teachings (questions 1-6), spiritual adoption (questions 7-12), views of God 

                                                        
3 Don A. Dillman, Mail and Telephone Surveys: The Total Design Method (New York: John Wiley & Sons, 

1978). 
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(questions 13-16), the person’s spiritual journey (questions 17-25), the church family (questions 

26-36), and demographic questions (questions 37-43).  

Third, draft questions using both a close-ended and open-ended format were prepared and 

organized according to different topics related to PSMMA, such as a person’s views of God and 

their spiritual journey. Different question formats were used to reduce potential respondent 

fatigue.  

Fourth, appropriate skip patterns were used for questions that might not be appropriate 

for a specific group. For example, question 3 asks if the respondent was part of the before or 

after group and instructs those in the before group to skip question 4 concerning which sermons 

were heard.  

Fifth, the questionnaire was put through a trial test with six people who were not part of 

the potential pool of respondents. The intent of the trial test was to determine how well potential 

respondents understood the questions, task difficulty, and whether or not they would be 

motivated to complete and return the questionnaire. Based on this trial test, changes were made 

to some questions. 

 
Types of Questions 

 
 
 The questionnaire was developed around five categories of questions that asked about the 

respondents’ knowledge, beliefs, attitudes, behaviours, and attributes.  

The first category of questions concerned the respondents’ knowledge of PSMMA. 

Sudman and Seymour note that knowledge questions, while not as common as behavioural 

questions, are important for certain research projects because it is often important to measure 
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people’s awareness of an issue before it is possible to measure their attitudes toward it.4 

Considering the fact that the apostle Paul aims to impart knowledge about adoption in order to 

change beliefs, attitudes, and behaviours, a key part of the experiment involved measuring the 

respondents’ knowledge of PSMMA before and after the treatment. To this end, the 

questionnaire began by asking if people received any teaching on PSMMA and, if so, the sources 

of information from which they learned it (question 5). Immediately following this, questions 7-

12 measure the respondent’s general knowledge as it relates to PSMMA. In order to reduce the 

threat of people feeling foolish or ill informed, this section utilizes threat-reducing language (see 

the lead-in to questions 7-12), provides the option of answering “not sure” (questions 7-11), 

employs multiple choice questions, and true or false questions rather than asking people to write 

out the “correct answer” in a few sentences. Questions 3 and 4 distinguish the before group from 

the after group by asking if the respondent has heard the sermon series. 

 The second major category concerned people’s beliefs about PSMMA. While knowledge 

questions are designed to see if respondents have basic awareness, belief questions ask what a 

respondent believes, or assesses, to be true or false. For instance, question 2 sought to discover 

how important respondents believe adoption is and measured this by placing adoption alongside 

other doctrines such as justification, election, and baptism. Since PSMMA stresses commitment 

to the church as the family of God, question 26 asked respondents their beliefs about the place of 

the church in the life of the believers. Paul also deals with social issues in the church by 

connecting them back to being part of the family of God. In light of this, question 33 asked if 

respondents believe certain social issues such as racism, classism, and sexism, are not a problem, 

a little problem, or a big problem at Central Baptist Church.  

                                                        
4 Seymour Sudman and Norman M. Bradburn, Asking Questions: A Practical Guide to Questionnaire 

Design (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass Inc., 1982), 88–118. 
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 The third major category concerned people’s attitudes toward PSMMA. Attitudes 

“describe how people feel about something” and thus seek to measure the positive or negative 

feelings of respondents.5 Attitude questions use wording that allows respondents to say if they 

think something is not at all important, slightly important, somewhat important, very important, 

or extremely important (see question 1) or if they strongly disagree, mildly disagree, not sure, 

mildly agree, or strongly agree (see question 13). As this experiment used preaching as the 

means to communicate PSMMA, question 1 asked respondents how important hearing biblical 

teaching or sermons from the Bible is to their life. Since Paul uses adoption in Romans 8 to 

increase the believer’s assurance of salvation, questions about one’s feelings around assurance 

were asked in questions 13 to 16. The back page of the survey also allowed respondents to 

describe any further thoughts they might have about what being adopted by God means to them.  

 The fourth category of questions concerned people’s behaviours as they relate to the key 

elements of PSMMA. Don Dillman rightly points out that, in a strict sense, behavioural 

questions draw out respondents’ “beliefs” about their behaviour but argues that “there is a 

substantial difference between asking people to describe their own behavior and asking for their 

view about something they have experienced only in a cognitive sense.”6 Behavioural questions 

ask people to describe actual behaviours or what they do. For instance, question 17 asked how 

many times per week the respondent prayed to God using the language of “father” and provided 

a frequency of behavior to choose from. Likewise, question 23 asked how many times per week 

the respondent praised God for being adopted into his family and provided sample numbers to 

choose from. Finally, the apostle Paul ties issues such as commitment to the church and 

                                                        
5 Dillman, Mail and Telephone Surveys: The Total Design Method, 80. 
 
6 Dillman, 83. 
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financial/material generosity to being adopted into the family of God. Behaviours in these areas 

were measured in questions 28, 31, and 35. 

 The fifth category of questions concerned the attributes of respondents, often referred to 

as personal or demographic characteristics. The purpose of these questions was to see how 

people differ from each other based on various attributes. As this experiment was only concerned 

to measure the impact PSMMA makes in the lives of believers, question 6 asked if a person is a 

Christian. Question 37 asked how long a person has been a Christian as this may, or may not, 

have a bearing on their experience with PSMMA. Since backgrounds in Bible college or 

seminary will likely increase respondent’s understanding of PSMMA (particularly in 

knowledge), question 40 asked if respondents have had any such training. 

 
Procedures Used to Implement the Adoption Questionnaire 

 

After the questionnaire was completed, the next steps were to establish the sampling 

frame (e.g. list of names and addresses of potential respondents) and develop a communication 

strategy to invite potential respondents to participate along with the information needed to do so.  

 
The Sampling Frame 

 
 
 The sampling frame for this survey included a mix of 442 members and non-members 

that were contained in either the membership list or the photo directory of Central Baptist 

Church and believed to be Christians. The photo directory was included because it seemed 

evident that people were committed adherents if they were willing to have their photo taken and 

published in the directory alongside their personal contact information. The inclusion of the 

photo directory also increased the number of potential subjects and granted a wider demographic 
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as older Caucasian people are more likely to be members as compared to younger and non-

Caucasian people who are more likely to be committed adherents. The list of 442 people was 

then examined and 26 names were removed because they were unable to participate for obvious 

reasons such as physical illness, mental disability, or were no longer attending the church. The 

final sample frame consisted of 416 potential respondents (264 or 63% were members; 152 or 

37% were not members). 

The 416 potential respondents were randomly assigned to two groups: 208 to the 

“before” group (before the 8 sermons were preached) and 208 to the “after” group (after the 8 

sermons were preached.7 The random assignment involved three steps: 

1. Organizing the 416 potential respondents into alphabetical order based on the last 

name. 

2. Assigning a number to each of the 416 potential respondents in sequential order (1, 2, 

3…). 

3. Randomly assigning each of the 416 potential respondents to either the “before” 

group or the “after” group. This was done by an independent person blindly selecting 

either a green bead (before) or a red bead (after) from a bowl of 208 red and 208 

green beads that had been mixed together. Once a bead had been selected it was then 

placed in a separate bowl.8 

 
 

                                                        
7 For this particular setting (church), a separate random sample for the after and before groups was used to 

reduce respondent fatigue, the potential for non-response bias and the potential carry-over effect (using the same 
answers from completing the questions the first time). For a fuller discussion of the advantages of this research 
design, see Campbell and Stanley, Experimental and Quasi-Experimental Designs for Research, 53–54. 

 
8 Prior to implementation of this random assignment, both a statistician and experimental psychologist were 

consulted about the appropriate method for randomly assigning the potential respondents to the two groups. In 
addition, a random number generator in Excel was considered for random assignment, but it was not used because it 
was not known if it would provide an equal assignment to the two groups.  
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Communication Strategy 

 
Once the sampling frame was complete, a communication strategy was developed to 

invite potential respondents to participate and to provide them with the necessary information on 

how to do so.  

 The communication strategy for the before sample involved several steps. An email was 

sent out on Nov 7, 2018 notifying those selected to the before sample that they have been 

randomly selected to participate and that they could pick up the questionnaire package at the 

church on Sunday, Nov 11, 2018. If they were not able to pick it up, the package would be 

mailed to them. A verbal announcement was made on Sunday, Nov 11, 2018 to inform people of 

the study and encourage those who had been selected to pick up the survey. The package 

included: 1) A signed cover letter that was addressed to the person explaining the project and 

inviting them to participate, 2) A questionnaire that was numbered to track distribution and 

returns, 3) A postage paid return envelope, and 4) The gift of a pen as a small incentive and 

appreciation for filling out the questionnaire. A follow up email was sent a few weeks after the 

survey was mailed out in order to encourage people to fill in and return the survey.  

 Starting on Feb 25, 2019, the same format and procedures used with the before sample 

applied to the after sample.  

 
Data Collection, Processing, and Statistical Analysis 

 
Of the 416 people that were asked to complete a questionnaire, 294 useable 

questionnaires were returned via the mail, dropped off at the church office, or placed in the box 

provided at the church’s information desk. About half these questionnaires (n=150) were 
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returned before the eight sermons were preached and about half of the questionnaires (n=144) 

were returned after the sermons were preached.9 The overall return rate was 71%. 

A coding manual for data entry was prepared. After the questionnaires were returned, 

they were reviewed for completeness, coded and entered into an Excel spreadsheet. Two 

questionnaires were removed from the data base because many of the questions were not 

completed.  

The Excel spreadsheet was then sent to Dr. Carl Schwarz of the Department of Statistics 

and Actuarial Sciences at Simon Fraser University.10 Two types of statistical analysis were 

undertaken. The first analysis was to provide frequency runs for the entire sample and for the 

before and after groups. These frequency results were then returned to this researcher for review 

and any additional data cleaning. The second analysis involved undertaking cross-tabs for 

individual questions by the before and after groups and by demographic questions. The statistical 

tests used were the F-test with pooled variances (similar to a t-test) for means and chi-square 

tests for frequency distributions.11  

Following this, Dr. Brian Dyck assisted this researcher by sorting the data into the key 

results and provided a summary that included the figures and tables in the remainder of this 

chapter.  

 
 

                                                        
9 n = number of respondents. The margin of error for a sample of 300 respondents is about +/- 2.9% and for 

a sample of 150 respondents it is about +/- 4.1%. 
 

10 Dr. Schwarz retired at the end of 2018, but continues to work at S.F.U. on a part-time basis and as a 
consultant. He has access to computer software at S.F.U. 

 
11 For a fuller discussion of these tests, see chapter 14 “Means and t-tests” and chapter 15 “Analysis of 

Variance” in Jerry J. Vaske, Survey Research and Analysis Applications in Parks, Recreation and Human 
Dimensions (Pennsylvania: Venture Publishing, Inc., 2008), 343–407. Due to multiple comparisons, a p-value of 
0.01 was used to determine statistical significance. 
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Report of Findings and Analysis 

  
The following results and analysis are organized around the six major themes of the 

adoption questionnaire (biblical teaching, spiritual adoption, views of God, the respondents’ 

spiritual journey, the church family and demographic information). 

 
Biblical Teaching 

 
 

Teaching the Bible is a key function for many churches. Sermons provide one way to 

instruct people about the doctrines of the Bible and how they should be applied to life. Since 

sermons were the chosen medium for communicating PSMMA, respondents were asked to 

identify the importance of sermons to their lives, rate the importance of ten sermon topics they 

felt believers should have a deeper understanding about, indicate which information sources they 

used to learn about adoption and specify which sermons on adoption by this researcher (hereafter 

referred to as Pastor Priebe to reflect the language of the questionnaire) they heard. 

 
Importance of Biblical Teaching 
 
 

Nearly three-quarters (74%) of the respondents indicated that biblical teachings or 

sermons were extremely important to their lives (see Figure 2 on the next page).12 By contrast, 

about 23% of the respondents indicated hearing sermons were very important to their lives and 

3% indicated somewhat, slightly or not important at all.13  

                                                        
12 The question was: In general, how important is hearing biblical teachings or sermons from the Bible for 

your life? The response categories were: not at all important, slightly important, somewhat important, very 
important and extremely important. 
 

13 The percentages are based on people who answered the question rather than people who were asked the 
question. Thus, the sample size may be slightly less than indicated. This may vary slightly by question due to item 
nonresponse (i.e. respondents not answering the question). 
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The percentage indicating extremely important was similar between the before (75%) and 

after (72%) groups. There also was no difference between age groups, gender, being a member 

or not and other demographic characteristics. 

 
Based on 294 respondents 

 
Figure 2. Importance of biblical teaching to your life 
 
 
Importance of Specific Sermon Topics 
 
 

Respondents were asked to rate the importance of ten different sermon topics they 

thought Christians should have a deeper understanding about.14 A high number of respondents 

felt it was extremely important to hear sermons on justification (78%) and regeneration (77%; 

see Figure 3 on the next page). The next two most highly rated sermon topics were the attributes 

of God (68%) and adoption (66%).  

                                                        
14 The question was: Listed below are some possible topics on biblical teachings. For each of the following, 

please indicate if you think it is not at all important, slightly important, somewhat important, very important or 
extremely important for Christians to have a deeper understanding of each topic. The items were: Baptism, 
Justification (to be made right with God), Speaking in tongues, Regeneration (to be born again), The attributes of 
God, Election (to be chosen by God), Heaven, Adoption (to be adopted by God into his family), The governance of 
a church (or how it should be organized and run), Glorification (to be perfected when Christ returns). 
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When the importance of sermon topics was compared between the before and after 

groups, no statistical differences were found. However, the importance of hearing sermons on 

adoption was higher among women (73%) than among men (53%) and among those who had not 

taken any Bible courses (73%) than among those who had taken Bible courses (54%). 

 
Based on 294 respondents 

 
Figure 3. Importance of sermon topics for Christians 
 
 
Information Sources Used 
 
 

Respondents were given a brief definition of Pauls’ doctrine of adoption and asked to 

indicate whether or not they had used a list of six different information sources to learn about 

this doctrine.15 Half (50%) of the respondents had heard sermons on the doctrine of spiritual 

                                                        
15 The question was: Below are some other potential sources about the doctrine of spiritual adoption in 

scripture. By spiritual adoption, we mean God adopting those who believe in Christ into his family. For each of the 
following, please indicates if you have or have not received any teaching about spiritual adoption? The response 
categories were: yes, no and not sure. The items were: I have read a book, I have read an article, I have read a blog, I 
have listened to sermons by speakers other than Pastor Barton Priebe, I have listened to teaching in a class and I 
have listened to a podcast. 
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adoption by others (see Figure 4). This was followed by taking a course (41%) and reading an 

article (35%). The least used information sources were listening to a podcast (15%) and reading a 

blog (9%). These two information sources were used more by younger people and by those who 

had taken Bible courses. 16 In total, 21% had not used any of the six information sources. 

 
Based on 294 respondents 

 

 
Figure 4. Information sources used to learn about adoption 
 
 
Sermons Heard By Pastor Priebe 
 

Between January 13, 2019 and March 3, 2019, Pastor Priebe gave eight Sunday morning 

sermons on PSMMA (see appendices 2-9 for manuscripts of these sermons). Only the after 

group (n=144) was asked to indicate which sermons they heard. 

                                                        
16 For reading a blog, the percentages by age groups were: 26%, 18-29 yrs.; 16%, 30-49 yrs.; 4%, 50-69 

yrs.; 4%, 70+ yrs. For listening to a blog, the percentages by age groups were: 33%, 18-29 yrs.; 22%, 30-49 yrs.; 
15%, 50-69 yrs.; 7%, 70+yrs. For those who had teaching on this doctrine in a class, the percentage was higher for 
those who had taken Bible classes (57%) than those who had not taken any Bible classes (32%). 
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The first sermon in the series, The Introduction to Adoption, was heard by nearly all 

respondents (90%) (see Figure 5).17 The next most heard sermons were: the hope of adoption 

(84%), the riches of adoption (83%) and the family of adoption (80%). In total, about 76% of the 

respondents heard six or more sermons while about 19% heard three to five sermons and about 

3% heard two or less sermon

 

Based on 144 respondents 

 
Figure 5. Sermons on adoption heard 
 

                                                        
17 The question was: Which of the following sermons by Pastor Priebe did you hear? (Circle number of all 

that apply). The response categories were: Jan 13 – Introduction of Adoption, Jan 20 – The Riches of Adoption, Jan 
27 – The Power of Adoption (Against Religion That Make God a Boss-Like Father, Feb 3 – The Power of Adoption 
(Against Relativism That Makes God an All Permissive Father), Feb 10 – The Assurance of Adoption (Part 1), Feb 
17 – The Assurance of Adoption (Part 2), Feb 24 – The Family of Adoption, and Mar 3 – The Hope of Adoption. 
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Summary 
 
 

Sermons provide one way to instruct Christians about doctrines or truths from the 

scripture and ways to apply those truths to their lives. Nearly three-quarters of the respondents 

indicated that hearing sermons is extremely important to their lives. The two sermon topics that 

many respondents feel Christians should have a deeper understanding about were justification (or 

to be made right with God) and regeneration (or to be born again). This was followed by sermon 

topics on the attributes of God and adoption (or God adopting believers into his family).18  

The most used information source on adoption was hearing a sermon by someone else 

than Pastor Priebe. This was followed by hearing instruction about adoption in a class. In total, 

about one-fifth of the respondents had not used any of the six information sources.19 This 

suggests that many respondents had some prior knowledge or exposure to this doctrine. Slightly 

more than three-quarters of the respondents heard at least six or more sermons by Pastor Priebe. 

The most heard sermon was the Introduction on Adoption. This was followed by the sermons on 

the Hope of Adoption and the Riches of Adoption. 

 
Knowledge About PSMMA 

 
 

One goal of this study was to help increase Christians’ knowledge and understanding 

about PSMMA (described as spiritual adoption in the questionnaire) through eight sermons. 

                                                        
18 The reasons for the relative ratings of these sermon topics cannot be determined from this study. One 

reason may be that respondents believe it is most important to ensure a person understands salvation and to then 
move on to topics that pertain to Christian living. Another reason for the relative high rating of being adopted by 
God may relate to the fact that the Lead Pastor was doing studies in this area (i.e. there was announcement and 
discussion about this). 
  

19 It should be noted that if these respondents could have been identified prior to the implementation of the 
survey, they may have served as a control group (i.e. had no exposure to the doctrine of spiritual adoption). The 
sample size, however, would have been very small and thus it may have been difficult to identify any statistical 
differences. On the other hand, it seems that in this particular setting many believers had some exposure or prior 
knowledge about this doctrine. 
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Respondents’ were asked to answer a set of seventeen multiple-choice and true/false questions or 

items.20 These questions were asked of the before group who had not heard the sermons and the 

after group who had heard the sermons.21  

 
Knowledge Score 
 
 

A knowledge score was computed by taking the average number of correct answers for 

all seventeen questions. The average number of correct answers for all respondents was 10.5 or 

about 62%. The average number of correct answers was significantly higher among the after 

group (11.8 or 69%) than among the before group (9.3 or 55%) (see Figure 6).22 

 
Statistically significant difference (p </= 0.001) 

 
Figure 6. Knowledge score 

                                                        
20 Multiple-choice and true/false questions are typical question formats used to test knowledge in surveys. 

For more details, see chapter 4 “Questions for Measuring Knowledge” in Sudman and Bradburn, Asking Questions: 
A Practical Guide to Questionnaire Design, 88–118.  
 

21 For this particular setting (church), a separate random sample for the after and before groups was used to 
reduce respondent fatigue, the potential for non-response bias and the potential carry-over effect (using the same 
answers from completing the questions the first time). For a fuller discussion of the advantages of this research 
design, see Campbell and Stanley, Experimental and Quasi-Experimental Designs for Research, 53–54.  
 

22 Based on an ANNOVA F-test of pooled variances. For this study, the following asterisks are used to 
indicate statistical significance: * p </= .01; ** p </= .001.  
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Differences in Correct Knowledge Answers 
 
 

To assess changes in the knowledge score, a comparison of correct answers between the 

before and after groups was undertaken (see Table 6 on the next page). This comparison reveals 

several patterns.23 First, there were few differences between the groups for many questions. For 

example, a similar number of respondents in both groups got the correct answer that “sons of 

God” includes men and women; the doctrine emphasizes a believer’s status as one of God’s 

children;24 not everyone, by nature, is adopted by God; and believers are made heirs with Christ. 

This suggests that many respondents were already aware of different aspects of this doctrine. 

                                                        
23 The questions were: Which of the following statements do you think describe the idea of spiritual 

adoption? (Circle number(s) of ALL that apply). The response options were: Emphasizes the believer’s status as 
God’s child, Tells the big story of God saving his people, Describes the believer’s future inheritance, Strengthens 
the believer with hope to deal with suffering, None of the above, and Not sure. 
 
In the Bible, the apostle Paul uses the term “sons of God” when he talks about adoption. Who do you think term 
“sons of God” refers to? (Circle on number). The response options were: Christian men, Christian women, Both 
Christian men and women, Not sure. 
 
When do you think God the Father made his plan to adopt redeemed sinners into his family? The response options 
were: BEFORE creation, Sometime AFTER Adam and Eve sinned, but BEFORE Jesus died on the cross, AFTER 
Jesus died on the cross, and Not sure. 
 
Which of the following writers in the New Testament do you think has the most to say (greatest number of verses) 
about spiritual adoption? The response options were: John, Peter, Luke, Paul, Mark and Not Sure. 
 
Below are some general statements about spiritual adoption. For each statement, please indicate if you think it is true 
or false. The eight statements were: If we obey God, he will adopt us as one of his children; Everyone is, by nature, 
an adopted child of God; In the Old Testament, God adopted the people of Israel; The believer’s adoption is not yet 
fully complete; Before God adopts us, we are viewed by God as orphans; Struggling against sin can be evidence of 
adoption; and Speaking in tongues is evidence of adoption. 
 
Here are some pairs of statements about being a Christian. For each pair, please tell us which of the two statements 
you think is most closely related to the doctrine of spiritual adoption in scripture. (For each pair of statements, circle 
only one statement). The pairs of statement were: A. Obtaining a new spiritual nature as God’s child OR Obtaining a 
new spiritual status as God’s child; B. Receiving forgiveness of sins OR Receiving the gift of the Holy Spirit; C. 
Being pardoned before God the judge OR Being set free from spiritual slavery; D. Being made heir with Christ OR 
Being given the gift of eternal life; E. Promise of resurrection body OR Promise of not being condemned by God. 
 

24 It should be noted in the latter question (obtaining a new spiritual nature as God’s child vs obtaining a 
new spiritual status as God’s child), the percentage for the latter item was lower (58%) than in the previous question 
(91%). It may be that respondents understood the general concept that believers are God’s children, but they found it 
difficult to distinguish between “spiritual nature” and “spiritual status”. For example, some may have asked what 
does “spiritual nature” mean? No operational definition was provided for this term.  
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Table 6. Percent of people who got correct answers to knowledge questions 
 
 
Knowledge Items 
 

Before  
(n= 150) 

After 
(n=144) 

Percent 
 
General concepts of adoption 
 
• Emphasizes the believer’s status as God’s child 
• Describes the believers future inheritance 
• Strengthens believers with hope in dealing with suffering 
• Tells big story of God saving people 
 
Correct answer was selecting all four items above 
 

 
 
 

91 
81 
53 
53 

 
39 

 
 
 
          95 
          84 
          76** 
          71* 
 
          65** 

 
Questions on phrasing, timing, and writer (correct answers below) 
 
• Sons of God - refers to men and women 
• Timing of God’s plan - before creation 
• New Testament author who said the most on adoption - Paul 
 

 
 
 

98 
76 
63 

 
 
 

99 
81 
77 

 
True/false questions (correct answer in bracket) 
 
• Everyone, by nature, is adopted by God (false) 
• Speaking in tongues is evidence of adoption (false) 
 
• In Old Testament, God adopted the people of Israel (true) 
• Before God adopts us, we are viewed by God as children of wrath 

(true) 
 
• If we obey God, he will adopt us as one of his children (false) 
• Struggling against sin can be evidence of adoption (true) 
 
• The believer’s adoption is not yet fully complete (true) 
• Before God adopts us, we are viewed as orphans (false) 
 

 
 
 

85 
80 

 
67 
66 

 
 

58 
43 

 
28 
21 

 
 
 

91 
79 

 
65 
76 

 
 

67 
    76** 

 
  49* 

13 

 
Questions using paired statements (correct statement below)  
 
• Obtaining new spiritual status as God’s child 
• Receiving gift of the Holy Spirit 
• Being set free from spiritual slavery 
• Being made heir with Christ 
• Promise of resurrection body 
 

 
 
 

58 
47 
46 
85 
46 

 
 
 

73 
62 

    77** 
95 

    74** 

 
* Statistically significant difference (p = 0.001); ** Statistically significant difference (p </= 0.001) 
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Second, there were significant differences between the two groups for two areas of this 

doctrine (see Figure 7). One area focused on the concept of sin: God saving people from the 

slavery of sin; and the believer’s present struggle with sin being evidence of being adopted by 

God. A second area focused on the believer’s hope for the future: coping with present suffering 

and hope for a resurrected body. 

 

**Statistically significant difference (p </= 0.001) 

Figure 7. Percent of correct answers for selected questions 

 
Third, one area of PSMMA continues to be misunderstood. Only a small number of 

respondents answered correctly that God does not view us as orphans before we are adopted into 

his family (21% for before group and 13% for the after group). The reason for the incorrect 
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answer by both groups is not known, but it may be related to contemporary practices of adopting 

children. Typically, children who have lost both parents due to death, disappearance, or desertion 

are referred to as orphans before they are adopted into a new family. However, as noted in 

chapter 3, Paul never expounds adoption in terms of an orphan becoming a son but in terms of a 

slave becoming a son.  

 
Summary 
 
 

The responses to the knowledge questions suggest several things. First, many respondents 

seemed to have some understanding of different aspects of PSMMA prior to the hearing the 

sermons. For example, many indicated that “sons of God” refers to both men and women and 

God the Father made his plan of adoption before creation. While it is not known whether this 

understanding meant that respondents could point to specific Biblical passages about this 

doctrine, many respondents knew the correct answer to about half of questions.25 

Second, the average knowledge score was 14 percent higher for the after group (69%) 

than for the before group (55%). There were two areas of knowledge that increased considerably 

after the sermons were given. One area was the concept of sin: God providing a way to save 

people from the slavery of sin; and that the ongoing struggles Christians have with sin provides a 

piece of evidence that they have truly been adopted by God into his family. A second area 

focused on Christians’ future inheritance: hope in dealing with present suffering, and having a 

resurrected body. 

                                                        
25 While respondents were asked to complete the questionnaire by themselves, it is not known if they used 

other information sources in answering the knowledge questions. The intent here was to test this knowledge as it 
would occur in a normal church setting rather than in a more controlled setting like a classroom where outside 
materials can often be restricted (e.g. no class notes, no cell phones). It should also be emphasized that sermons 
often remind people what the scriptures say, but it is the Holy Spirit who stirs the mind and heart with what his 
heard.  
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Third, a high number of respondents in both groups still seem to misunderstand that God 

does not view us as orphans when we are not believers. The reasons for this are not clear, but it 

may be that some respondents were thinking of contemporary practices of adopting children.26  

 
Views of God and Spiritual Journey 

 
 

Another goal of this study was to determine if the sermons on PSMMA influenced 

respondents’ views of God and their relationship to him. Respondents were asked about their 

views in approaching God, the frequency of addressing him as Father in their prayers, whether 

they had any doubts about their salvation, their views about dealing with sin, and the frequency 

of thanking God for being part of his family. This section summarizes the data for both the 

respondents’ views of God and their spiritual journey. 

 
Approaching God 
 
 

To determine respondents’ views in approaching God, they were asked to indicate the 

extent to which they agreed or disagreed with six different attitude statements (see Figure 8 on 

the next page, which is based on 294 respondents. Unshaded area denotes not sure).27 Half the 

statements were positively worded and half were negatively worded.28  

                                                        
26 It should be noted that this may be the first time a knowledge test about the doctrine of adoption has been 

given to a general audience. While an effort was made to ensure this question was clear, no cognitive interviews 
(e.g. what does this question or word mean to you?) were undertaken with potential respondents to determine if 
respondents had a similar understanding of the question.  
 

27 The question was: Below are a few statements Christians have made about the ways they view their 
relationship with God. Please indicate the extent to which you agree or disagree with each statement. The statements 
were: I can draw close to him without fear, I feel he is silent or not listening to me when I need him, He is too 
demanding, I can enjoy a close relationship with him, He is hard to please, and He loves me unconditionally. 

 
28 It should be noted here that no attempt was made to develop a psychometric Likert attitude scale with 10 

positively worded and 10 negatively worded statements (Klopfer,1976). The intent here was to gauge general 
perceptions of Christians’ views in approaching God. 
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Based on 294 respondents; unshaded areas denote not sure 
 

Figure 8. View about approaching God 
 
 

A high number of respondents strongly agreed that God loves them unconditionally 

(94%), they can draw close to him (90%) and they enjoy a close relationship with him (88%). A 

considerable number of respondents also strongly disagreed that God is too demanding (82%), 

He is hard to please (70%) and He is silent or not listening to me (69%). When the responses to 

these questions were compared between the before and after groups, no significance differences 

were found. 
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Assurance of Salvation 
 
 

Christians sometimes struggle with assurance of their salvation (i.e. believing that God 

fully loves them and accepts them through Jesus Christ). Respondents were asked if they had any 

doubts about the assurance of their salvation. A high majority (89%) indicated that they never or 

rarely have doubts about their salvation (see Figure 9, which is based on 294 respondents). The 

percentage indicating never or rarely was similar among the before group (87%) and the after 

group (90%). 

 

Based on 294 respondents 

Figure 9. Assurance of salvation 

 
Those who rarely or never had doubts about their salvation tended to be higher among 

members (92%) than among non-members (79%). This suggests that something about the 

process of believers becoming members helps them become more assured about their salvation. 

Respondents were also asked if they felt the assurance of their salvation had increased, 

stayed about the same or decreased compared to three months ago. The percentage of 
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respondents indicating that the assurance of their salvation increased greatly or slightly was 

higher among the after group (59%) than among the before group (39%) (see Figure 10).29 Most 

of this increase occurred in the percent indicating “slightly increased” (20% for before vs 37% 

for after). 

 

Statistically significant difference p = 0.001 

Figure 10. Assurance of salvation by before and after groups 

 
The after group was further asked the extent to which Pastor Priebe’s sermons had 

influenced their assurance of salvation.30 About 60% indicated their assurance of salvation had 

been influenced a great deal (26%) or quite a bit (34%) by these sermons. By contrast, about 

40% indicated the sermons had helped a little (26%) or not much at all (15%). The percentage 

                                                        
29 The question was: Over the past 3 months, do you feel your assurance of salvation or inner confidence of 

being one of God’s children has . . . increased greatly (before = 18% vs after = 20%), increased slightly (before = 
20% vs after = 37%), stayed about the same (before = 59% vs after = 40%), decreased slightly (before = 3% vs after 
=1%) and decreased greatly (before = 0% vs after 0%). 
 

30 The question was: To what extent do feel your assurance of salvation has been influenced by Pastor 
Priebe’s sermons on adoption? If you did not hear any of these sermons, please check this box. 
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indicating their assurance had been influenced a great deal or quite a bit was higher among those 

who had no Bible training (65%) than those who had Bible training (50%). 

 
Spiritual Journey 
 
 

Respondents were also asked several questions about their spiritual journey or their walk 

with God, particularly with a view to what PSMMA is intended to address. These questions 

included: the frequency of addressing God as Father in their prayers; their views of being 

accepted by God; their views about four different ways Christians may deal with sin; and the 

frequency of thanking God for being part of his family.31 

While no significant differences were found between the before and after groups for these 

questions (see Table 7 on page 231), the results for all respondents indicate: 

• A majority of respondents (71%) pray to God as Father once or more a day. The 

frequency of addressing God as Father in their prayers has not changed for many 

respondents (88%) in the last 3 months. 

                                                        
31 The questions were: When you pray to God, how often do you address him as “Father”? Compared to 3 

months ago, has the number of times you have addressed God as ‘Father” in your prayers. The response options 
were: Two or more times a day, Once a day (seven times a week), Four to six times a week, One to three times a 
week, Less than once a week, and Rarely or never. 
 
When you have a spiritually “good day” (read your Bible, show love to others, avoid sin, etc.) do you feel more, 
about the same, or less confident to approach God in prayer? The response options were: More, About the same, and 
Less. 
 
When you have a spiritually “poor day” (don’t read your Bible, in conflict with others, sin, etc.) do you feel more, 
about the same, or less confident to approach God in prayer? The response options were: More, About the same, and 
Less. 
 
To what extent do you agree or disagree with the statement “Because I am one of God’s children I do not need to 
work at earning his acceptance.” The response options were: Strongly disagree, Mildly disagree, Not sure, Mildly 
agree, and Strongly agree. 
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• While some respondents feel more confident approaching God on a spiritually “good 

day” (41%) than a spiritually “bad day” (15%), a majority of respondents have similar 

level of confidence in approaching God on both types of days (around 60%). 

• Close to two-thirds of the respondents in both groups agreed that they do not need to 

work for God’s acceptance. 

The percentage who addressed God as Father in prayer once or more per day increased 

with age (see Figure 11). The percentage who had similar levels of confidence in approaching 

God on a spiritually “good day” and “bad day” was also higher for older people.32 

 
 
Figure 11. Addressing God as Father in prayer once or more per day by age groups 

                                                        
32 The percentages who answered staying the same on spiritually ‘good day’ by age groups were: 40%, 18-

29 yrs.; 46%, 30-49 yrs.; 69%, 50-69 yrs.; 61%, 70+ yrs. On a spiritually poor day, the percentages about staying the 
same were: 30%, 18-29 yrs.; 58%, 20-49 yrs.; 63%,50-69 yrs.; 73%,70+ yrs. The percentage who addressed God as 
Father one or more times a day also increased with years of being a Christian: 64%, 0-19 yrs.; 57%, 20-30 yrs.; 
71%, 35-50 yrs.; 87%, 51+ yrs. 
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Table 7. Addressing God as Father in prayer and feeling accepted by God 
 

 
Questions  

 

Before 
(n=150) 

After 
(n=144) 

Percent 
 
Frequency of praying to God as “Father” 
 
• Two or more times a day 
• Once a day (seven times a week) 
• Four to six times a week 
• One to three times a week 
• Less than once a week 
• Rarely or Never 

 

 
 
 

52 
21 
8 
9 
4 
7 

 
 
 

61 
10 
16 
5 
2 
6 

 
Compared to 3 months ago, has number of times of praying to God as 
Father… 
 
• Increased 
• Stayed about the same 
• Decreased 

 

 
 
 
 

7 
92 
1 

 
 
 
 

16 
84 
0 

 
Level of confidence approaching God in prayer on a spiritually ‘good 
day’ 
• More 
• About the same 
• Less 

 

 
 
 

41 
58 
1 

 
 
 

40 
60 
0 

 
Level of confidence approaching God in prayer on a spiritually ‘poor day’ 
 
• More 
• About the same 
• Less 

 

 
 

 
17 
63 
20 

 
 

 
14 
64 
22 

 
Attitude of being accepted by God – extent of agreement with the 
following statement “Because I am one of God’s children I do not need to 
work at earning his acceptance.” 
 
• Strongly disagree 
• Mildly disagree 
• Not sure 
• Mildly agree 
• Strongly agree 

 

 
 
 
 
 

23 
10 
5 
12 
51 

 
 
 
 
 

22 
7 
6 
9 
57 
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Respondents were also asked about four approaches in dealing with personal sin.33 They 

were asked the extent to which they agreed or disagreed with each approach (see Figure 12 on 

the next page). It was expected that if Christians applied PSMMA to their life, the most 

appropriate response would be accepting responsibility to fight against sin and asking the Holy 

Spirit for help (see sermon on “The Power of Adoption Part 2” in appendix 5). A large number 

of respondents (89%) strongly agreed with this view. The responses were similar among 

respondents in the before group (91%) and the after group (87%). There were, however, some 

respondents (27% agreed) who felt that they must fight against sin on their own. In regards to 

this view, no statistical differences were found between the before and after groups.34 

Overall, these results suggest that even though many respondents agree with the 

appropriate view of dealing with sin, it seems some Christians still feel they must deal with this 

matter without the help of the Holy Spirit. This view seemed to be more prevalent among those 

who do not belong to a community group.35 

Another question focused on thanking God for being adopted into his family (see Table 8 

on page 234).36 About 38% of all respondents indicated they thanked God for being adopted into  

                                                        
33 Please indicate the extent to which you agree or disagree with each of the following statements. The 

statements were: It really does not matter if I sin because God has already adopted me as his child; I do not need to 
fight against sin because the Holy Spirit will do it for me; Since the Holy Spirit will not fight against my sin for me, 
I must do it; I need to take responsibility to fight against sin and ask the Holy Spirit to help me. The response 
options were: strongly disagree, mildly disagree, not sure, mildly agree, and strongly agree. 
 

34 It should be noted that the percentage among the after group (55% strongly disagreed) was higher than 
the before group (39% strongly disagreed). While the p value (0.012) was slightly above the 0.01 level, the direction 
of the p value suggests the sermons may have been helpful in correcting this view. 
 

35 The percentage that strongly disagreed with this statement was higher among those who were in 
community group (55%) than those who were not in a community group (36%). 

 
36 The first question was: How often do you thank God for adopting you into his family? That is, that you 

are one of his children. The response options were: two or three times a day, once a day (seven times a week), four 
to six times a week, one to three times a week, less than once a week, and rarely or never. The second question was: 
Compared to 3 months ago, has the number of times you have thanked God for adopting you into his 
family…increased, stayed about the same, or decreased. 
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Based on 294 respondents; unshaded areas denote not sure 

Figure 12. Views on dealing with sin 

 
his family one or more times a day. By comparison, about 71% addressed God as Father one or 

more times a day. The frequency of thanking God for being part of his family was similar among 

the before and after group. However, the frequency of thanking God for being adopted into his 

family tended to be higher among older Christians and the length of years being a Christian.37 

                                                        
37 The percentages who thanked God for being adopted into His family once or more a day increased with 

age: 20%, 18 -29 yrs.; 22%, 20-49 yrs.; 34%, 50-69 yrs.; 54%, 70+ yrs. It also increased with years of being a 
Christian: 25%, 0-19 yrs.; 29%, 20-30 yrs.; 31%, 36-50 yrs.; 57%, 51+ yrs.). 

Percent 
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Table 8. Thanking God for being adopted into his family 

 
 

Questions  
 

Before 
(n=150) 

After 
(n=144) 

Percent 
 
Frequency of thanking God for being adopted into His family 
 
• Two or more times a day 
• Once a day (seven times a week) 
• Four to six times a week 
• Once or three times a week 
• Less than once a week 
• Rarely or Never 

 

 
 
 

18 
18 
11 
19 
20 
14 

 
 
 

20 
20 
10 
22 
20 
8 

 
Compared to 3 months ago, has number of times you have thanked God 
for adopting you into his family… 
 
• Increased 
• Stayed about the same 
• Decreased 

 

 
 
 
 

12 
86 
1 

 
 
 
 

    42** 
58 
1 

** Statistically significant difference (p </= 0.001) 
 
 

When asked if the frequency of thanking him for being part of his family had changed 

since three months ago, the percentage who indicated it had increased was much higher among 

the after group (42%) than among the before group (12%) (see Figure 13 on the next page). The 

percentage who indicated “increased” was also higher among those who belonged to community 

groups (34%) than those who did not belong to community groups (19%).  
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Statistically significant difference (p </= 0.001). 

 
Figure 13. Percentage who indicated their frequency of thanking God for being part of his family 
increased since 3 months ago 
 
 
Usefulness of Sermons To Your Walk with God 
 

 
Only the after group was asked about the overall usefulness of the sermons to their 

spiritual journey or walk with God. About 77% of the respondents indicated they found the 

sermons either extremely or very useful (see Figure 14). By contrast, very few indicated slightly  

or not useful (7%).38 

While no statistical differences were found in the responses to this question for any of the 

demographic groups, the percentage indicating extremely or very useful was higher among those 

who heard the sermon on the Power of Adoption (Against Relativism That Makes God an All-

Permissive Father) (74%) than those who did not hear this sermon (56%). 

 

                                                        
38 The question was: All in all, how useful has Pastor Priebe’s sermons on spiritual adoption been to your 

walk with God? If you did not hear of these sermons, please check this box. 
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Based on 144 respondents 

 
Figure 14. Usefulness of sermons to your walk with God 
 
 
Summary 
 

The responses to the views of God and their spiritual journey, or walk with God, reveal 

several patterns. First, many respondents hold views about approaching God that are consistent 

with the PSMMA prior to the sermons. A high number of respondents agreed that God loves 

them unconditionally, they are able to draw close to him without fear, and they enjoy a close 

relationship to him. A high number of respondents also disagreed that God is too demanding, 

hard to please, and silent. After the sermons, these views did not change. 

Second, many respondents had few doubts about the assurance of their salvation prior to 

the sermons. This was likely influenced by the fact that the average respondent has been a 

Christian for forty-one years and a member of Central Baptist (a church known for its strong 

emphasis on biblical teaching) for twenty years. Thus, respondents would have been well taught 

on other doctrines such as justification that also contribute to a person’s assurance of salvation. 

That being said, the percentage of respondents who indicated their assurance of faith had 
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Useful
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Useful
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17%
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increased since three months ago was higher among the after group than among the before group. 

This suggests the sermons were helpful to some respondents in confirming their assurance of 

salvation. 

Third, many respondents prayed to God as Father once or more a day prior to the 

sermons. This practice tended to increase with age and with years of being a Christian. After the 

sermons, this practice did not change. The frequency of praying to God as Father one or more 

times a day was much higher than thanking God one or more times a day for being adopted into 

his family. After the sermons, the percentage who indicated the number of times had increased 

since three months ago was much higher among the after group than among the before group. 

This suggests the sermons helped some respondents to be more cognizant of thanking God for 

being part of his family. 

Fourth, about three-fifths of the respondents felt they did not need to work for acceptance 

by God prior to the sermons. A similar percentage of respondents also indicated their confidence 

in approaching God was similar or the same on a spiritually “good day” and on spiritually “bad 

day”. After the sermons, these views did not change.  

Fifth, many respondents had the correct view of fighting sin prior to the sermons. That is, 

they believed it was their responsibility to fight against sin and they needed the Holy Spirit to 

help them. At the same time, slightly more than one-quarter of the respondents felt they must 

fight sin on their own or without the help of the Holy Spirit. After the sermons, these views did 

not change. Thus, while many agree with the appropriate way to deal with sin, some still struggle 

with what it means for the Holy Spirit to help them. One possible way to address this may be 

joining a community group.  
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Overall, many respondents already held views of God that were consistent with the 

doctrine of adoption prior to the sermons. Thus, it may make it more difficult to see changes in 

views of respondents. The prevalence of these pre-existing views seems to be related to the fact 

that many congregants are older, long-time Christians, and long-time members of Central Baptist 

Church.39 At the same time, the sermons were helpful in confirming the assurance of salvation 

for some believers and helping them to be more cognizant of thanking God more frequently for 

being adopted into his family.  

 
The Church Family 

 
 

Another goal of this study was to determine if the sermons on PSMMA affected 

respondents’ attitudes and behaviours toward fulfilling several key responsibilities of belonging 

to a church family. Again, these questions were reverse engineered from the end goals that the 

apostle Paul lays out in his teaching on adoption as outlined in chapter 3.40 

Respondents were asked about their commitment to the church and the importance and 

frequency of attending church, being a volunteer and giving. They were also asked about the 

extent to which they feel problems may exist in the church (i.e. whether or not they thought some 

people felt excluded from the church family). 

 
Church Attendance 
 
 

Church attendance is one way to measure the level of commitment that believers 

demonstrate to the family of God.  It is recognized that this is a limited picture of commitment. 

                                                        
39 A demographic profile of the respondents is provided in the Demographic section on pages 249-252. 
 
40 See pages 195-203. 
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However, attendance at corporate worship provides a basic starting point. The results for all 

respondents indicate:41  

• 94% believe that each Christian should be committed to the church. 

• 97% believe it is either extremely or very important to attend church on a regular basis. 

• 69% attended Central Baptist Church at least once a week in the past 12 months. 

• 84% think the number of times they attend Central Baptist Church will stay the same 

over the next 12 months.  

No statistical differences were found between the before and after groups in regards to 

their commitment to the church, the importance of attending church and the frequency of 

attending church (see Table 9). The importance of attending church on a regular basis, however, 

was slightly higher among members (97%) than among non-members (91%).  

Attending church once or more a week was also higher among those who were part of a 

community group (75%) than those who were not part of a community group (63%) and among 

both younger (90%, 18-29 yrs.) and older people (85%, 70+yrs) than among middle-aged adults 

(59%, 30-49 yrs.; 54%, 50-69 yrs.). 

 

 

 

                                                        
41 The questions were: Next, we have a few questions about different aspects of belonging to a church 

family. Which of the following statements best describe your view about belonging to a church family?  
 
How important do you think it is for believers to attend a church service on a regular basis?  
 
Over the past 12 months, how often did you attend a church service at Central Baptist Church? 
 
During the next 12 months, do you think the number of times you will regularly attend Central Baptist Church will 
increase, stay about the same or decrease? Please tell us why? Response options for all questions are presented in 
Table 9. 
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. 
Table 9. Commitment to the church and church attendance 

 
 

Questions 
 

Before 
(n=150) 

After 
(n=144) 

Percent 
 
General Attitudes About Commitment to Church 
 
• It does not matter if you attend church as long as you love Jesus 
• Every Christian who loves Jesus should be committed to a church 
• Something else 
• Not sure/not indicated 

 
 
 

0 
94 
3 
2 
 

 
 
 

0 
94 
5 
1 
 

 
Importance of believers attending church on a regular basis 
 
• Not at all important 
• Slightly important 
• Somewhat important 
• Very important 
• Extremely important 

 

 
 
 

0 
0 
3 
47 
50 

 
 
 

0 
0 
3 
42 
54 

 
Frequency of attending Central Baptist Church in past 12 months 
 
• Once or more a month 
• Two or three times a month 
• About once a month 
• Less than once a month 
 

 
 
 

66 
31 
2 
1 

 
 
 

73 
23 
2 
2 
 

 
Number of times of regularly attending Central Baptist Church in next 12 
months will… 
 
• Increase 
• Stay the same 
• Decrease 
• Not Indicated 

 

 
 
 
 

11 
85 
3 
1 

 
 
 
 

12 
83 
3 
1 

 
 
Volunteering 

 

Respondents were also asked about their views on volunteering in the church, whether or not 

they had volunteered in the past twelve months and the likeliness of being a volunteer six months 
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from now. 42 Again, volunteering is not the only way to measure a believer’s commitment to the 

family of God but, like church attendance, it provides one area for measurement. The results for 

all respondents indicate: 

• 89% think it is either extremely or very important to do volunteer work in the church. 

• 79% did some volunteer work in the past 12 months.43 

• 84% indicated they were either very likely (67%) or somewhat likely (17%) that they 

would be a volunteer 6 months from now.  

No statistical differences were found between the before and after groups in regards to 

being a volunteer at Central Baptist (see Table 10). The importance of doing volunteer work, 

however, was higher among members (84%) than non-members (64%). Having been a volunteer 

in the past twelve months and plans to be a volunteer six months from now was higher among 

those who belonged to a community group than those who did not belong to a group (see Figure 

15 on the next page). 

 
Table 10. Doing volunteer work 

 
 

Questions 
 

Before 
(n=150) 

After 
(n=144) 

Percent 
Importance of doing volunteer work at church 
 
• Not at all important 
• Slightly important 
• Somewhat important 
• Very important 
• Extremely important 

 

 
 

0 
4 
21 
49 
26 

 
 

0 
1 
17 
57 
26 

                                                        
42 The first question was: How important do you think it is for believers to be involved in volunteer work at 

a church? During the past 12 months, did you do any volunteer work at Central Baptist Church? No, Yes (If yes, 
please describe the type of ministry). The second question was: How likely is it that you will be a volunteer at 
Central Baptist Church 6 months from now? Response options for these questions are provided in Table 10. 
 

43 This finding suggests that considerably more people are in involved in doing volunteer work at Central 
Baptist Church than is sometimes assumed (20%). Respondents were asked to identify the kind of volunteer work 
they did. Over 100 individual volunteer activities were identified. 
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Questions 

 

Before 
(n=150) 

After 
(n=144) 

Percent 
 
Participation in volunteer work at Central Baptist Church in past 12 
months 
 
• No 
• Yes 

 
 
 
 

21 
77 

 

 
 
 
 

19 
81 

 
Likeliness of being a volunteer 6 months from now 
 
• Very likely 
• Somewhat likely 
• Not too likely 
• Not at all likely 

 
 
 

67 
17 
11 
3 

 
 
 

68 
23 
2 
2 
 

 
 

 
Statistically significant difference (p </= .001) 

 
Figure 15. Volunteering at Central Baptist Church 
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Tithing  
 
 

As demonstrated in chapter 3, Paul connects material generosity with being part of the 

family of God (i.e. - brothers and sisters in Christ are to care for one another and be financially 

involved in God’s work around the world.) Based on this, respondents were asked about the 

importance of tithing or giving financial donations to the church on a regular basis, whether they 

provided financial donations to Central Baptist Church in 2018 and whether they had considered 

giving more generously in 2019.44  

The results indicate: 

• 92% think it is either extremely or very important to tithe or give a financial donation on 

a regular basis. 

• 92% had given a financial donation in 2018.45 

• 37% indicated they had considered a great deal or quite a bit giving more generously in 

2019. 

When the responses to these questions were compared between the before and after 

groups, one significant difference occurred (see Table 11 on the next page). The percentage who 

indicated a “great deal” was higher for the after group (12%) than for the before group (5%).  

 

                                                        
44 The questions were: How important do you think it is for believers to tithe or give a financial donation to 

the church on a regular basis?  
 
During the year of 2018, did you provide any financial donations to the Central Baptist Church? 
 
To what extent have you considered giving more generously of your money to Central Baptist Church in 2019? 
Response options for these questions are provided in Table 11. 

 
45 An independent check was made to help verify this statistic. In 2018, Central Baptist Church issued 402 

individual tax receipts for financial giving. While these receipts are confidential, the estimated number of 
respondents who gave a donation in 2018 (0.92 x 416 = 382) is quite close to the actual number of tax receipts that 
were issued. 
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Table 11. Providing financial support 

 
 

Questions 
 

Before 
(n=150) 

After 
(n=144) 

Percent 
 
Importance to tithe or make financial donation on a regular basis 
 
• Not at all important 
• Slightly important 
• Somewhat important 
• Very important 
• Extremely important 

 

 
 
 

0 
0 
9 
47 
44 

 
 
 

0 
1 
8 
42 
49 

 
Providing financial donation to Central Baptist Church in 2018 
 
• No 
• Yes 

 
 
 

7 
93 

 
 
 

6 
81 

 
 
Extent considered giving more generously to Central Baptist Church in 
2019 
 
• A great deal 
• Quite a bit 
• A little 
• Not much at all 

 
 
 

5 
37 
38 
20 

 
 
 

12* 
20 
49 
19 

 
*Statistically significant difference (p </= 0.01) 
 

 
The percentage who indicated they had considered it a great deal and quite a bit 

tended to be higher among younger people (63%, 18-29 yrs) than among middle-age (41%, 30-

49 yrs) and older people (43%, 50-69 yrs, 26%, 70+ yrs); (see Figure 16 on the next page). It was 

also higher among Christians who were younger in age.46 

 

                                                        
46 The percentages indicating a great deal and quite a bit by age groups were: 60%, 0-19 yrs.; 44%, 20-30 

yrs.; 34%, 36 – 50 yrs.; and 20%, 51+ years. 
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Figure 16. Extent considered giving more generously to Central Baptist in 2019 by age groups 
 
 
Perceived Social Problems 
 
 

An important part of PSMMA is social inclusivity within the family of God. Some social 

problems that can affect the feeling of belonging to church family are: racism, classism, sexism, 

indifference, and loneliness. Respondents were asked to indicate the extent to which each of 

these was a problem at Central Baptist Church (see Figure 17).47 The percent indicating a big 

problem were:  

                                                        
47 The question was: Listed below are some social problems that may or may not occur in churches. 

Thinking about Central Baptist Church at the present time, please indicate if you believe each of the following is not 
a problem, a little problem, or big problem. If you are not sure, please indicate not sure. The items were: Racism 
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• 2% for sexism (particularly women who are treated poorly because they are women). 
 

• 3% for racism (people are treated poorly because of their ethnicity). 
 

• 8% for classism (people are treated poorly because of their socio-economic status). 
 

• 19% for indifference (lack of enthusiasm for the church). 
 

• 21% for loneliness (people do not feel they belong to the church).  
 
 

 

Based on 294 respondents; unshaded area denotes not sure 

 
Figure 17. Perceived social problems at Central Baptist Church 
 

                                                        
(people treated poorly because of their ethnicity; Classism (people are treated poorly because of their socio-
economic status), Sexism (people, particularly women, are treated poorly because of their gender); Indifference 
(people have a lack of enthusiasm for the church); Loneliness (people do not feel they belong to the church). 
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No statistical differences were found between the before and after groups regarding these 

perceived social problems. While these questions were viewed by different demographic groups, 

almost no differences were found.48  

 
Summary 
 
 

A key part of PSMMA is understanding and living out the social responsibilities that 

come from being part of a church family. Many respondents believed that every Christian who 

loves Jesus should be committed to the church.  

Three aspects of this commitment were examined. One part of this commitment is 

attending church on a regular basis. Prior to the sermons, a very high percentage of respondents 

believe it was important to attend church on a regular basis, about two-thirds attended church 

once or more a week and high number plan to continue attending Central Baptist Church over the 

next 12 months. The commitment to attend church once or more a week was higher among those 

who belonged to a community group. After the sermons, there was very little change in the 

responses to these questions. 

A second part of this commitment involves doing volunteer work. Prior to the sermons, a 

high number of respondents believe it is important to do volunteer work, did volunteer work at 

Central Baptist Church in the past 12 months and plan to be a volunteer 6 months from now. A 

factor that seems to be contributing to the current level and future intention to be a volunteer six 

months from now is being part of a community group. Similar levels of commitment to doing 

volunteer work were found in the after group. 

                                                        
48 Those who viewed sexism as not a problem tended to be higher among those who had not taken any bible 

classes (84%) than among those who had taken bible classes (65%). The reasons for this are not clear. 
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A third part of this commitment is tithing or financial giving. Prior to the sermons, a high 

percentage of respondents think it is important to give a financial donation and gave a donation 

in 2018. A small percentage of people indicated they had considered increasing their giving a 

great deal in 2019. The plan to increase their giving in 2019 tended to be higher among younger 

people. While the views on the importance of giving and percentage of actual giving in 2018 

stayed the same after the sermons, the percentage indicating they had considered a great deal 

about giving more generously in 2019 went up slightly. 

A fourth part of this commitment is ensuring that people feel inclusive or being part of 

the church family. Prior to the sermons, a very small number of people viewed racism, sexism 

and classism as a big problem at Central Baptist Church. However, about one-fifth of the 

respondents indicated that indifference and loneliness is a big problem at Central Baptist Church. 

These views did not change after the sermons. These perceptions remind church leaders, 

particularly in a large church, that they need to develop ways to get people connecting with one 

another and to develop practical ways to show care to those who are hurting. 

Overall, many respondents seemed to have strong commitment to church attendance, 

being a volunteer and tithing on a regular basis prior to the sermons. Since many people are 

fulfilling these responsibilities associated with the doctrine of adoption, encouraging increased 

commitment to three different responsibilities through the sermons may be difficult to measure. 

One area where the sermons seem to have been helpful is encouraging younger people to give 

more generously in 2019. 
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Demographics 
 
 

A final goal of this study was to develop a profile of the respondents to help better 

understand and interpret the findings. In response to eight questions, respondents tended to be 

older, long-time Christians and long-time members of Central Baptist Church. Specifically: 

• 73% were members and the average length of membership was 20 years. 
 

• The average length of being a Christian was 41 years. 
 

• 53% were in a community group. 
 

• 34% had taken some Bible classes. 
 

• 72% were 50 years and older (see Figure 18). 
 

• 60% were female. 
 

• 85% North American/European (Caucasian) and 9% had Asian ethnic background. 
 

 
Based on 294 respondents 

 
Figure 18. Breakdown of respondents by age groups 
 
 
When these demographic characteristics were compared between the before and after groups, no 

statistical differences or biases were found (see Table 11 on the next page). 
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Table 12. Demographic characteristics 

 
 

Characteristics 
 

Before 
(n=150) 

After 
(n=144) 

Percent 
 
Member of Central Baptist Church 
 
• No 
• Yes 
 

Average (Mean) Years a Member 
Average (Mean) Years a Christian 
 

 
 
 

29 
71 

 
(20.0) 
(41.2) 

 
 
 

24 
76 

 
(20.5) 
(41.5) 

 
Currently involved in community group at Central Baptist Church 
 
• No 
• Yes 

 
 

 
47 
53 

 

 
 

 
46 
53 

 
Taken any Bible classes at a Bible college, seminary, etc. 
 
• No 
• Yes 

 
 
 

69 
30 

 

 
 
 

61 
39 

 
Age groups 
 
• 18 – 29 years 
• 30 – 49 years 
• 50 – 69 years 
• 70 years and older 

 

 
 
 

8 
23 
26 
43 

 

 
 
 

6 
18 
42 
35 

 
 
Sex 
 
• Female 
• Male 

 
 
 

55 
44 

 
 
 

65 
34 

 
 
Ethnic Identification 
 
• African Canadian 
• Asian or Pacific Islander 
• East Indian or Indo Pakistani 
• Indigenous Peoples 
• North American 

 
 
 
 

1 
11 
1 
1 
83 

 
 
 
 

1 
7 
1 
0 
91 
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The average number of years being a Christian and the average years of being a member 

increased with age (see Figure 19). The percentage who had taken Bible classes, however, did 

not vary by age.49 

 

 
Figure 19. Average years of being a Christian and being a member by age groups 
 
 
Summary 
 

In terms of Christian experience, the average number of years of being a Christian was 

about 41 years. Close to three-quarters of the respondents were members and had been a 

member, on average, for about 20 years. About half of the respondents were involved with a 

community group and about one-third had taken some Bible classes. Demographically, about 

72% were 50 years and older, 60% were female, 85% were Caucasian, and 9% had a Asian 

                                                        
49 The percentages who had taken Bible classes by age groups were: 37%,18-29 yrs.; 38%, 30-49 yrs.; 29%, 

50–69 yrs.; and 37%, 70+ years. 
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ethnic background. No demographic differences between the before and after group were found. 

This suggests there are no demographic biases in these two groups. 

 
Concluding Analysis 

 
 

Based on these findings, several conclusions may be drawn. First, biblical teachings or 

sermons are important to many Christians. Even though many Christians put a high priority on 

the topics of justification and regeneration, a considerable number of Christians also believe it is 

important to hear sermons on the doctrine of adoption. While many of the respondents had been 

exposed to this doctrine, only about half of the respondents had heard any sermon on this 

doctrine. A considerable number of respondents heard six out of the eight sermons on adoption 

by Pastor Priebe. 

Second, the knowledge about the doctrine of adoption seemed to be influenced by Pastor 

Priebe’s sermons. Two particular areas where knowledge of this doctrine increased related to 

concept of sin and the hope for the future. After the sermons had been given, correct answers 

were much higher about 1) God’s plan to set his children or believers’ free from the slavery of 

sin, 2) struggling with sin as evidence of being one of God’s children, and 3) believers being 

strengthened with hope in dealing with suffering, particularly through the hope of a resurrected 

body. At the same time, many respondents prior to the sermons seemed to be already familiar 

with different aspects of the doctrine or possibly could discern the correct answer from the 

question (e.g. that “sons of men” meant men and women, that God’s plan to redeem sinners into 

family occurred before creation, and that the apostle Paul wrote most of the verses on this 

doctrine). 
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Third, the sermons on adoption also seemed to influence the Christian’s assurance of 

salvation and giving thanks to God for being part of his family. While many of the respondents 

had few doubts about their faith, the sermons helped to confirm this assurance of salvation for 

some people. Compared to 3 months ago, more people also indicated they had increased the 

number of times they thanked God for adopting them into his family after the sermons were 

given. At the same time, prior to the sermons, many respondents had the correct view of fighting 

against sin and many do not feel they need to work to earn God’s acceptance and do not view 

God differently on spiritually “good day” or spiritually “bad day.” One of the factors that seem 

to be influencing this stability in approaching God is that many respondents were older and had 

been a Christian for many years. One area where some Christians still struggle is a view that they 

must fight sin by themselves or without the help of the Holy Spirit.  

Fourth, the commitment to the church and fulfilling the responsibilities of being part of 

the church family to a large extent seems to have been prevalent prior to the sermons. Many 

respondents not only recognized the importance of church attendance, doing volunteer work, and 

tithing, but already seem to be carrying out these responsibilities and plan to continue to do so in 

the near future. Since many people are already living out the doctrine of adoption in these areas, 

the effect of the sermons may be more difficult to discern. The sermons, however, were helpful 

in encouraging younger people to give more generously in 2019. 
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CHAPTER 5 
 

IMPLICATIONS FROM THE FINDINGS 
 

 
It was the early conviction of this project that the apostle Paul intended his teaching on 

adoption to transform key areas of a believer’s life. Yet, it was also this researcher’s initial 

understanding that Paul’s soteriological metaphor and model of adoption (PSMMA) had 

received little attention throughout Church history and had been eclipsed by the Protestant and 

Evangelical emphases on justification and regeneration. If these initial ideas were true then it 

followed that contemporary believers lacked the transforming potential that an encounter with 

PSMMA could have in their lives.  

In light of the above, this project researched what Paul taught about adoption (see 

chapters 2 and 3) and designed an experiment that enabled a group of believers to encounter 

PSMMA for the purpose of measuring its effect in their lives (see chapter 4). Having completed 

the experiment and reported the findings, the purpose of this final chapter is to suggest key 

implications from the findings that relate to the research question, “what effect will an 8-part 

sermon series on Paul’s doctrine of adoption have in the lives of participants from Central 

Baptist Church, Victoria?” This chapter will suggest eight implications. 

 
The Influence of the Pulpit for Communicating PSMMA 

 
First, the pulpit is a highly influential medium for communicating PSMMA. The evidence 

of this study runs against the notion that preaching for 30-45 minutes no longer works or is no 

longer valued by believers living in a culture dominated by visual media. The vast majority 

(97%) of respondents indicated that hearing sermons from the Bible was extremely important or 
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very important to their lives.1 The influence of the pulpit was also seen in the fact that the top 

communication medium through which believers had heard of adoption was sermons preached 

by people other than this researcher.2 On the particular subject of hearing this researcher’s 

sermons on PSMMA, 77% of respondents indicated that the sermons were either extremely 

useful or very useful.3 These responses should fortify the preacher’s conviction concerning the 

importance of preaching the Bible, even among people whose lives are saturated by many forms 

of media. It also suggests that preaching is an effective means for those wishing to communicate 

PSMMA. 

 
The Need for Greater Depth of Teaching on PSMMA from the Pulpit 

 
Second, there is a need for greater depth of teaching on PSMMA from the pulpit. It has 

been argued throughout this project that PSMMA has been a neglected subject within the 

teaching ministry of the Church. While this is generally true, the findings demonstrate that it is 

incorrect to define this neglect in terms of a complete absence of teaching. Most respondents 

(79%) had heard something about adoption through various information sources and the 

knowledge scores in the before group revealed that respondents possessed a basic understanding 

of PSMMA.4 Yet, as hypothesized, there were significant statistical differences in the 

knowledge scores between the before and after group.5 This demonstrated that those in the 

                                                
1 See Figure 2 on page 215. 
 
2 See Figure 4 on page 217.  
 
3 See Figure 14 on page 236. 
 
4 See Figure 4 on page 217 and Figure 6 on page 220. 
 
5 See Figure 6 on page 220 and Table 6 on page 222. 
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before group possessed a rudimentary understanding of PSMMA while those in the after group 

benefited from greater depth of teaching on the subject.  

If other ministry settings are similar to Central Baptist in that believers possess a basic 

understanding of PSMMA then the findings reveal a need for greater depth of preaching on 

PSMMA. This need is well illustrated by comments from respondents in the before group. When 

asked how often the respondent thanked God for being adopted into His family, the before group 

included comments such as the following: “Don’t think about the adoption part of salvation so 

much,” “Have never seen it that way,” “Have not really thought about it much,” and “Until very 

recently, I knew very little of God's adoption, even though I read my Bible.”6 These comments 

reveal an elementary knowledge of PSMMA that needs further teaching. 

Comments from those in the after group reflected the benefit that was received from 

greater depth of teaching on PSSMA from the pulpit. One respondent said, “After listening to the 

sermon series on adoption, I feel like I have a deeper understanding of what it means to be 

adopted into God’s family.”7 Another said, “Over the years I have many times heard spiritual 

adoption referenced in books, sermons etc. but have never heard it developed and taught in its 

entirety. It was wonderful to hear this sermon series that was so well researched and presented.”8 

The choice of language in one respondent’s comments reflects a new depth of understanding into 

PSMMA: “Thank you Pastor Barton for this wonderful series on Adoption—a blessing of 

assurance of God’s forever great love for us at such a price and His great truth that guides us in 

                                                
6 All comments written in response to the question: Compared to 3 months ago, has the number of times 

you have thanked God for adopting you into his family…increased, stayed about the same or decreased. Please tell 
us why? 

 
7 Respondent from the after group in answer to the last page of the questionnaire that says, “Is there 

anything else you would like to tell us about what being adopted by God means to you?” 
 
8 Respondent from the after group in answer to the last page of the questionnaire that says, “Is there 

anything else you would like to tell us about what being adopted by God means to you?” 



 257 

our daily walk with Him in order to fight sin, function as a church family and to find strength in 

the face of trials and suffering. Praise God we are no longer slaves but a son or daughter, heirs 

and joint heirs and the promise of a resurrection body!”9  

The unique setting of this study also accentuates the need for a greater depth of teaching 

on PSMMA in other ministry settings. As noted in the demographic data, the respondents 

from Central Baptist possessed very high levels of Christian experience and yet still benefited 

from further teaching on PSMMA.10 What would an identical study reveal if it was done at a 

church where the average Christian experience was far less, especially in terms of Bible college 

training? This researcher hypothesizes that fewer respondents would know about PSMMA and 

the statistical differences in terms of knowledge between the before and after group would be 

greater than at Central Baptist. 

The need for greater depth of teaching in other ministry settings is also evident from the 

fact that respondents at Central Baptist seem to reflect the doctrinal priorities of Canadian 

Evangelicals wherein adoption is overshadowed by other soteriological metaphors like 

justification and regeneration.11 This researcher suggests that preachers use the influence of their 

pulpits to expound the life-changing truths of PSMMA just as they have done with justification 

and regeneration. This can begin by using the language of adoption from the pulpit and can be 

augmented by doing a sermon series on soteriological metaphors (i.e. justification, adoption, 

reconciliation, regeneration) or even devoting an entire series to the theme of adoption.  

                                                
9 Respondent from the after group in answer to the last page of the questionnaire that says, “Is there 

anything else you would like to tell us about what being adopted by God means to you?” 
 
10 See Table 12 on page 250, Figure 19 on page 251, and Figure 14 on page 236.  
 
11 See chapter 2 and Figure 3 on page 216. 
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Finally, adding an article on PSMMA to denominational statements of faith could be 

another step toward giving adoption a place among other soteriological metaphors as well as 

providing some basic teaching for pastors and believers. Chapter 2 of this project traced the 

neglect of PSMMA in the creeds and confessions of Church history and provided new research 

to demonstrate this continuing neglect among Canadian Evangelical statements of faith. While 

not wanting to overstate the influence of a denomination’s statement of faith, it is important to 

recognize the fact that it plays a role in theologically grounding, informing, and shaping those 

who are trained to preach as well as on those who read it. It is hoped that the introduction of such 

an article would provide basic awareness of PSMMA and would also spur believers and 

preachers on to further study in order that they might rejoice in what it means to be adopted by 

God.  

For those interested in pursuing this idea, Appendix 10 provides a sample of what an 

overall proposal for adding a statement on adoption could look like. Since any such endeavor is 

made within a specific historical, cultural, and ecclesial context, this proposal was written 

specifically for the family of churches of which this researcher is a part (Fellowship Pacific, 

which includes churches in the province of British Columbia and the Yukon Territory and is part 

of the nationwide family of churches called The Fellowship of Evangelical Baptist Church in 

Canada). Based on the exegetical work of chapter 3, this researcher offers the following as a 

sample of what an article on adoption could look like within a statement of faith: 

Of Adoption 
We believe that adoption describes a new identity and relationship with God whereby we 
move from being slaves to belonging to the family of God as sons and daughters; that this 
takes place by faith at the moment of union with Christ so that believers enjoy the status 
and privilege of claiming God as their Father;12 that the Father predestined his people for 

                                                
12 Gal 4:4, 7; Rom 8:15; Eph 1:3-6. 
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adoption,13 sent his Son to redeem them,14 and sent the Spirit of adoption to enable them 
to cry, “Abba! Father!”,15 bear witness that they are the children of God,16 and lead them 
into obedience;17 that believers are brothers and sisters18 and heirs19 who groan inwardly 
as they eagerly await the completion of adoption, the redemption of their bodies.20 
 

 
Sermons on PSMMA and Assurance of Salvation 

 
 
Third, sermons on PSMMA reinforce the believer’s assurance of salvation, even when 

assurance is already strong. A very high percentage (89%) of respondents reported that they 

never or rarely have doubts about their salvation.21 This high percentage was entirely 

unexpected. Counselling believers who struggle with assurance of salvation because of guilt over 

past sin has been a regular feature of this researcher’s seventeen years in pastoral ministry. Once 

again, these results may reflect the high level of Christian experience among respondents for as 

one respondent commented, “The older I get the more confident I am.”22  

Despite the fact that respondents already possessed a high level of assurance, the findings 

also demonstrated that the sermon series on PSMMA reinforced their sense of assurance. The 

                                                
13 Eph 1:4-5. 
 
14 Gal 4:4-5, 7. 
 
15 Rom 8:15; Gal 4:6. 
 
16 Rom 8:16. 
 
17 Rom 8:13-14. 
 
18 Eph 2:19; Gal 4:12, 28, 31. 
 
19 Rom 8:17; Gal 4:7. 
 
20 Rom 8:23. 
 
21 See Figure 9 on page 227. 
 
22 Respondent from the after group in a comment to the question: Over the past 3 months, do you feel your 

assurance of salvation or inner confidence of being one of God’s children has…increased greatly, increased slightly, 
stayed about the same, decreased slightly, or decreased greatly. Please tell us why? 
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percentage of respondents indicating that their assurance of salvation increased greatly or slightly 

was higher among the after group (59%) than among the before group (39%).23 Also, about 60% 

indicated their assurance of salvation had been influenced a great deal (26%) or quite a bit (34%) 

by the sermons. This strengthening of assurance through the sermons on PSMMA resulted in 

greater thanksgiving to God. When asked if the frequency of thanking God for being part of his 

family had changed since three months ago, the percentage who indicated it had increased was 

much higher among the after group (42%) than among the before group (12%).24 The following 

comment seems to capture the general impact of the sermon series on respondents’ assurance of 

salvation: “I have had a strong assurance but these sermons have even increased my confidence. 

Praise the Lord!!”25  

Although most respondents indicated a high level of assurance, there were also some who 

did not.26 For instance, one respondent indicated a low level of assurance as a result of “realizing 

how much I sin” and said, “[I’m] not sure my sins can all be forgiven.”27 Comments such as this 

reveal the condemning power of sin and the need for preachers to address the subject of 

assurance. Walter Marshal aptly defines why assurance is so important when he writes, “You 

cannot love God if you are under the continual secret suspicion that he is really your enemy! You 

cannot love God if you secretly think he condemns and hates you! . . . God has made it very clear 

                                                
23 See Figure 10 on page 228. 
 
24 See Figure 13 on page 235. 
 
25 Respondent from the after group commenting on the question: Over the past 3 months, do you feel your 

assurance of salvation or inner confidence of being one of God’s children has…increased greatly, increased slightly, 
stayed about the same, decreased slightly, or decreased greatly. Please tell us why? 

 
26 See Figure 7 on page 223 and Figure 8 on page 226. 
 
27 Respondent from the before group commenting on the question: Over the past 3 months, do you feel your 

assurance of salvation or inner confidence of being one of God’s children has…increased greatly, increased slightly, 
stayed about the same, decreased slightly, or decreased greatly. Please tell us why? 
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in his word how he brings his people from sin to holy living—he first makes them understand 

that he loves them, and that their sins are totally blotted out.”28 There is continued need at 

Central Baptist, and most likely in other ministry settings, for preachers to address the topic of 

assurance. 

As hypothesized, this study indicates that sermons on PSMMA are one means by which 

preachers may reinforce a believer’s assurance of salvation. It is not surprising that sermons on 

PSMMA fortify the believer’s assurance of salvation because the very idea of adoption speaks of 

belonging, safety, security, and love. One respondent expressed how important this sense of 

assurance is to her life. She shared about her “unfortunate childhood” that involved “brain 

damage” resulting in an inability “to bond because of abuse by [my] birth mother and 8 different 

caregivers in 3 years.” Yet, this respondent goes on to say, “Being adopted by God means I’m 

never alone and understood by him. . . . I know my adoption is guaranteed. With God I know 

where I stand. Security.”29  

 
Sermons on PSMMA and Fighting Personal Sin 

 
 

Fourth, sermons on PSMMA help believers understand their negative experience in 

battling personal sin as positive evidence of being adopted by God. As noted above, the greatest 

statistical differences between the before and after group were seen in the latter’s increased 

knowledge of PSMMA. This was particularly evident in the fact that the sermon on Romans 

8:12-14 helped believers understand their ongoing battle with sin as evidence of adoption.30   

                                                
28 Walter Marshal, The Gospel Mystery of Sanctification: Growing in Holiness by Living in Union with 

Christ (Eugene: Wipf & Stock Pub, 2005), 31, 33. 
 
29 Respondent from the after group commenting on the question: Over the past 3 months, do you feel your 

assurance of salvation or inner confidence of being one of God’s children has…increased greatly, increased slightly, 
stayed about the same, decreased slightly, or decreased greatly. Please tell us why? 
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PSMMA calls the sons and daughters of God to take responsibility for putting to death 

the deeds of the body and to do this by the Spirit (Rom 8:13). Yet, many such battles over a long 

period of time can leave the believer feeling disheartened. In this researcher’s pastoral 

experience, believers speak of accusing voices that say things like, “If you are God’s child, why 

do you keep struggling so much with sin? You are impatient and you fight with your spouse. 

You lust and tell lies. And there is that one sin that you just keeping doing even though you 

know better. Surely the true sons and daughters of God are more victorious in this fight than you 

are. Are you really a son or daughter of God?” This study demonstrates that preachers can use 

sermons on PSMMA to silence these accusing voices thereby encouraging believers in their 

ongoing battle against sin.  

As the exegetical work and sermon on Romans 8:14 demonstrate, the Christian’s ongoing 

battle against sin is evidence that he or she is being led by the Spirit and being led by the Spirit is 

evidence that one is truly a son or daughter of God.31 A comment from a respondent in the after 

group reflects how preachers can use sermons on PSMMA to encourage believers with this truth: 

“I loved the sermon on battling sin, with the castle/dungeon analogy. It has helped me so much 

to see my battle as evidence of faith rather than letting Satan use it to cripple me with thoughts of 

inadequacy and futility.”32  

 

 

 
 
                                                

30 See Figure 7 on page 223 and appendix 6 for the sermon manuscript. 
 
31 See pages 160-176 for the exegetical work and appendix 6 for the sermon. 
 
32 Respondent from the after group in a comment to the question: All in all, how useful has Pastor Priebe’s 

sermons on spiritual adoption been to your walk with God? Not at all useful, slightly useful, somewhat useful, very 
useful, extremely useful. Any comments? 
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Sermons on PSMMA and Suffering 
 
 

Fifth, sermons on PSMMA strengthen the suffering believer through eschatological hope. 

Another area of significant statistical difference between the before and after group focused on 

the believer’s hope for the future: coping with present suffering through hope of the believer’s 

inheritance of a resurrection body.33   

There are few subjects more important to Christians—and therefore ought to be important 

to preachers—than how to deal with the experience of suffering in their own lives and in the 

lives of those around them. It is this researcher’s pastoral experience that assurance of one’s 

salvation does not negate this struggle for it is common to hear believers say something like the 

following: “If I have been adopted by God and am loved by him, then why do I suffer so much? 

A loving father rescues his kids from suffering when he is able to do so. Why doesn’t my all-

powerful Father rescue me?” As noted in in the exegetical work on Romans 8:17-25 and its 

accompanying sermon, PSMMA is intended to strengthen God’s sons and daughters to deal with 

suffering by helping them to understand the already but not yet of their adoption.34 Believers are 

already heirs of God but have not yet received their inheritance. The sons and daughters of God 

must walk in the footsteps of their elder brother, Jesus, who first suffered and then was glorified. 

PSMMA provides tremendous hope for it declares that the believer’s future inheritance is so 

incredible that it cannot even be compared to the sufferings of this present time (Rom 8:18). It is 

the knowledge of this incomparable eschatological inheritance that strengthens the believer with 

hope to endure the sufferings of this life. Reflecting on this, the Puritan pastor Samuel 

Rutherford wrote the following: 

                                                
33 See Figure 7 on page 223. 
 
34 See pages 177-195 for the exegetical work and appendix 9 for the sermon manuscript. 
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When we shall come home, and enter to the possession of our Brother’s fair kingdom, 
and when our heads shall find the weight of the eternal crown of glory, and when we 
shall look back to pains and sufferings, then shall we see life and sorrow to be less than 
one step or stride from a prison to glory; and that our little inch of time suffering is not 
worthy of our first night’s welcome home to heaven.35  
 
In preaching on PSMMA from Romans 8:17-25, the preacher seeks to strengthen 

believers with eschatological hope for this text declares that all God’s sons and daughters will 

inherit resurrection bodies; bodies of strength and vigor that throw walkers and wheelchairs 

aside, bodies that laugh in the face of cancer and Alzheimer’s, bodies that have no desire for sin, 

and bodies that mock death saying, “Where O death is your victory? Where O death is your 

sting?” (1 Cor 15:55). As this study demonstrates, the strength that this hope provides begins by 

teaching believers about their eschatological hope. Sermons on PSMMA are one way to help 

believers grow in this knowledge and thus to strengthen them to face the sufferings of this 

present life. 

 
The Need for More Teaching About the Christian’s Relationship with God 

 

Sixth, there is a need for further teaching in some important areas of the Christian’s 

relationship with God. There were three areas of a respondent’s relationship with God that 

provided encouraging results but that are nevertheless cause for concern.  

First, some believers need further teaching on what it means to relate to God as their 

Father. Although it is encouraging to see that a majority of respondents (73% in the before group 

and 71% in the after group) pray to God as Father once or more a day, there are still many who 

only do so once or three times a week, less than once a week, and some who rarely or never 

                                                
35 Samuel Rutherford, Letters of Samuel Rutherford: With a Sketch of His Life and Biographical Notices of 

His Correspondents, ed. Andrew A. Bonar (Edinburgh: Oliphant Anderson & Ferrier, 1891), 186. 
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address God as Father.36 The following comments reveal a cause for concern: “[I] rarely ever call 

God ‘Father’,”37 “I don’t use Father,”38 and “I never thought about addressing him that way. I 

have always addressed him as Lord or Lord God.”39 Relating to and addressing God as Father is 

fundamental to PSMMA and to the New Testament teaching on what it means to be a Christian. 

In regard to PSMMA, believers are adopted by God the Father, are made his sons and daughters, 

and are given the Spirit who enables them to pray to God just like the Son of God did during his 

days on earth, crying out, “Abba! Father!” (Rom 8:15; Gal 4:6). This researcher hypothesizes 

that those who do not address God as Father have a fundamental misunderstanding of who God 

is and what it means to be loved by him. It may be that such believers rightly view God as high 

and exalted but do not know what it means to draw near to him. They may revere him but keep 

their distance with the misguided idea that this is proper worship for such a powerful being. Yet, 

as J.I. Packer writes, 

New Testament believers deal with God as their Father. Father is the name by which they 
call him. . . . Christians are his children, his own sons and daughters, his heirs. And the 
stress of the New Testament is not on the difficulty and danger of drawing near to the 
holy God, but on the boldness and confidence with which believers may approach  
him. . . . To those who are Christ’s, the holy God is a loving Father; they belong to his 
family; they may approach him without fear and always be sure of his fatherly concern 
and care. This is the heart of the New Testament message.40 
 

                                                
36 See Table 7 on page 231. 
 
37 Respondent from the before group in a comment to the question: Compared to 3 months ago, has the 

number of times you have addressed God as ‘Father” in your prayers increased, stayed about the same, or 
decreased? Please tell us why? 

 
38 Respondent from the before group in a comment to the question: Compared to 3 months ago, has the 

number of times you have addressed God as ‘Father” in your prayers increased, stayed about the same, or 
decreased? Please tell us why? 

 
39 Respondent from the after group in a comment to the question: Compared to 3 months ago, has the 

number of times you have addressed God as ‘Father” in your prayers increased, stayed about the same, or 
decreased? Please tell us why? 

 
40 J. I. Packer, Knowing God (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 1993), 203. 
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 Preachers can use PSMMA to help believers grasp their new status as sons and daughters 

of God and the privilege of drawing close to him in prayer as their Father. Further teaching on 

this will hopefully enable believers to move away from the comments above and toward the 

following comment: “my relationship with God as a daughter-father kind has been emphasized 

more during the series. Addressing God as ‘Father’ feels more personal and intimate.”41 Another 

respondent’s comments reveal this same intimacy: “I’ve always felt special, loved, and very 

blessed by my heavenly Father and I’ve always called God ‘Father’.” This was particularly true 

when this respondent’s own father died and the respondent prayed saying, “You will be my 

Father, as you are the Father to the fatherless.”  

 Second, this study suggests that some believers need further teaching on the truth that 

they do not have to earn God’s acceptance because they have been granted the full status of sons 

and daughters within his family through Jesus Christ. When asked the extent to which they 

agreed with the statement, “Because I am one of God’s children I do not need to work for his 

acceptance” the majority of respondents (63% in the before group and 66% in the after group) 

strong agreed or mildly agreed.42 Again, this is encouraging but many still do not seem to grasp 

the freedom that PSMMA can give the believer; namely, the believer’s acceptance before God is 

not conditional on how well one is doing at living the Christian life, but is based solely on the 

grace of God in redeeming sinners from slavery through Jesus Christ in order that He might grant 

them full status as sons and daughters within his family. Paul intends his teaching on adoption to 

result in a freedom that relates to God as a son or daughter who is fully accepted and not as one 

                                                
41 Respondent from the after group in a comment to the question: Compared to 3 months ago, has the 

number of times you have addressed God as ‘Father” in your prayers increased, stayed about the same, or 
decreased? Please tell us why? 

 
42 See Table 7 on page 231. 
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who is continually trying to gain and maintain acceptance through good performance. Enjoyment 

of this freedom can be seen in the comments of two respondents from the after group: “Loved 

the reminder that I don’t need to earn God’s favour or acceptance or love,” and “Pastor Barton 

provided a lot of clarification that I don’t have to ‘please’ God to earn his favor.”43 This study 

reveals the need for further teaching in this area at Central Baptist and, considering the high level 

of Christian experience among respondents at Central, in other ministry settings where 

experience levels are not as high. Since the pulpit is a highly influential medium for 

communicating PSMMA, preachers may use it to provide further depth of teaching in order that  

believers might fully enter into the freedom of their status as sons and daughters of God. 

 Finally, this study suggests that there is need for further teaching on how believers are to 

deal with sin in their lives. Respondents were asked to reflect on four approaches to dealing with 

God in terms of their personal sin.44 They were asked the extent to which they agreed or 

disagreed with each approach.45 A large number of respondents (89%) strongly agreed with the 

correct answer, which emphasized the believer’s responsibility to fight their own sin and to seek 

the Holy Spirit’s help in doing so. Although this was encouraging, 27% of respondents strongly 

agreed or mildly agreed that “Since the Holy Spirit will not fight against my sin for me, I must 

do it”, 10% that “it really does not matter if I sin because God has already adopted me as his 

                                                
43 Both respondents from the after group commenting on the question: All in all, how useful has Pastor 

Priebe’s sermons on spiritual adoption been to your walk with God? Not at all useful, slightly useful, somewhat 
useful, very useful, extremely useful. Any comments? 

 
44 The question was: Please indicate the extent to which you agree or disagree with each of the following 

statements. The statements were: It really does not matter if I sin because God has already adopted me as his child; I 
do not need to fight against sin because the Holy Spirit will do it for me; Since the Holy Spirit will not fight against 
my sin for me, I must do it; I need to take responsibility to fight against sin and ask the Holy Spirit to help me. The 
response options were: strongly disagree, mildly disagree, not sure, mildly agree and strongly agree.  

 
45 See Figure 12 on page 233. 
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child” and 5% that “I do not need to fight against my sin because the Holy Spirit will do it for 

me.”46 While these numbers are not alarming, they reveal the need for further teaching.47 

Paul declares in Romans 8:13 that believers are to “put to death the deeds of the body” 

and stresses the urgency of this by reminding his readers that anyone who lives their life 

according to the flesh “will die.”48 In other words, the sons and daughters of God can have no 

peace with sin in their lives. As John Owen famously put it, “Be killing sin, or sin will be killing 

you.”49 How is this done? According to Paul, it is done by clearly understanding the role of the 

believer and the role of the Holy Spirit in the fight. The believer is responsible to fight: “if . . . 

you put to death” (Rom 8:13). However, believers can only kill the sin in their life by the power 

of the Holy Spirit: “if by the Spirit you put to death. . . .” In summary, the believer’s attitude 

toward sin is to be one of all-out war. In this fight believers should never despair that they are 

helpless for they have the power of the Spirit and neither should they take a passive approach to 

their sin thinking that the way to put it to death is to “just surrender” or to “let go and let God.” 

This is why Owen writes, “[The Holy Spirit] works in us and with us, not against us or without 

us”50 and J.I. Packer says, “The Christian’s motto should not be ‘Let go and let God’ but ‘Trust 

God and get going!’”51  

                                                
46 It should be noted that the percentage among the after group (55% strongly disagreed) was higher than 

the before group (39% strongly disagreed). While the p value (0.012) was slightly above the 0.01 level, the direction 
of the p value suggests the sermons may have been helpful in correcting this view. 

 
47 This researcher was surprised that the after group scored only a bit higher on this question. This may be 

explained, in part, by the fact that the scores were already very high and that the sermon on this topic was the least 
heard sermon in the series (see Figure 5 on page 218). 

 
48 See pages 148-177 for the exegetical work on Romans 8:13 and appendix 5 for the accompanying 

sermon.  
 
49 John Owen, “On the Mortification of Sin,” in The Works of John Owen - Volume VI, ed. William H. 

Goold, vol. 6, The Works of John Owen (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 1995), 9. 
 
50 Owen, 20. 
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The overall results in each of these three areas of a believer’s relationship with God were 

encouraging, but they also demonstrate the need at Central Baptist, and likely other ministry 

settings, for further teaching on what it means to approach God as one’s Father, how to live in 

the freedom of one’s adoption instead of in a performance based relationship with God, and what 

it means to put one’s sin to death by the Spirit.  

 
Other Doctrines Can Accomplish the Same Goals as PSMMA 

 

Seventh, many of the goals that PSMMA seek to achieve can be accomplished through 

other doctrines. When a particular biblical truth has had a life transforming effect in one’s life, it 

can be easy to fall into the trap of elevating that truth beyond all others. This project has 

emphasized the fact that PSMMA has been neglected through Church history and has been 

overshadowed by other soteriological metaphors such as justification and regeneration. 

Moreover, this project has emphasized the life-transforming potential of PSMMA. Yet, it would 

be an error of some magnitude to conclude that PSMMA is the missing secret of Church history 

or that it is the best way to transform the lives of believers. While this study did confirm the life-

transforming effect of PSMMA, it also demonstrated that many of the goals Paul seeks to 

achieve in teaching about adoption can be accomplished through knowledge of other biblical 

doctrines.  

For instance, one of the primary goals of PSMMA is to provide assurance of salvation. 

Yet, respondents from both groups reported relatively high levels of assurance despite only 

having a basic knowledge of PSMMA. PSMMA cannot, therefore, be the only—or even the 

best—means of gaining assurance of salvation. There is little doubt that the high level of 

                                                
51 J. I. Packer, Keep in Step with the Spirit (Old Tappan, New Jersey: Fleming H. Revell Company, 1984), 

157. 
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assurance among respondents is directly tied to their many years as believers that included 

hearing teaching on doctrines such as justification, which also aim at providing assurance of 

salvation (e.g. - most mature believers can directly quote Romans 8:1 as part of their assurance: 

“There is, therefore, no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus”). PSMMA does provide 

a unique angle on the issue of assurance of salvation but it is not the only angle for the diamond 

of salvation is multifaceted. 

Another clear example is that respondents at Central Baptist viewed the church as a 

family prior to the sermons on PSMMA and were largely living out the three practices of social 

inclusivity, undying loyalty, and material generosity.52 In terms of loyalty, the results for all 

respondents indicated that 94% believe that each Christian should be committed to the church 

and 97% believe it is either extremely or very important to attend church on a regular basis.53 

This commitment can also be seen in the fact that 89% think it is either extremely or very 

important to do volunteer work in the church and 79% did some volunteer work in the past 12 

months.54 In terms of material generosity, 92% think it is either extremely or very important to 

tithe or give a financial donation on a regular basis and 92% had given a financial donation in 

2018.55 These high numbers indicate that respondents at Central were already living out Paul’s 

vision of the church as a family. Once again, this is likely tied to many years of Christian 

experience that included teaching from other doctrines that also stress these practices such as 

Jesus’ call in John 13:34 to “love one another” and examples of material generosity such as the 

                                                
52 See pages 199-203 for the exegetical background of these three practices. 
 
53 See Table 9 on page 240. 
 
54 See Table 10 on page 241 and Figure 15 on page 242. 
 
55 See Table 11 on page 244. 
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first believers in Acts 2:45 who were “selling their possessions and belongings and distributing 

the proceeds to all, as any had need.”  

In summary, PSMMA aims at achieving certain goals in the believer’s life such as 

providing assurance of salvation and living out one’s life within the family of God. Although 

PSMMA provides a unique perspective on these things, they can also be achieved through other 

doctrines that aim at the same goals. One respondent’s comment encapsulates this point: 

“Adoption is only one of many key themes in the Bible. Other themes have touched me and 

given cohesion to my Christian life.”56 Another respondent put it this way: “[Adoption] is 

another part of the gospel than one can meditate upon.” Further comments make no mention of 

PSMMA but demonstrate a strong relationship with God: “Every time I hear the Gospel, I am 

reminded that Jesus died for me and rose again to secure my salvation,” “I feel reasonably 

grounded in who I am in Christ Jesus,” and “There is nothing I can do to make me more saved. 

Just accept God's amazing gift of grace.”57 All that has been mentioned in this implication should 

encourage the heart’s of believers and the preachers: believers because this study suggests that 

decades of Christian experience within a church that preaches the Bible helps a person grow into 

maturity and preachers because this study suggests that preaching the whole counsel of God over 

many years helps produce mature believers.  

 
 

                                                
56 Respondent from the after group commenting on the question: All in all, how useful has Pastor Priebe’s 

sermons on spiritual adoption been to your walk with God? Not at all useful, slightly useful, somewhat useful, very 
useful, or extremely useful? Any comments? 

 
57 The first two comments are from respondents in the before group commenting on the question: Over the 

past 3 months, do you feel your assurance of salvation or inner confidence of being one of God’s children 
has…increased greatly, increased slightly, stayed about the same, decreased slightly, or decreased greatly. Please tell 
us why? The third comment is from a respondent in the after group commenting on the question: All in all, how 
useful has Pastor Priebe’s sermons on spiritual adoption been to your walk with God? Not at all useful, slightly 
useful, somewhat useful, very useful, extremely useful. Any comments? 
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Sermons on PSMMA Resonate with Believers 

 
Finally, sermons on PSMMA resonate with believers. While the first implication 

emphasized the pulpit as an influential medium for communicating PSMMA, this final 

implication emphasizes the fact that hearing sermons on PSMMA was not merely something that 

respondents valued on an intellectual level but something that resonated with their hearts on an 

existential level. As noted above, 77% of respondents indicated that this researcher’s sermons 

were either extremely useful or very useful.58 This usefulness is partly intellectual in the sense of 

gaining knowledge but it is also existential in the sense of deeper assurance, being strengthened 

by hope to face suffering, and feeling encouraged in their fight against personal sin. Further, the 

fact that these sermons resonated with respondents can be seen in the major statistical difference 

between the before group and after group in terms of how often respondents thank God for being 

adopted into his family. Generally speaking, believers express thanks to God for those things that 

fill their hearts with joy. When asked if the frequency of thanking him for being part of his 

family had changed in the last three months, the percentage who indicated it had increased was 

much higher among the after group (42%) than among the before group (12%).59 PSMMA 

resonated with hearts of respondents in such a way that it evoked prayers of thanksgiving to God.  

Alongside these findings, the written comments of respondents also reflected the fact that 

the sermons on PSMMA resonated with their hearts. One respondent wrote, “This series has 

been a great revelation to my soul. I feel that I can describe the whole concept of adoption as 

previously being on a page and now has entered my being. . . . Not just head knowledge but 

                                                
58 See Figure 14 on page 236. 
 
59 See Figure 13 on page 235. 
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‘being’ knowledge.”60 Another respondent said, “Reinforced so much more!! I feel so loved by 

God my Father to adopt me before creation. I don’t really understand - so accept it with 

thanksgiving.”61 Still another wrote, “I have thoroughly appreciated this series and therefore 

marvel and can’t help thank my Heavenly Father. I just keep thinking, ‘Why me?’ I did nothing 

to deserve this adoption.” This respondent then writes “really looking forward to my future with 

Jesus and all of my adopted family!”62 Other respondents expressed their great joy saying things 

such as, “I am thrilled to understand my great good fortune!” and “made me even more grateful 

for His great and awesome gift of adoption and an heir with Christ.”63 Finally, one woman 

described the fact that her mother died when she was seven and her father was sent to war. She 

grew up in an orphanage and says she lived with a great feeling of emptiness. Over time this 

woman became a Christian and now writes, “I have become aware of who I am! God’s daughter! 

Amazing!! A daughter of this all loving and powerful God!! And this father will never leave me 

or abandon me. I believe that next to the salvation message, the wonderful truth about adoption 

should be preached!!!”64  

It should not be surprising that PSMMA resonates with believers on a deep existential 

level for as Paul himself writes, “the Spirit bears witness with our spirits that we are the children 

                                                
60 Respondents from the after group commenting on the question: All in all, how useful has Pastor Priebe’s 

sermons on spiritual adoption been to your walk with God? Not at all useful, slightly useful, somewhat useful, very 
useful, or extremely useful? Any comments? 

 
61 Respondent from the after group in answer to the last page of the questionnaire that says, “Is there 

anything else you would like to tell us about what being adopted by God means to you?” 
 
62 Respondent from the after group in answer to the last page of the questionnaire that says, “Is there 

anything else you would like to tell us about what being adopted by God means to you?” 
 
63 Both comments from respondents in the after group commenting on the question: All in all, how useful 

has Pastor Priebe’s sermons on spiritual adoption been to your walk with God? Not at all useful, slightly useful, 
somewhat useful, very useful, or extremely useful? Any comments? 

 
64 Respondent from the after group in answer to the last page of the questionnaire that says, “Is there 

anything else you would like to tell us about what being adopted by God means to you?” 
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of God” (Rom 8:16). As preachers speak on PSMMA they can do so with the confidence that the 

Spirit is causing the great truths of adoption to resonate in the deepest parts of believers who are 

listening to them preach. 

 
Project Conclusion 

 
This project sought to heed Robert Candlish’s call to sink new shafts into the largely 

unexplored and undiscovered mine of adoption. From the beginning this researcher shared 

Candlish’s conviction that “in the region of that great truth there lies a rich field of precious ore, 

yet to be surveyed and explored; and that somewhere in that direction, theology has fresh work 

to do, and fresh treasures to bring out of the storehouse of the Divine Word.”65 Undoubtedly 

there is much more work to be done but, alongside the treasures that have already been brought 

out by others, this project has provided new research on the place of adoption within Canadian 

Evangelical Statements of Faith, offered a fresh exposition of Paul’s teaching on adoption that 

treats it as a soteriological metaphor and model, and is the first of its kind to measure the effect 

of PSMMA of in the lives of believers a quasi-experimental design. The results of this project 

confirm Candlish’s impression: PSMMA is, indeed, a mine filled with vast treasures that have 

life-transforming effects in the lives of those whom God has adopted as his own sons and 

daughters.  

 

 

                                                
65 R.S. Candlish, The Fatherhood of God: Being the First Course of the Cunningham Lectures (Edinburgh: 

Adam and Charles Black, 1865), 284. 
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Appendix 1 
Adoption Questionnaire 

 
 
 The following pages in appendix 1 contain the questionnaire that was given out to those 

in the before and after groups.  Hard copies of the entire mail package including the cover letter, 

return envelope, and pen are available upon request. 

 



 

                 

 



BIBLICAL TEACHINGS 

1. In general, how important is hearing biblical teachings or sermons from the Bible for your life? 
(Please circle number of your answer) 

 

1 Not at all important 

2 Slightly important 

3 Somewhat important 

4 Very important 

5 Extremely important 
 

2. Listed below are some possible topics on biblical teachings. For each of the following, please 
indicate if you think it is not at all important, slightly important, somewhat important, very 
important or extremely important for Christians to have a deeper understanding of each topic.  
(Circle number of your answer.)                               

                                                                                                    Not at all       Slightly        Somewhat          Very         Extremely  

Topics on Biblical Teaching               Important   Important    Important     Important    Important     
 

 

A. Baptism………….………………..………………………       1                2                3                 4                5                   
      

B. Justification (to be made right with God)…       1                2                3                 4                 5                  
      

C. Speaking in tongues…………………..…………….       1                2                3                 4                 5                     
 

D. Regeneration (to be born again)………………       1                2                3                 4                 5                    
      

E. The attributes of God……………………………….       1                2                3                 4                 5 
 

F. Election (to be chosen by God)………..………        1                2                3                 4                 5 
 

G. Heaven…………………………………………….………        1                2                3                 4                 5 
 
H. Adoption (to be adopted by God into 

his family)…………………………………..…………….       1                2                3                 4                 5 
 
I. The governance of a church (or how it 

should be organized and run)…………………..        1                 2                3                 4                 5 
 

J. Glorification (to be perfected when Christ 
returns)……………………………………….…………..        1                 2                3                 4                 5 
 

K. Other (please describe)_______________         1                 2                3                 4                 5 

-2- 



3. Did you receive this questionnaire before or after Pastor Barton Priebe preached his sermons on 
the doctrine of spiritual adoption in early 2019? (Circle number of your answer) 

1 Before à (If your answer is before, please go to question 5) 

2 After                                                                                                       

4. Which of the following sermons by Pastor Priebe did you hear? (Circle number of ALL that apply) 

1  Jan 13 - Introduction to Adoption 

2  Jan 20 - The Riches of Adoption 

3 Jan 27 - The Power of Adoption (Against Religion That Makes God a Boss-Like 
Father)  

 

4 Feb 3 - The Power of Adoption (Against Relativism That Makes God an                     
All- Permissive Father) 

 

5  Feb 10 - The Assurance of Adoption (Part 1) 

6  Feb 17 - The Assurance of Adoption (Part 2) 

7  Feb 24 - The Family of Adoption 

8  Mar 3 - The Hope of Adoption 

5.  Below are some other potential sources about the doctrine of spiritual adoption in scripture. By 
spiritual adoption, we mean God adopting those who believe in Christ into his family. For each 
of the following, please indicate if you have or have not received any teaching about spiritual 
adoption? 

        Yes               No          Not Sure 
               Other Sources of Information 

A. I have read a book………………………………...…..………         1                         2  3 
B. I have read an article……………….…….………………….     1   2  3 
 
C. I have read a blog…..………………………………………….     1   2  3 
D. I have listened to sermons by speakers 

other than Pastor Barton Priebe…………………..……     1   2  3 
 

E. I have listened to teaching in a class………….........   1   2  3 
F. I have listened to a podcast……………………………….   1   2  3 

      6.  Have you ever personally asked Jesus Christ to be your Lord and personal saviour? That is, are 
you a Christian? 

1 No à (If your answer is no, please go to question 41 on page 10) 

2 Yes 

3 Not sure 
 

                                                 -3- 



SPIRITUAL ADOPTION 

Next, we have a few specific questions on spiritual adoption. We recognize that some of you may and 
others may not have had any teaching on this topic. Please try to answer the following questions on 
what you believe to be true.   

7. Which of the following statements do you think describe the idea of spiritual adoption? (Circle 
the number(s) of ALL that apply)  

1 Emphasizes the believer’s status as God’s child  

2 Tells big story of God saving his people 

3 Describes the believer’s future inheritance 

4 Strengthens the believer with hope to deal with suffering 

5 None of the above 

6 Not sure 

8. In the Bible, the apostle Paul uses the term “sons of God” when he talks about adoption.  Who 
do you think the term “sons of God” refers to? (Circle one number)  

1 Christian men 

2 Christian women 

3 Both Christian men and Christian women 

4 Not sure 

9.  When do you think God the Father made his plan to adopt redeemed sinners into his family?  

1 BEFORE creation 

2 Sometime AFTER Adam and Eve sinned but BEFORE Jesus died on the cross 

3 AFTER Jesus died on the cross 

4 Not sure                       

10. Which of the following writers in the New Testament do you think has the most to say (greatest 
number of verses) about spiritual adoption?  

1 John 

2 Peter 

3 Luke 

4 Paul 

5 Mark 

6 Not sure 
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11. Below are some general statements about spiritual adoption. For each statement, please 
indicate if you think it is true or false.  

                   True             False          Not Sure 
              General Statements 

A. If we obey God, he will adopt us as one of his 
children………….……………………………….………..……….        1                           2  3 
 

B. Everyone is, by nature, an adopted child of  God          1                          2  3 
 

C. In the Old Testament, God adopted the people 
of Israel………………………………………………………………    1   2  3 
 

D. The believer’s adoption is not yet fully complete   1   2  3 
 

E. Before God adopts us, we are viewed by God 
as children of wrath…………………………………………..     1   2  3 
 

F. Before God adopts us, we are viewed by God 
as orphans………………………………………………………….   1   2  3 
 

G. Struggling against sin can be evidence of  
adoption…………………………………………………………….   1   2  3 
 

H.   Speaking in tongues is evidence of adoption……..    1   2  3 
 

12. Here are some pairs of statements about being a Christian. For each pair, please tell us which of 
the two statements you think is most closely related to the doctrine of spiritual adoption in 
scripture. (For each pair of statements, circle only one statement.)  

                             
                                First statement                                                       Second statement 
                
 
              A.              Obtaining a new spiritual nature       OR            Obtaining a new spiritual status 
                                as God’s child                                                         as God’s child 
 
              B.               Receiving forgiveness of sins             OR            Receiving the gift of the Holy Spirit 
 
              C.               Being pardoned before God              OR            Being set free from spiritual slavery 
                                 the judge                                                            
               
              D.               Being made an heir with Christ         OR            Being given the gift of eternal life 
 
              E.               Promise of a resurrection body         OR            Promise of not being condemned by God 
  

                                       
           -5- 



VIEWS OF GOD 

13. Below are a few statements Christians have made about the ways they view their 
relationship to God. Please tell us the extent to which you agree or disagree with each 
statement. 

          Strongly       Mildly   Not           Mildly       Strongly 
               Disagree     Disagree   Sure   Agree    Agree 

 
A. I can draw close to Him without fear…………………  1              2              3              4              5 
B. I feel he is silent or not listening to me 

when I need him..………………………………………..…… 1   2     3      4        5 
 

C. He is too demanding ………………………………………..  1   2     3      4        5 
D. I can enjoy a close relationship with Him..………… 1   2     3      4        5 

 

E. He is hard to please.............................................. 1   2     3      4        5 
F. He loves me unconditionally……………………………..  1   2     3      4        5 

 

14. One doubt Christians sometimes wrestle with is the “assurance of their salvation.”  By assurance 
of salvation, we mean an inner confidence that God fully loves and accepts you through Jesus 
Christ.  Which of the following best describes how you usually feel about your own assurance of 
salvation? (Please circle one answer)  

1 I NEVER doubt I am a Christian 

2 I RARELY doubt I am a Christian 

3 I SOMETIMES doubt I am a Christian 

4 I OFTEN doubt I am a Christian 

5 I VERY OFTEN doubt I am a Christian 

15. Over the past 3 months, do you feel your assurance of salvation or inner confidence of being 
one of God’s children has… 

1 Increased greatly    Please tell us why?   

2 Increased slightly    

3 Stayed about the same 

4 Decreased slightly 

5 Decreased greatly   _____________________________________ 
  

16.   To what extent do feel your assurance of salvation has been influenced by Pastor Priebe’s 
sermons on adoption? If you did not hear any of these sermons, please check this box.  

1 A great deal     

2 Quite a bit 
3 A little 

4 Not much at all 
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YOUR SPIRITUAL JOURNEY 

17. When you pray to God, how often do you address him as “Father”? 
   

1 Two or more times a day 

2 Once a day (seven times a week) 

3 Four to six times a week 

4 One to three times a week 

5 Less than once a week 

6 Rarely or never 

18. When you have a spiritually ‘good day’ (read my Bible, show love to others, avoid sin, etc.) do 
you feel more, about the same or less confident to approach God in prayer? 

 

1 More 

2 About the same 

3 Less 

19.   When you have a spiritually ‘poor day’ (don’t read my Bible, in conflict with others, sin, etc) do 
you feel more, about the same or less confident to approach God in prayer? 

 

1 More  

2 About the same 

3 Less 

20.   To what extent do you agree or disagree with the statement “Because I am one of God’s 
children I do not need to work at earning his acceptance”? 

 
1 Strongly disagree 

2 Mildly disagree 

3 Not sure 

4 Mildly agree 

5 Strongly agree                                                                   

21.  Compared to 3 months ago, has the number of times you have addressed God as “Father” in 
your prayers…. 

 

1 Increased    Please tell us why?  

2 Stayed about the same 

3 Decreased    _________________________________ 
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22. Please indicate the extent to which you agree or disagree with each of the following statements. 
 

          Strongly       Mildly   Not           Mildly       Strongly 
               Disagree     Disagree   Sure   Agree    Agree 

 
A. It really does not matter if I sin because 

God has already adopted me as his child………….. 1              2              3              4              5 
 

B. I do not need to fight against my sin because 
the Holy Spirit will do it for me…………….………….. 1   2     3      4        5 
 

C. Since the Holy Spirit will not fight against my sin 
for me, I must do it……………………………………………. 1   2     3      4        5 

 
D. I need to take responsibility to fight against 

my sin and ask the Holy Spirit to help me………….  1   2     3      4        5 
 

23. How often do you thank God for adopting you into his family? That is, that you are one of his 
children. 

1 Two or more times a day 

2 Once a day (seven times a week) 

3 Four to six times a week 

4 One to three times a week 

5 Less than once a week 

6 Rarely or never 

24.   Compared to 3 months ago, has the number of times you have thanked God for adopting you 
into his family…. 

 

1 Increased    Please tell us why?  

2 Stayed about the same 

3 Decreased    _________________________________                               
                             

 25. All in all, how useful has Pastor Priebe’s sermons on spiritual adoption been to your walk with 
God?  If you did not hear any of these sermons, please check this box.  

1 Not at all useful   Any comments? 

2 Slightly useful 

3 Somewhat useful 

4 Very useful 

5 Extremely useful   _____________________________________ 
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THE CHURCH FAMILY 

26. Next, we have a few questions about different aspects of belonging to a church family. Which of 
the following statements best describes your view about belonging to a church? 

1 It does not matter if you attend a church as long as you love Jesus 

2 Every Christian who loves Jesus should be committed to a church 

3 Something else (please describe)_______________________________ 

4 Not sure 

27. How important do you think it is for believers to attend a church service on a regular basis? 

1 Not at all important 

2 Slightly important 

3 Somewhat important 

4 Very important 

5 Extremely important 

28. Over the past 12 months, how often did you attend a church service at Central Baptist Church?  

1 Once or more a week 

2 Two or three times a month 

3 About once a month 

4 Less than once a month 

29. During the next 12 months, do you think the number of times you will regularly attend Central 
Baptist Church will increase, stay about the same or decrease? 

 
1 Increase    Please tell us why?  

2 Stay about the same 

3 Decrease    _________________________________                                                   
30.   How important do you think it is for believers to be involved in volunteer work at a church? 
 

1 Not at all important 

2 Slightly important 

3 Somewhat important 

4 Very important 

5 Extremely important 
 
31. During the past 12 months, did you do any volunteer work at Central Baptist Church? 

1 No  

2 Yes (If yes, please describe the type of ministry)____________________________ 
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32. How likely is it that you will be a volunteer at Central Baptist Church 6 months from now?  

1 Very likely    Any comments? 

2 Somewhat likely 

3 Not too likely 

4 Not at all likely   ______________________________________ 
 

33. Listed below are some social problems that may or may not occur in churches. Thinking about 
Central Baptist Church at the present time, please indicate if you believe each of the following is 
 not a problem, a little problem, or a big problem.  If you are not sure, please indicate not sure.   

                                                                                                                   Not a               A little            A big                Not  
                    problem           problem        problem           sure 

 
A. Racism (people are treated poorly because 

of their ethnicity )………………………………………………     1           2                3     4 
   

B. Classism (people are treated poorly because 
of their socio-economic status)………………..………..     1           2                3     4 
  

C. Sexism (people, particularly women are treated 
treated poorly because of their gender)…………….     1           2                3     4 

 

D. Indifference (people have a lack of enthusiasm 
for the church)……………..……………………………………     1           2                3     4 
 

E. Loneliness (people do not feel they belong to 
the church)………………………………………………………..      1           2                3     4 
 

F. Other (please describe) 
_______________________________________     1           2                3     4 

 

34. How important do you think it is for believers to tithe or give a financial donation to the church 
on regular basis? 
 

1 Not at all important 

2 Slightly important 

3 Somewhat important 

4 Very important 

5 Extremely important 
 
 

35. During the year of 2018, did you provide any financial donations to Central Baptist Church? 
  

1 No  

2 Yes 

3 Not sure 
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36. To what extent have you considered giving more generously of your money to Central Baptist 
Church in 2019?  

1 A great deal 

2 Quite a bit 

3 A little 

4 Not much at all 

37. Finally, just a few questions about yourself to help us interpret the results.  We want to remind 
you that the results will not be tabulated so an individual can be identified. Rather they will be 
analyzed at a group level (e.g. older vs younger people).  First, how many years have you been a 
Christian? (If you are not a Christian, please check this box           ). 

  ___ Number of years 

38. Are you a member of Central Baptist Church? 
1 No  

2 Yes (If yes, please specify number of years)____________ 

39.  Are you currently involved in a Community Group at Central Baptist Church?  
1 No  

2 Yes 

40.    Have you ever taken any Bible classes at a Bible college, seminary or similar institutions?  
1 No  

2 Yes 

41.    How old are you? 
 

1 18 to 29 years  

2 30 to 49 years  

3 50 to 69 years 

4 70 years and older   

42. Are you… 
1 Female  

2 Male  

43.  Which of the following best describes your racial or ethnic identification? 
   1    African-Canadian 

   2    Asian or Pacific Islander  

   3    East Indian or Indo Pakistani 

   4    Indigenous Peoples or First Nations 

   5    North American/European (Caucasian) 

   6    Other (Please describe)____________________________________________ 

 



Is there anything else you would like to tell us about what being adopted by God means to you?  
Please use this space for any additional comments you would like to share. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Your contribution to this effort is greatly appreciated. Thank you very much for your help! 
 

Note: If you have any questions or concerns about the use of the information or about your involvement 
in this study, please contact Elizabeth Kreiter, Human Research Ethics Board Coordinator at Trinity 
Western University (elizabeth.kreiter@twu.ca or 604-513-2167). 

 Cover adapted from Kraphix - Freepik.com 
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Appendix 2 
Sermon 1: Introduction to Adoption 

 
 

This appendix contains the manuscript for the first sermon in the Adopted by God 

series entitled, “Introduction to Adoption.”  It was preached at Central Baptist Church, 

Victoria on January 13, 2019.     

 
Introduction 

Most people were just curious. That’s why they asked us the question. Others 
asked because it did not make sense to them. Still others asked with a look on their face 
that said, “Are you crazy?” For two years my wife, Heather, and I were asked one 
question over and over again and we were asked it in many different ways: “why are you 
planning to adopt?” Or, if they were more direct, they might say, “You already have three 
children – why would you want to add a fourth? Besides, isn’t it risky to adopt?” We 
never entered marriage with a plan to adopt, but everything changed one summer during 
a camping trip. I was out for a run and was listening to a sermon on how God adopts us 
into his family through Jesus Christ. I already knew that God loved me but, if I was really 
honest, I was more aware of how much I fail him than I was of his love for me. Without 
even realizing it, I lived with an underlying insecurity about what God really thought of 
me. As the preacher developed the Bible’s teaching on adoption, I was overcome by 
God’s personal and particular love in adopting me. I had to stop running. I just stood 
there in the middle of the campground with tears of joy streaming down my face, filled 
with a deep assurance of God’s love for me. I then became obsessed with learning more 
about the Bible’s teaching on God’s adoption of sinners through Jesus Christ. As my joy 
increased I also began to develop a heart for adopting a child. I began talking with 
Heather about it, and both our hearts were moved to begin the adoption process. On 
March 26, 2013, we adopted our son, Joshua, from Kunming, China. Here’s a picture of 
Josh the day after we adopted him.  

Why did we choose to adopt? When people ask this question, I answer something 
like this: “Well, we are Christians. We believe that, although we have sinned against 
God, he loved us so much that he sent Jesus to rescue us and adopt us as his children. 
God’s adopting love has so captured our hearts that we wanted to show this type of love 
to a child in need.”  

This morning we are beginning an eight-part series on adoption. By adoption, I 
mean adoption into God’s family. There are parallels between God’s adoption of us and 
adopting children, but the main point of this series is to look at what the Bible teaches 
about being adopted by God. Being adopted by God is right at the core of Christianity. 
Listen to what J.I. Packer writes:  
 

If you want to judge how well a person understands Christianity, find out how 
much he makes of the thought of being God’s child, and having God as his 
Father. If this is not the thought that prompts and controls his worship and prayers 
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and his whole outlook on life, it means that he does not understand Christianity 
very well at all. . . . Our understanding of Christianity cannot be better than our 
grasp of adoption.1 

 
So, the purpose of this series is to help you grasp what it means to be adopted by 

God and how this great truth transforms many practical areas of your life. For instance, 
adoption grants deep assurance of God’s love for you. Adoption deals with issues of 
loneliness and belonging. Adoption shows us how to relate to God, how to fight sin, how 
we should function as a church, and how to find strength in the face of trials and 
suffering. 

Today is an introduction and overview of the whole subject. This message is 
about understanding some key concepts and ideas so that we can really apply them to our 
hearts and lives in the weeks to come. Today I want to talk about four things: the 
meaning of adoption, the inclusivity of adoption, the story of adoption, and the neglect of 
adoption.  
  
The Meaning of Adoption 

Let’s begin by talking about the meaning of adoption. There is only one author in 
the Bible who uses the term “adoption” and that is the apostle Paul. He uses it five times. 
It is the Greek word “huiothesia.” We can understand what this word means when we see 
that “huiothesia” is a combination of two Greek words: “huios,” which means “son”, and 
“tithēmi,” which means “to place.” So “huiothesia” means “to place as a son.”  

Think of it this way: There was a time when Joshua was not my son. So also, the 
Bible teaches that no one is automatically part of God’s family. Apart from adoption, 
Romans 6:6 says we are “slaves of sin” (see also Rom 6:17, 20), Ephesians 2:2 says we 
are “sons of disobedience,” and Ephesians 2:3 says we are “by nature children of wrath.” 
But in an act of tremendous grace, God takes slaves and, through Christ, makes them 
“sons” (Gal 4:6-7). He takes “children of wrath” and, through Christ, makes them 
“children of God” (Rom 8:16). 

Be astonished by this! Stand in wonder at this! Just like Joshua was placed as a 
son in our family, God adopts those who believe in Jesus into his family. Just like 
Joshua’s old life is completely gone, so also our old life in slavery is completely gone.  
Moreover, when Joshua was adopted he was immediately given all the rights and 
privileges that come from being a son in our family. Likewise, when God adopts us we 
are immediately given all the rights and privileges of a son or daughter within His family. 
O what amazing grace! O what astonishing love!  

We often emphasize what Jesus saves us from: he saves us from sin, from 
judgement, from death, from condemnation, from the wrath of God, and from hell. This is 
good news! But the good news does not stop there. The good news is not just that God 
saves us from these awful things; it is also that he saves us to something: namely, to 
adoption in his family. God doesn’t just set us free from slavery and then leave us to 
ourselves. No, he also adopts us and brings us home to the warmth and comfort of his 
family.  

There are stories where a king frees a slave from slavery. That is a tremendous act 
of grace. But have you ever heard a story where a king freed a slave and then adopted 
																																																								

1 J. I. Packer, Knowing God (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 1993), 201–2. 
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into him into the royal family? Have you ever heard a story where the former slave is 
made into a prince and given a share in the inheritance of the king’s vast fortune? That 
kind of thing only happens in fairy tales. Yet the good news of the Bible is that this fairy 
tale has come true in Jesus Christ. 

So, what does the apostle Paul mean by adoption? Adoption is an act of God’s 
grace whereby he places those he redeems from slavery into his family, granting them all 
the rights, privileges, and responsibilities of a son or daughter of God.  

I want to take this another step further. In order to really understand the meaning 
of adoption it is very helpful to contrast it with two other biblical images of salvation. 
Think of salvation like one diamond with many facets. As we behold the beauty of our 
salvation we can see it from different angles. Let’s contrast the angle of adoption with 
two other angles. The first is called justification and the second is called regeneration.  
 
Adoption and Justification 

First, adoption is different from, but similar to, justification. Both are legal terms 
but they refer to different types of legal proceedings. Justification is a legal term that 
pictures us in the criminal court. We are guilty criminals, but through faith in Jesus, God 
the judge pardons us for breaking his law and credits us with Jesus’ perfect life. This is 
glorious because, through Jesus, we are justified before the Judge and can shout, “There 
is . . . no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus” (Rom 8:1). 

Adoption is also a legal term. However, adoption is a legal term that pictures us in 
the civil court. Having rescued us from slavery through Jesus, God the Father now legally 
adopts us into his family. We have a new legal status. We are no longer slaves, but shout, 
“I am a daughter of God” or “I am a son of God.”  

So, justification is a glorious truth because it emphasizes the fact that, through 
Jesus, we are legally right before God the judge. Adoption is also a glorious truth because 
it emphasizes the fact that, through Jesus, we are the sons and daughters of God the 
Father. Adoption is different from, but similar to, justification. 
 
Adoption and Regeneration 

Second, adoption is different from, but similar to, regeneration. Regeneration 
refers to the fact that God grants spiritual life to spiritually dead people. In Jesus’ words 
we are “born again” (Jn 3:3-8). The image here is of spiritual birth. The Holy Spirit 
enables us to be spiritually born into God’s family and so we share his spiritual nature. 
Regeneration is similar to adoption in that it speaks about believers as “children of God” 
who have God as their Father (1 Jn 3:1-2).  

It is the apostle John who writes most about being born into God’s family. But we 
must not confuse John’s teaching on spiritual birth with Paul’s teaching on adoption. 
Adoption is similar to, but different from, regeneration. You can see the difference in my 
family. I have two sons. Tyler is my son through birth. Joshua is my son through 
adoption. They are both my sons but they became my sons in different ways. To say that 
Tyler is my biological son emphasizes the fact that I gave him life and he shares my 
nature. So also, God grants us the new birth so that we share his spiritual life and nature. 
Joshua is equally my son but his adoption emphasizes something different. Adoption 
emphasizes the fact that Josh was taken out of his old life and granted new legal status as 
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my son. In the same way, Paul uses adoption to teach us that God has rescued us from our 
old life of slavery and granted us new legal status as his children.  

So that is the meaning of adoption. Adoption is an act of God’s grace whereby he 
places those he redeems from slavery into his family, granting them all the rights, 
privileges, and responsibilities of a son or daughter of God. Adoption is different from, 
but similar to, justification. Adoption is also different from, but similar to, regeneration. 
 
The Inclusivity of Adoption 

Secondly, let’s talk about the inclusivity of adoption. I was reading Galatians 4 
with one of my daughters, who was around five years old at the time. Paul writes that 
God sent Jesus into the world “so that you might receive adoption as sons” (Gal 4:5). 
Two verses later Paul says, “So you are no longer a slave, but a son” (Gal 4:7). She then 
said, “What about daughters? Does God love boys more than girls?” It is a good question 
because Paul only speaks of “adoption as sons.” Is Paul sexist? Does the Bible exclude 
women and girls? The answer is “no.”  

In the Roman culture of Paul’s day, the term “adoption” was not used like we use 
it today when we adopt an orphaned boy or girl. Adoption was done when a man did not 
have a son to be his heir. He would then adopt a teenage or adult male to be his heir. This 
boy or young man may even have a biological family of his own. But when he was 
adopted he would leave his biological family, join his new family, and be given all the 
rights and privileges of sonship in his new family. The most famous example of this is 
when Julius Caesar died and, in his will, adopted the 19-year-old Octavius to be his son 
and therefore the next Emperor of Rome.  

Since it was only males who were legally adopted, it would have made no sense 
for Paul to speak of adopting daughters, just like it would make no sense in our day to 
speak of men being members at Ladies Only Fitness. Yet, far from being chauvinist, Paul 
is actually subverting the male dominated culture of his day and elevating the status of 
women. In Roman culture, it was only males who were legally adopted as sons and heirs 
and yet Paul declares in Galatians 3:26, “in Christ Jesus you are all sons of God, through 
faith” and a few verses later says, “So you are no longer a slave, but a son, and if a son, 
then an heir through God.” So, through faith in Jesus, all males and females, get the status 
that only males got in Roman culture. Paul uses the term “sons” but in application it 
refers to both males and females. Adoption is about inclusivity and equality within the 
family of God. 
 
Adoption Tells the Big Story of the Bible 

In the third place now, I want to talk about the story of adoption. I told you earlier 
that Paul speaks of adoption on five occasions. In every one of these instances Paul uses 
the idea of adoption to tell a part of the Bible’s big story. Each reference to adoption 
focuses on a key period of time within the larger timeline of the Bible’s story; to one part 
of the story within the larger story, or we could say, to one chapter within the larger story.  

So, what I want to do right now is quickly walk us through each of these five 
passages. We are going to look at these in detail in the weeks to come but for now I just 
want us to hear the big story of the Bible as told through the lens of adoption. As we look 
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at these passages, we see that Paul tells this big story in five chapters. I have drawn all 
this up in a chart that I will gradually reveal on the screen.2 
 
Chapter 1 of the Big Story of Adoption 

Chapter 1 of the big story takes place before creation. In Ephesians 1:4-5 Paul 
writes, “he chose us in him before the foundation of the world, that we should be holy 
and blameless before him. In love he predestined us for [huiothesian] adoption to himself 
as sons through Jesus Christ.” So, before God created the universe he planned out the 
universe he would create. The Father’s plan was to adopt people into his family through 
Jesus Christ. Adoption, therefore, is at the very centre of why God created the universe. 
That brings us to chapter 2. 
 
Chapter 2 of the Big Story of Adoption 

Chapter 2 of this great adoption story takes place in what we can call “the time of 
slavery.” When Adam and Eve sinned, the Bible says that the entire human race became 
enslaved to sin. But in this time of slavery God began to put his pre-creation plan into 
effect. He started by adopting Israel as his son. Romans 9:4 speaks about Israel and says, 
“to them belong the [huiothesia] adoption.” 

Even though Israel was God’s son, we will see in a few weeks that he did not get 
to enjoy the freedom that an adult son would. Israel was like a child who lived under the 
strict training of the law. Even though Israel was God’s son, Israel lived in a slave-like 
state. Israel longed for the freedom that comes with being an adult. So, before Jesus 
came, all of humanity was enslaved to sin. God showed his grace in adopting Israel but 
even Israel lived in a slave-like state under the law.  
 
Chapter 3 of the Big Story of Adoption 

This brings us to chapter 3 of the big story, which takes place in what we can call 
“the fullness of time.” The Father’s pre-creation plan reaches its most important point 
when the Father sends his own Son into the world. Galatians 4:4 says, “But when the 
fullness of time had come, God sent forth his Son, born of woman, born under the law.” 
Now why did God send His Son? Galatians 4:5: “to redeem those who were under the 
law, so that we might receive [huiothesian] adoption as sons.” 

So, the Father sent the Son in order to redeem us—that is, to free us from slavery. 
But there was an even higher purpose than freedom. The Father sent the Son to free us 
“so that” that the Father could adopt us as adult sons who enjoy freedom. 
 
Chapter 4 of the Big Story of Adoption 

This moves us into chapter 4 of the big story of adoption, which takes place in the 
time between Christ’s first coming and his second coming. I will call this period “the 
time of adoption.” During this period, all who receive Jesus, whether Jew or Gentile, 
male or female, are adopted into God’s family. We receive the full rights of a mature son.  

The Father also gives us the gift of the Holy Spirit, who leads us out of our old 
fears by assuring us that we truly are the children of God. Romans 8:15-16 says, “You 
have received the Spirit of [huiothesias] adoption as sons, by whom we cry, ‘Abba! 
Father!’ The Spirit himself bears witness with our spirit that we are children of God.” 
																																																								

2 See Figure 1 on page 84.  
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Even though we have been adopted there is a sense in which our adoption is 
incomplete. We groan because, even though we are heirs, our Father does not 
immediately take us to our eternal home and give us our inheritance. Our Father calls us 
to live in this fallen world, to suffer for his sake, to fight against our sin, and to wait 
patiently for our future inheritance.  
 
Chapter 5 of the Big Story of Adoption 

That brings us to the final chapter of the big adoption story, which takes place in 
the future new creation. A day is coming when Jesus will return. The Father will publicly 
reveal who his children are and will give them their inheritance—an inheritance that is so 
glorious it cannot even be compared to the sufferings of this present time. Part of that 
inheritance is a resurrection body that is immortal. And so Paul writes in Romans 8:23: 
“we ourselves, who have the firstfruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly as we wait eagerly 
for [huiothesian] adoption as sons, the redemption of our bodies.” 

You can see now that Paul uses the idea of adoption to tell the big story of the 
Bible. Adoption is at the centre of why God created the universe. Adoption is at the core 
of Israel’s identity. Adoption is at the heart of why Jesus came. Adoption defines who we 
are in the present. And, adoption is the great hope that we look forward to in the future. 
That is the story of adoption and we are going to unpack these passages in detail over the 
next seven weeks. 
 
The Neglect of Adoption 

Now, if adoption is at the very centre of why the universe exists, why Jesus came, 
and what it means to be a Christian, then you would think Christians would always be 
talking about it. You would think authors would write books to explain it, pastors would 
preach about it, and musicians would compose songs to lift our hearts to celebrate it. Yet, 
as we transition now to the fourth and final point, I want to briefly talk about the neglect 
of adoption. We have seen how important adoption is to Paul. It is strange, therefore, to 
discover that adoption has been greatly neglected throughout the history of the Christian 
Church. 

One of the easiest ways to discover what Christians believe and value is to look at 
what we call the “creeds” and “confessions” of the church. Today we call them 
“statements of faith.” So, a statement of faith, or a creed, is a written document that 
outlines in a precise manner what Christians believe and value. For instance, the most 
famous is the Apostle’s Creed, which begins by saying, “I believe in God, the Father 
Almighty, creator of heaven and earth. I believe in Jesus Christ, his only Son, our Lord.” 
It goes on to speak about belief in the Holy Spirit, the Church, forgiveness of sins, the 
resurrection of the dead, and life everlasting.  

So, what do the creeds of history reveal about adoption? The famous historian 
Phillip Schaff compiled all the creeds and confessions from the time of Christ to the year 
1900. This compilation fills three volumes and is over 2500 pages long. It is shocking to 
discover that, to our knowledge, no creed or confession gives a distinct statement about 
adoption until the Westminster Confession of Faith in 1647. Adoption is barely 
mentioned in the creeds and confessions of the church. 

But what about today? For my doctoral studies I researched the statements of faith 
from the major evangelical denominations in Canada. There are thirty-two evangelical 
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denominations in Canada. My research revealed that 22 of 32 Canadian Evangelical 
Statements of Faith make no reference to adoption and most have no reference to 
believers as children of God. This includes, but is not limited to, The Fellowship of 
Evangelical Baptist Churches in Canada,3 The Pentecostal Assemblies of Canada,4 
Evangelical Free Church of Canada,5 Baptist General Conference of Canada,6 Church of 
the Nazarene Canada,7 Vineyard Canada,8 Evangelical Mennonite Conference,9 Canadian 
Baptists of Western Canada,10 Calvary Chapel Association,11 Canadian Foursquare 
Church,12 and the North American Baptists.13  

What about those ten denominations that do mention adoption? Five of them only 
make one passing reference and provide no explanation as to what is meant. That leaves 
only five of the thirty-two denominations who speak of adoption and give some space to 
explaining what it means. 

Here is my conclusion: while there are some commendable exceptions, most 
evangelical denominations in Canada follow the pattern of history in placing great 
emphasis on justification and regeneration but neglecting adoption.  

The neglect of adoption can also be seen in the history of Christian books. Again, 
there are some commendable exceptions such as John Calvin and the Puritans. The past 
fifty years, and especially the last 20 years, have also seen a rise in books on this subject 

																																																								
3 “What We Believe,” The Fellowship, accessed September 18, 2017, 

http://www.fellowship.ca/WhatWeBelieve.  
 
4 “What We Believe,” The Pentecostal Assemblies of Canada, accessed September 18, 2017, 

https://paoc.org/family/what-we-believe. 
 
5 “The EFCC’s Official Statement of Faith,” EFCC, accessed September 18, 2017, 

http://www.efccm.ca/wordpress/aboutus/learn-about-the-efcc/important-info/statement-of-faith/. 
 
6 “What We Believe,” Baptist General Conference of Canada, accessed September 18, 2017, 

https://www.bgc.ca/about-us/what-we-believe. 
 
7 “Doctrine,” Church of the Nazarene Canada, accessed September 18, 2017, 

https://www.nazarene.ca/about_us. 
 
8 “The Vineyard,” Vineyard Canada, accessed September 18, 2017, 

https://www.vineyard.ca/about.php. 
 
9 “EMC Statement of Faith (Unabridged),” Evangelical Mennonite Conference, accessed October 

21, 2017, http://www.emconference.ca/about/what-we-believe/statement-of-faith-unabridged/. 
 
10 “Statement of Faith,” Canadian Baptists of Western Canada, accessed September 18, 2017, 

http://cbwc.ca/about/. 
 
11 “Statement of Faith,” Calvary Chapel Association, accessed September 18, 2017, 

https://www.nazarene.ca/about_us. 
 
12 “What We Believe,” Canadian Foursquare Church, accessed September 18, 2017, 

http://www.foursquare.ca/what-we-believe.html. 
 
13 “Our Beliefs,” North American Baptist Conference, accessed October 21, 2017, 

https://nabconference.org/us/#our_beliefs. 
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but, speaking generally, adoption has been greatly neglected in the history of Christian 
literature. 

The same thing applies to songs and hymns. Many songs and hymns have been 
written that lift our hearts in praise to God for what he has done in creating the world, in 
justifying us, and in giving us the new birth. But in my research, I can only find a handful 
of hymns that are dedicated to the theme of adoption and even the most avid hymn lover 
would likely not have heard of them. In the last few years there have been some 
contemporary songs that have addressed adoption but again there are very few songs that 
fill our hearts with praise to God for all he has done in adopting us into his family and the 
tremendous privileges that come with it. When I consider how highly Paul thinks of 
adoption, I cannot help but ask why adoption has been so neglected in the history of the 
Church. 
 
Conclusion 

In 1864 a Scottish theologian named Robert Candlish delivered some lectures in 
Edinburgh on “The Fatherhood of God.” He compared the great doctrines of the Bible to 
mines filled with precious metals. The early church fathers mined the doctrine of the 
Trinity and brought forth its vast treasures. The Reformers mined the doctrine of 
justification and gave us its incredible riches. But Candlish argued that the mine of 
adoption has been largely undiscovered. It was his contention, and I share it, that there 
are great riches waiting to be discovered.14  

Whatever the reasons for its neglect, I believe that now is the time for adoption to 
be restored to its rightful place among the rich truths of the Church. It is, therefore, my 
intention in this series “to sink new shafts in this mine” of adoption in order to bring out 
some of its abundant riches.15 Join me in praying for this series that we might experience 
the life-transforming power of what it means to be adopted by God.  
 

																																																								
14 R.S. Candlish, The Fatherhood of God: Being the First Course of the Cunningham Lectures 

(Edinburgh: Adam and Charles Black, 1865), 282–88. 
 
15 Candlish, 286–87. 
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Appendix 3 
Sermon 2: The Riches of Adoption 

 

This appendix contains the manuscript for the second sermon in the Adopted by 

God series entitled, “The Riches of Adoption.” It is an exposition of Ephesians 1:3-6 and 

was preached at Central Baptist Church, Victoria on January 20, 2019.     

 
Ephesians 1:3-6 

3 Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us in 
Christ with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places, 4 even as he chose us in him 
before the foundation of the world, that we should be holy and blameless before him. In 
love 5 he predestined us for adoption to himself as sons through Jesus Christ, according to 
the purpose of his will, 6 to the praise of his glorious grace, with which he has blessed us 
in the Beloved. 
 
Series Introduction 

We are doing an eight-part series on adoption—that is, on how God adopts us as 
sons and daughters into his family. Last week we saw that the apostle Paul uses the idea 
of adoption to tell the big story of the Bible. Each time he talks about adoption he does so 
in order to highlight of a period of time within the larger timeline of the Bible’s big story; 
a part of the story within the larger story. We put it into a chart and saw that when the big 
story of the Bible is told through the lens of adoption, it can be broken down into five 
chapters.1 These chapters move from before creation, through time itself, and stretches on 
to when time, as we know it, will be no more. Today we are looking at chapter 1 of the 
Bible’s big story. Chapter 1 describes how God the Father planned this entire story of 
adoption before he created the world. Let’s pray.  
 
Introduction 

They are the most ridiculous commercials I’ve ever seen. But they also contain 
one of the most profound statements I’ve ever heard. For the past ten years, Scotiabank 
has ended all their commercials with a tag line. What is the tag line of Scotiabank? 
“You’re richer than you think.” That is ridiculous and I know it better than most people. 
You see, my mortgage is with Scotiabank and, let me tell you, I am not one penny richer 
than I think. And yet this tag line perfectly captures how to live the Christian life. The 
reason why Christians often lack joy, peace, and hope is because we live like beggars 
when we are actually billionaires. 

The key to growing as a Christian is to realize that you truly are richer than you 
think, to discover what those riches are, and to start enjoying them in your life.  
This is Paul’s theme in Ephesians 1:3-14. Look at verse 3: “Blessed be the God and 
Father of our Lord Jesus Christ who has blessed us in Christ with every spiritual blessing 
in the heavenly places.” Paul bursts out in praise to God the Father. Why? Because the 
																																																								

1 See Figure 1 on page 84. 
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Father has blessed us in Christ. And our Father is no cheapskate who has blessed us with 
only a few blessings. No! Our Father has blessed us with every spiritual blessing. And 
this spiritual fortune is secure, for it is kept for us in the vault of the “heavenly places” 
where Christ reigns supreme. That’s verse 3. 

Then in verses 4-14 Paul opens up this heavenly vault to show us some of these 
riches. The experience of reading these verses is like in The Hobbit when Bilbo first 
enters the lost underground kingdom of the dwarves and sees caverns that are filled with 
mountains of gold and treasure. Verses 4-14 describe these caverns of riches and it is all 
ours in Christ. 

If you have read The Hobbit (or seen the movies), you also know that among all 
this treasure there is one jewel that is worth an entire cavern filled with gold. It is called 
“the Arkenstone.” The Arkenstone is a treasure among treasures. When Paul begins to 
describe the mountains of wealth that are ours in Christ, the first thing he brings up in 
verses 4-6 is being chosen for adoption. Adoption is a treasure among treasures. 
Adoption is an Arkenstone.  

As we saw last week, this jewel has largely remained hidden throughout the 
history of the church as Christians have rightly enjoyed, and sought to defend, other great 
jewels like justification. But in this series, we are seeking to reclaim this long-forgotten 
jewel.  To that end I want to divide this message into two parts. In part 1, we will walk 
through verses 4-6 and behold the riches of adoption. Then in part 2 I will apply the 
riches of adoption to the most critical area of your life, which is your identity.  
 
The Father Planned His Universe Before Creating It 

So, let’s begin. In part 1 let’s behold the riches of adoption. If verses 4-6 are like a 
jewel, then adoption is the heart of the jewel. We will look into the heart of the jewel but 
I don’t want to look at it right away. Rather, I want to begin by looking at the many 
phrases that surround it.  If adoption is the heart of the jewel then these phrases are like 
the many facets of the jewel. So, let’s begin by looking at the facets and then we will look 
into the heart of the jewel itself. 

The first thing we see in verses 4-6 is that the Father planned his universe before 
creating it. Verses 4 and 5 take us back to a time before there was time—to when only 
God existed. Here we leave the dimensions of time and space and we enter into the very 
thoughts of the eternal God. What a rare jewel this is! What we see is that God, the Great 
Architect, sat down and planned out his universe before he built it. Verse 4 says that God 
made his plan “before the foundation of the world.” Verse 5 says, “he predestined”, 
which means to “predetermine” or “to decide beforehand.” Verse 6 says all this is 
“according to the purpose of his will.” This phrase stresses that his plan cannot be 
thwarted but it also has connotations of delight and pleasure.2 The Father took great 
pleasure and joy in developing his pre-creation plan. So, before there were black holes or 
blackberries, before there were lily pads or iPads, God the Father made a plan for the 
universe he would create. With joy-filled delight, the Great Author, planned out the story 
of the universe before the first page was written.  

																																																								
2 Markus Barth says we are not to imagine “a grim Lord watching over the execution of his 

predetermined plan, but a smiling Father . . . [who] enjoys imparting his riches to many children.” Markus 
Barth, Ephesians: Introduction, Translation, and Commentary on Chapters 1-3, vol. 34, Anchor Yale Bible 
(New Haven, London: Yale University Press, 2008), 81. 
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The Father Had a Purpose For His Plan 

Let me turn the jewel now and show you a second facet. In the second place we 
discover that, the Father had a purpose for his plan. Even though the Father made this 
plan before time began, he looked ahead to when time, as we know it, will end. His pre-
creation plan had an ultimate purpose that it was designed to achieve. Look at verse 6. 
The plan will all be done “to the praise of his glorious grace.” When God was planning 
the universe that he would create, the thought that drove his plan was how to create a 
universe that could most clearly display the glory of who he is, especially the glory of his 
grace. To show that he is the kind of God who loves to give gifts to those who do not 
deserve it. That he is the kind of God who loves to give for free that which can never be 
earned. That he is the kind of God who showers love and favour on those who are 
unworthy of it. The universe, therefore, is a theatre in which the drama of God’s plan 
unfolds. As this story unfolds, and particularly when the final curtain falls, God’s 
ultimate purpose is that millions of angels and millions of people will rise to their feet in 
thunderous applause and shout, “What amazing grace! What a gracious God! Bravo! 
Bravo!” 
 
The Father’s Plan is Accomplished Through Jesus Christ 

Let’s turn the jewel again and see yet another facet. In the third place we discover 
that the Father’s plan is accomplished through Jesus, particularly through his death. 
Notice that even though verses 4-6 are about God the Father and his pre-creation plan, 
Paul cannot speak about the Father’s plan without constantly referring to Jesus. In verse 3 
all the spiritual blessings are given “in Christ.” In verse 4 we are chosen “in him.” In 
verse 5 this predetermined plan is accomplished “through Jesus Christ.” In verse 6 the 
blessings of God’s grace are given “in the Beloved.” So, all the gracious blessings of this 
plan are given only to those who are united to Jesus—to those who are “in Christ.” 
Additionally, this whole plan is accomplished “through Jesus Christ.” Paul will go on in 
verses 7-12 to focus on Jesus and his role in the Father’s plan. The first thing he says in 
verse 7 is that Jesus’ role was to die a violent and bloody death for he says, “In him we 
have redemption through his blood.” So, before God created the world he made a plan. 
The purpose of that plan was to display his grace. The pre-creation plan was centred 
around the death of His own Son.  

All of this means that Jesus’ death was not an accident that somehow surprised 
the Father. It’s not like Jesus’ crucifixion set off alarm bells in heaven that caused angels 
to scurry everywhere in panic. When the nails pierced Jesus’ hands, God the Father did 
not yell for an emergency meeting with Michael the archangel to figure out how all this 
could have happened. No! It was all part of the plan. The death of Jesus was not some 
sort of Plan B after Adam and Eve messed up God’s Plan A for the universe. No! The 
death of Jesus was Plan A for the Father’s pre-creation plan is accomplished “through 
Jesus Christ.”3  

																																																								
3 Other scriptures also make it clear that Jesus’ death was planned before the creation of the world. 

1 Peter 1:20 says, “[Jesus] was foreknown before the foundation of the world.” Acts 2:23 says Jesus was 
“delivered up according to the definite plan and foreknowledge of God.” Acts 4:27 says that all the people 
who had a hand in Jesus’ death only did “Whatever your hand and your plan had predestined to take 
place?” Revelation 13:8 refers to Jesus as “the Lamb that was slain from the creation of the world.” As 
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So, what is the plan? What is this plan that the whole universe was built for? 
What is this plan that calls for the Father to give up his own Son to die a violent death on 
a cross? What is this plan that reveals the tremendous grace of God in such a way that 
Paul bursts out into praise? Let’s look now at the heart of the jewel.   
 
The Father’s Plan Was to Adopt a People 

In the fourth place, the Father’s plan was to adopt a people whom he would 
choose for himself. Look at verse 5: “he predestined us for adoption to himself as sons 
through Jesus Christ.” In the Greek the word “predestined” is connected to the verb “to 
choose” in verse 4. While there is debate about exactly how these two verbs fit together, 
it seems Paul is saying the Father chose us because he had predetermined to adopt us. My 
wife and I had a plan to adopt a son into our family. Of all the children in the world, we 
chose Joshua to be our son. 

Do you see it then? Adoption is at the very centre of why God created the 
universe. When the Father was thinking about how to create a universe the thought that 
drove his plan was how to create a universe that could most clearly display his grace. 
God decided that the greatest way he could display his grace was to choose a people 
whom he would adopt through Jesus Christ. All of this is meant to result in praise for his 
glorious grace. So how does adoption display the grace of God?  

Look into this jewel. It shines with the grace of God in at least three ways. First, 
adoption displays the amazing grace of God because the Father did not need to adopt 
anyone. He already had a Son and he was “his beloved Son” (Col 1:13). As the great 
Puritan Thomas Watson writes, “We needed a Father, but he did not need sons.”4 But in 
an act of astonishing grace, the Father planned to enlarge his family by adopting mere 
creatures like you and I. Amazing grace! 

Secondly, adoption displays the amazing grace of God because of what we were 
before the Father adopted us.  Let’s be clear on something here: as the Father developed 
his plan he did not look through time and see cute little orphaned babies who attracted his 
heart or well-behaved children who deserved to be adopted. No, as the Father looked 
through time he saw a world in rebellion against him. And yet, as Romans 5:10 says, it 
was “while we were enemies” that He sent Christ to die for us. We were enslaved to sin. 
In Ephesians 1:3 the Father chooses us “that we should be holy and blameless before 
him”, which means that apart from adoption in Christ we are unholy and worthy of 
blame. Ephesians 2:2 explains this saying that we are all “sons of disobedience” and 
Ephesians 2:3 declares that we are all “by nature children of wrath.”  So, before creation, 
the Father chose to adopt those who were his enemies. Before creation, the Father 
planned to make “children of wrath” (Eph. 2:4) into “children of God” (Rom. 8:16). 
What incredible grace!  

Ah but keep staring at this jewel. In the third place, adoption displays the 
amazing grace of God because of what it cost the Father. You see, the Father could not 
adopt us while we were under judgment and wrath. And so, before creation, the Father 

																																																								
John Stott says, “He determined to make us (who did not yet exist) his own children through the redeeming 
work of Christ (which had not yet taken place).” John Stott, The Message of Ephesians, The Bible Speaks 
Today (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 1979), 36. 

 
4 Thomas Watson, A Body of Divinity (London: Banner of Truth, 1957), 235. 
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planned to give up what was most precious to himself, namely, His own Son. The Father 
planned to send His only Son into the world and for Jesus to go to the cross where He 
would take the wrath and judgement that was due to us upon Himself. The Bible’s word 
for this is “propitiation”, which means “to turn aside wrath.” In his death, Jesus turns 
aside the wrath that is due to us and makes us “holy and blameless” in order that the 
Father might adopt us. J.I. Packer writes this: “Were I asked to focus the New Testament 
message in three words, my proposal would be adoption through propitiation, and I do 
not expect ever to meet a richer or more pregnant summary of the gospel than that.”5 

Lift up your heart in praise to the Father for this entire plan was made before the 
foundation of the world. Plan A was to create a universe in which the Father’s children 
would be lost from him through sin, but a universe in which the Father would give his 
only Son in order to rescue them so that he might adopt them to himself. So, adoption is 
not God’s second-best plan for his universe. It is the plan. Adoption is not an afterthought 
in God’s mind. It is the thought. It is not too much to say with John Piper that, “adoption 
is greater than the universe.”6 It is greater because the universe exists as the theatre in 
which God displays his grace in the story of adopting sinners through Jesus Christ. 
Behold the jewel of adoption! Adoption is an Arkenstone among the treasures that the 
Father has given us in Christ. That is part 1.  
 
Applying the Riches of Adoption 

Let’s turn now to part 2. In part 2 we will apply the riches of adoption. When 
Bilbo found the Arkenstone he immediately knew that it was a treasure of great value and 
yet he would go on to discover that it was worth far more than he originally thought. 
Although we have seen how great this jewel of adoption is, I now want to apply it to your 
life in order that you might see that you truly are richer than you think.  

In part 2 I want to apply the riches of adoption to the issue of identity. Identity 
answers fundamental questions like, “Who am I? What makes me to be me? Where do I 
find my sense of self-worth?” I want to show you that trying to find your identity in 
anything but God will leave you utterly impoverished. But when you find your identity in 
your adoption you will be rich. When you really take hold of your identity as a child of 
God you can declare three things about yourself—three things that save you from the 
impoverished way you often live. I will put them in the first person so that you can 
declare them to yourself. 
 
I Am Chosen 

Declaration #1: I am chosen (so I don’t have to achieve in order to be 
Somebody). So often find our identity in what we do. We measure our self-worth based 
on how successful we are in our careers, in our ability to parent, or in how good we are at 
music, sports, or school. But trying to find your identity in your achievements will leave 
you impoverished. You will be crushed when you fail because your whole sense of self-
worth is wrapped up in succeeding. You won’t be able to handle criticism. You will 
always feel insecure because you never quite know if you are doing well enough. And 

																																																								
5 J. I. Packer, Knowing God (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 1993), 214. Emphasis original. 
 
6 “John Piper: Adoption Is Greater Than The Universe,” December 5, 2008, accessed May 3, 

2017, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CIKehK1lSFY. 
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even when you are successful you won’t be able to rest because you have to keep 
working to maintain your self-worth.  

Madonna, the worldwide pop icon, once gave an interview where she was really 
honest about this. She said, “I have an iron will, and all of my will has always been to 
conquer some horrible feeling of inadequacy. . . . I push past one spell of it and discover 
myself as a special human being and then I get to another stage and think I’m mediocre 
and uninteresting. . . . Again and again. My drive in life is from this horrible fear of being 
mediocre. And that’s always pushing me, pushing me. Because even though I’ve become 
Somebody, I still have to prove that I’m Somebody. My struggle has never ended and it 
probably never will.”7 

You can hear how impoverished she feels. Contrast this now with finding your 
identity in your adoption. Adoption is not something that is earned. Adoption is 
something that is given. Adoption is not something that is achieved. Adoption is 
something that is received.  

Paul’s imagery of adoption also comes from the Old Testament where God chose 
Israel from among all the nations of the earth and adopted Israel as his son. God makes it 
clear that he did not choose Israel because of anything they did but solely because of his 
great love for them.8 Likewise, our son, Joshua, did not call us from China saying, “I 
propose that I live in your home for a probationary period and if I can be a good enough 
boy then I will earn the right for you to love me and adopt me as your son.” No. We 
chose him. We adopted him. His identity as our son does not depend in any way on his 
achievements. His identity as our son is not earned; it is given. Listen, you don’t have to 
achieve in order to be Somebody because in Jesus you already are Somebody. You are a 
son in the royal family! You are a daughter in the royal family! You are chosen!  

Before we move to the second declaration let me make quick sidebar comment. 
There are questions that arise as soon as we start talking about predestination and God 
choosing to adopt some as his children. What about those whom God has not chosen? 
Why would he choose some and not others? Those are legitimate questions but we must 
not let them steal away the joy of what these verses are seeking to give us. Paul’s whole 
purpose in bringing up election and predestination is to assure believers of their new 
identity and to lead them to praise the Father for his grace. Many Christians get so upset 
about God choosing some and not others. They get in heated debates and despise the idea 
of election. This is tragic. It is like if Josh spent his life getting upset with Heather and I 
and endlessly arguing with us about why we chose to adopt him and not some other boy. 
There may be a time for him to ask that question but I hope Josh spends most of his time 
enjoying his new life, not brooding over why we didn’t choose some other boy. Here in 
Ephesians 1 we see that being chosen for adoption is meant to fill you with joy and praise 
to God. You are chosen, so you don’t have achieve in order to be somebody.  
 
I Am Loved 

																																																								
7 Lynn Hirshberg, “The Misfit,” Vanity Fair, April 1991, Volume 54, Issue 4, 160-169, 196-202. 
 
8 Deut 14:1-2. C.f. Is 43:10; Deut 7:7-8; 9:4-6. Paul makes it clear in his other letters that God did 

not choose his people because of any merit in them but because of his love (Rom 9:11-12; 1 Cor 1:27-29; 2 
Tim 1:9; Tit 1:1-2; Rom 8:33-39; 1 Thess 1:4). 
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Declaration #2: I am loved (so I don’t need to expect others to fulfill my deepest 
need for love). The desire to be loved is a good thing. God has given us relationships to 
help meet this desire. But no single person can fulfill our deepest need for love. If you 
place this expectation on another person such as your spouse, your children, or a friend, 
you will crush them. No one can live up to this. Moreover, you will be left disillusioned 
when they fail to meet your need for love. The fact is, parents let you down, spouses let 
each other down, families have conflict, and friends will leave you. 

Michael Jackson died of a heart attack in 2009. His album Thriller is, to this day, 
the number one selling album in history. Yet, for all his genius Michael Jackson was a 
deeply troubled man. Jackson often spoke about how, as a child, he never felt loved by 
his father. I am sure many people who can echo that—you did not have a good 
relationship with your dad. Jackson talks about how his father did not allow him to call 
him “dad”, was too harsh, was emotionally distant, and regularly hit him when he sang 
wrong notes in rehearsal or missed a dance step.  I’m sure there are many who can 
resonate with this kind of father. 

In 2001 Jackson visited Oxford University and gave a speech. In it he said these 
powerful words: “If you enter this world knowing you are loved and you leave this world 
knowing the same, then everything that happens in between can be dealt with.” Jackson is 
right. But where can we find this kind of love? Sadly, Jackson could not find it. Sadly, 
many people in this room have not found this kind of love even in your own father. The 
fact is, no single person in this world can fulfill our deep need to be loved. This is where I 
am praying God can do some healing in some of your lives. 

Again, this is where the riches of adoption are so glorious. In adoption, God 
himself becomes your Father. If your father was not a good father don’t say, “God is like 
my father.” Rather, say, “my father is not like God.” For God is the Father you always 
wished for and wanted but perhaps never had. God the Father loves his children. We see 
that in one little phrase. Look at the end of verse 4: “In love he predestined us for 
adoption.” Oh, let this sink into the deepest core of who you are. So many fathers give 
love to their children based on their children’s achievements and the children can never 
live up to those standards. This is so different in God’s adoption of us through Christ. 
God set his love upon you before the foundation of the world. Therefore, God’s love for 
you is not based on what you do because he loved you before you were even alive. God’s 
love for you does not get withdrawn when you fail him for he chose to adopt you even 
when you where his enemy. The ultimate proof of his love is that he was willing to give 
up his Son in order to rescue you so that he might adopt you.  

When you find your identity in being a child of God, you can face the worst 
things that happen in life because you are secure in the Father’s love. At the end of 
Romans 8 Paul names all the worst things that can happen to God’s children. We may 
face tribulations, distress, persecution, famines, nakedness, danger, or the sword. We face 
evil powers and we will face death itself. Yet, Paul ends the chapter with a great shout of 
triumph, declaring that we can conquer all these things. Where do we get such courage? 
From finding our identity in our adoption. Since we are adopted we can laugh in the face 
of death itself because nothing can “separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our 
Lord.” You are loved (so you don’t need to expect others to fulfill your deepest need for 
love). 
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I Belong 
Declaration #3: I belong (so I don’t have to keep striving for acceptance). We all 

yearn to belong and be accepted. We spend most of our lives trying to fit in somewhere. 
Adoption is the end of the search for belonging. While adoption does focus on the 
individual it is not individualistic. You must never think of adoption simply as God 
adopting you. It is about God adopting you into his family. Notice that all of Paul’s 
adoption language is corporate. In verse 3 the Father has blessed “us” with every spiritual 
blessing. In verse 4 the Father chose “us” before the foundation of the world. In verse 5 
the Father predestined “us” for adoption. God does not adopt you and leave you all alone. 
He brings you home into the warmth and embrace of his family. God is your Father. 
Jesus is your elder brother. Other believers are your brothers and sisters. You are no 
longer on your own. You have a home. You belong to a family. 

I will never forget the moment when we arrived home after adopting Josh from 
China. We had brought our oldest daughter, Emily, and after two and half weeks we were 
finally arriving home. As we got out of the car I took out my phone to capture the 
moment of Josh meeting his new brother Tyler, sister Jessica, and one set of 
grandparents. Screams of joy erupted as the front door opened. A new brother was 
welcomed home to our family. 
 
Conclusion 

The Father has blessed you with every spiritual blessing in Christ. You’re richer 
than you think. Stop living such an impoverished life. Build your identity on your 
adoption in Christ. Lift your heart in praise to the Father for your adoption in Christ. You 
are chosen. You are loved. You belong. You’re richer than you think. 
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Appendix 4 
Sermon 3: The Power of Adoption (against religion  

that makes God a boss-like Father) 
 

This appendix contains the manuscript for the third sermon in the Adopted by God 

series entitled, “The Power of Adoption (against religion that makes God a boss-like 

Father).” It is an exposition of Galatians 4:1-11 and was preached at Central Baptist 

Church, Victoria on January 27, 2019.     

 
Galatians 4:1-11 

I mean that the heir, as long as he is a child, is no different from a slave, though 
he is the owner of everything, 2 but he is under guardians and managers until the date set 
by his father. 3 In the same way we also, when we were children, were enslaved to the 
elementary principles of the world. 4 But when the fullness of time had come, God sent 
forth his Son, born of woman, born under the law, 5 to redeem those who were under the 
law, so that we might receive adoption as sons. 6 And because you are sons, God has sent 
the Spirit of his Son into our hearts, crying, “Abba! Father!” 7 So you are no longer a 
slave, but a son, and if a son, then an heir through God. 8 Formerly, when you did not 
know God, you were enslaved to those that by nature are not gods. 9 But now that you 
have come to know God, or rather to be known by God, how can you turn back again to 
the weak and worthless elementary principles of the world, whose slaves you want to be 
once more? 10 You observe days and months and seasons and years! 11 I am afraid I may 
have labored over you in vain. 
 
Introduction 

Dr. Russell Moore tells of adopting two Russian boys. 
 
When Maria and I first walked into the orphanage, where we were led to the boys 
the Russian courts had picked out for us to adopt, we almost vomited, in reaction 
to the stench and the squalor of the place. The boys were in cribs in the dark, 
lying in their own waste. Leaving them at the end of each day was painful, but 
leaving them the final day, before going home to wait for the paperwork to go 
through, was the hardest thing either of us had ever done. Walking out of the 
room to prepare for the plane ride home, Maria and I could hear Maxim calling 
out for us, and falling down in his crib, convulsing in tears. . . . When Maria and I 
at long last received the call that the legal process was over, and we returned to 
Russia to pick up our new sons, we found that their transition from orphanage to 
family was more difficult than we had supposed. . . . We nodded our thanks to the 
orphanage personnel and walked out into the sunlight, to the terror of the two 
boys. They’d never seen the sun, and they’d never felt the wind. They had never 
heard the sound of a car door slamming or had the sensation of being carried 
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along at 100 miles an hour down a Russian road. I noticed that they were shaking, 
and reaching back to the orphanage in the distance. I whispered to Sergei, now 
Timothy, ‘That place is a pit! If only you knew what’s waiting for you: a home 
with a Mommy and a Daddy who love you, grandparents, and great-grandparents 
and cousins and playmates . . . and McDonald’s Happy Meals!’ But all they knew 
was the orphanage. It was squalid, but they had no other reference point, and it 
was home. 

We knew the boys had acclimated to our home, that they trusted us, when 
they stopped hiding food in their high-chairs. They knew there would be another 
meal coming, and they wouldn’t have to fight for the scraps. This was the new 
normal. They are now thoroughly Americanized, perhaps too much so, able to 
recognize the sound of a microwave ding from forty yards away. I still remember, 
though, those little hands reaching for the orphanage.”1 

 
Adoption is at the very heart of Christianity. The good news of the Bible is that 

God became a man. The Son of God entered into the stench and squalor of our sinful 
world in order to liberate us from slavery to sin so that God might adopt us. Oh, what a 
tremendous privilege! Adoption declares that every Christian enjoys complete favour and 
acceptance as a son or daughter of God. 

But there is a problem. We are just like the two Russian boys. Even though they 
were adopted into a loving family, they often fell back into their old orphan mentality. 
They were suspicious of their parent’s love. They did not trust them to even provide food. 
They were anxious, fearful, and insecure. It took time to break this old mentality and 
enjoy the freedom that was already theirs the moment they were adopted. In the same 
way, when God adopts us we have a new life. We are sons and daughters. We are loved 
and accepted. But we can easily fall back into an old mentality, which I will call “a 
performance-based relationship with God.” By this I mean we fall into a mentality that 
thinks God’s favour toward us is conditional on how well we are doing at living the 
Christian life. We relate to God like he is our boss rather than our father. A boss gives 
you list of things to do and evaluates you on the basis of your performance. If you 
perform well, your boss is pleased and likes you. But if you don’t perform well, your 
boss will be displeased, will frown at you, put you on probation, and may even fire you.  

As Christians we may believe God is our Father but we often fall back into 
relating to him as a boss-like Father whose favour must be earned and maintained 
through our good performance. This does not lead to joy and freedom. This only leads to 
disaster for we are all painfully aware of how much we fail to obey God. This makes us 
insecure. We aren’t sure what God really thinks of us, but we know it can’t be very good. 
We may be his child, but we are second class. We sit in the back room while God’s good 
children get to sit up next to the Father. And so, like a boss whom we have fallen out of 
favour with, we keep our distance from God. But to live in a performance-based 
relationship with God when he has adopted you is like reaching back to the orphanage. 
Paul says, “That place is a pit!”  

																																																								
1 Russell D. Moore, “The Brotherhood of Sons: What Some Rude Questions About Adoption 

Taught Me About the Gospel of Christ,” Touchstone: A Journal of Mere Christianity 20, no. 4 (2007), 
http://touchstonemag.com/archives/article.php?id=20-04-026-f. 
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This morning I want to show you how adoption can free you from relating to God 
like a boss on the basis of your own performance and, rather, relate to him as your loving 
heavenly Father. To experience this freedom, Paul calls us to do three things. First, 
recognize what you do. Second, recall what you were. And third, remember who you are.  
 
Recognize What You Do 

First then, recognize what you do. I want to show you that, like the two Russian 
boys, we keep acting in ways that reveal how we have not really grasped our new life as 
those who have been adopted by God. Recognize that, even as a Christian, you often 
relate to God like a boss whose favour has to be earned rather than a Father whose 
favour is freely given. Let me show you this in the lives of the Galatian Christians and 
then in our lives.  

As Paul writes this letter to the Galatians, we can see that he is absolutely furious. 
Some religious teachers had come into the Galatian churches. They were saying, “Yes, 
you must believe in Jesus in order to be accepted by God. But if you want God to fully 
love you and accept you then you must also be circumcised and obey the Old Testament 
law.” These religious teachers are saying that God’s love and acceptance are based, at 
least in part, on our performance. But Paul fires back at them! If God’s acceptance of us 
depends even a bit on our performance then we are doomed because God’s law says you 
must obey it perfectly. In sharp contrast, the gospel, or good news, says that because of 
what Jesus has done, God will freely receive anyone who comes to him through Christ. 
What a difference! Religion says, “You must perform in order to be accepted by God.” 
But the gospel says, “Through faith in Jesus you are already accepted by God.” Paul is 
furious because these religious teachers are denying the gospel and placing an impossible 
requirement on people. 

Paul is also shocked and deeply grieved because the Galatian Christians are 
actually listening to these teachers. Look at verses 9-11: “But now that you have come to 
know God, or rather to be known by God, how can you turn back again to the weak and 
worthless elementary principles of the world, whose slaves you want to be once more? 
You observe days and months and seasons and years! I am afraid I may have labored 
over you in vain.” They were listening to these religious teachers who said they had to 
follow all the special days and feasts in the Old Testament in order for God to truly 
accept them. Paul can’t believe it. In 3:1 he says, “O foolish Galatians! Who has 
bewitched you?” 

This whole situation teaches us something valuable. We see in the Galatians that 
we can be true Christians, and yet fall into a performance-based mentality that thinks 
God’s favour is conditional on what we do. We may not believe that we have to be 
circumcised and obey the Old Testament law, but we must certainly fall into the idea that 
we must be good in order gain and maintain God’s favour, which is still a performance-
based relationship with God.  

Let me show you how we do this. Think about two different days in your week. 
Day #1 is Monday. It’s not a good day. You wake up late and it’s raining. You skip your 
Bible reading and forget to pray. On the way to work you yell at another driver who cuts 
you off. At lunch your colleague starts talking about spiritual things but you avoid talking 
about Jesus because you don’t want to feel awkward. At home you get in a huge 
argument with your spouse. As you crawl into bed you decide to pray. Your prayer is 
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timid and goes something like this: “Dear God, I really don’t feel like I can talk to you 
right now because I have made such a mess of this day. Please forgive my sins. Amen.” 
Day #2 is Tuesday. It’s a good day. You wake up early and it’s sunny. You read the 
whole book of Philippians. You get cut off in traffic again, but just turn the other cheek. 
At lunch you courageously talk with your colleague about Jesus. When you get home, 
your spouse kisses you, and you enjoy a great dinner with some friends. That night you 
decide to kneel beside your bed in prayer. Your prayer is bold goes something like this: 
“Eternal and Almighty God, the one who was, and is, and is to come! I thank Thee oh 
God for the blessings of this day.” You keep praying like that for fifteen minutes. Now let 
me ask you a question: on which day did you get your prayer wrong? Answer: You were 
wrong on both days. Why? Because you think God’s love for you, and his acceptance of 
you, is based on how well you performed during the day rather than on what Jesus did for 
you on the cross.2 If you did well then you feel you can approach God with confidence. If 
you did poorly then you feel that you can’t really talk to him at all. That’s a performance-
based relationship. 

You can see this performance-based mentality most clearly when you have 
sinned. We are all like the younger brother in Jesus’ story about the prodigal sons. He 
rejected his father, took his inheritance, and partied. When his money ran out he was 
forced to eat with the pigs. One day he came to his senses and said, “I will arise and go to 
my father, and I will say to him, ‘Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you. I 
am no longer worthy to be called your son. Treat me as one of your hired servants.’” (Lk 
15:18-19). Notice that he simply cannot believe that his father will still love him and 
accept him after what he has done. He proposes that he become an employee instead of 
son. Perhaps he thinks he may eventually earn his way back into some level of favour.  

Isn’t that what we do as well? When we see how much we sin, we simply cannot 
believe that God will still love us. And so we think we need to try harder and do better to 
get back in his good books. God becomes He-whose-favour-must-be-earned rather than 
He-whose-favour-is-freely-given-in-Christ. Can you relate to this quote? 

 
My image of God for the first few years of my Christian life was that he was a 
stern judge, not a loving father. I was taught to fear God, but not to love him. The 
net result of this was that I started to live a life of legalism rather than a life of 
love. However hard I tried, I couldn’t live up to God’s standards. I functioned as a 
slave rather than as a son. The main reason was because of a deficient image of 
God. . . . Believers who have no doctrine or experience of adoption will basically 
relate to God as Master but not as Father. They will be in a Master-servant rather 
than Father-son relationship with God. They will know that they are justified by 
their faith in the unmerited love of God at Calvary, but until they know their 
adoption they will always see God as a Master who must be obeyed rather than a 
Father whom one would never want to grieve. In other words, they will live as 
slaves rather than sons.3 

																																																								
2 Illustration adapted from Jerry Bridges, The Discipline of Grace (Colorado Springs: NavPress, 

1994), 13–19.  
 
3 Mark Stibbe, From Orphans to Heirs: Celebrating Our Spiritual Adoption (Abingdon: The Bible 

Reading Fellowship, 2005), 17, 58.  
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Can you see this performance-based mentality in your life? The first step to 

freedom is simply to recognize what you do. Recognize that, even as a Christian, you 
often relate to God like a boss whose favour is conditional on your performance. 
 
Recall What You Were 

Once you see this, the second step toward freedom is to recall what you were. 
The two Russian boys needed to understand that their old life was gone. So also, the next 
step toward freedom is for us to recall what we were before God adopted us. So, what 
were we before God adopted us? You might think we were orphans. In a sense this is true 
for we were fatherless. But the Bible says our condition was far worse than that. Before 
God adopted us, we were slaves (not merely orphans). 

Let’s look again at the chart I showed you the last couple of weeks.4 Every time 
the apostle Paul talks about adoption he uses the term to describe a period of time within 
the larger timeline of the Bible. Here in Galatians 4 Paul is speaking about three periods 
of time—the time before Jesus came when we were in slavery, the fullness of time when 
Jesus came, and the way everything changed in the period of time after Jesus came. This 
is so important to see because Paul is going to show us that to rely on our performance as 
the means to gain or maintain God’s favour is like going back to the period of time before 
Jesus came. It is a return to the era of slavery. You’re not just reaching back to the 
orphanage. You’re reaching back to the chains of slavery.  

So, let’s listen to Paul explain this period of time before Christ came. He explains 
it by way of an illustration. Look at verses 1-3: “I mean that the heir, as long as he is a 
child, is no different from a slave, though he is the owner of everything, but he is under 
guardians and managers until the date set by his father. In the same way we also, when 
we were children, were enslaved to the elementary principles of the world.” Imagine a 
small boy from the first century living in a family of great wealth. He is legally the heir 
of the entire estate. However, despite being the heir, the boy possesses no legal rights as a 
child. He must wait for a time, set by his father, when he will become an adult and 
therefore become the lord of the estate. Until that time comes, this boy is placed under the 
supervision of guardians and trustees. They controlled every part of his life. They 
disciplined him, told him when to wake up, and when to go to bed. Paul wants two things 
to be clear here: first, even though this boy is the heir, he is no better than a slave; second, 
this state of bondage is temporary. It only lasts until the time comes when his father 
declares him to be a man, and thus the lord of the estate. 

All of this is meant to illustrate the state of humanity in the period of time before 
Christ came. First, it is a description of Israel living under the law. In the era before 
Christ came, God’s underage son, Israel, was in a slave-like state. Romans 9:4 tells us 
that, God adopted Israel as his son. But Israel was like an underage son. God gave the law 
as a guardian to teach his young heir a very important lesson. The law taught Israel that 
they could never achieve acceptance with God on the basis of their own performance 
because they could not keep the law. The law revealed their sin. And so, this young heir 
was in a slave-like state. The law commanded obedience but, because of sin, Israel was 
unable to perform what was required. This is so important for us to understand because 
Paul is saying the entire era before Christ came was meant to prove that no one can earn 
																																																								

4 See Figure 1 on page 84. 
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God’s favour. So if you try to earn God’s favour or maintain his favour through your 
performance you are going back to that old era of slavery. 

Things were bad for Israel in the period of time before Christ came but Israel was 
still God’s son through adoption. For the rest of humanity, things were even worse. In the 
era before Christ came, the rest of humanity was in actual slavery. Look at verse 8: 
“Formerly, when you did not know God, you were enslaved to those that by nature are 
not gods.” In verse 9 he calls these non-gods “the weak and worthless elementary 
principles of the world.” That is the same phrase from verse 3: “In the same way we also, 
when we were children, were enslaved to the elementary principles of the world.” This 
term “elementary principles of the world” probably refers to all the basic thought systems 
of the world—of religions and secular thinking that enslave people to sin. All of this 
teaching is so important: To relate to God on the basis of human performance is like 
going back to the time of slavery. Paul says, “Why would you want to do that? That place 
is a pit!”  
 
Remember Who You Are 

Now we come to the big final point. To break out of a performance-based 
relationship with God you must, in the third place, remember who you are. Although 
verse 3 ends by saying we were enslaved, verse 4 begins with one of the best words in the 
entire Bible: “But.” Our situation was hopeless, “but” God acted on our behalf. We were 
enslaved, “but” God did something for us. What did God do? Look at verse 4: “But when 
the fullness of time had come, God sent forth his Son.” The father in Paul’s illustration 
set a time when his underage son became a man and was set free from his slavery under 
his guardian. So also, God the Father set a time when he would bring us from childhood 
slavery into the freedom of adult sonship. When that time arrived, God sent His Son into 
the world to rescue us.  

Look at how uniquely qualified the Son was to rescue us. He is God’s “Son.” As 
God he, therefore, has the power to save us. He was “born of woman,” which means he 
shares in our humanity and so can represent us. He was “born under the law,” which 
emphasizes that he perfectly kept God’s law. 

But now I want you to see the heart of this passage. Why did God send His Son? 
Notice that Paul gives a twofold answer. First, Jesus came to redeem those in slavery. 
“God sent forth his Son . . . to redeem those who were under the law.” In the ancient 
world, “redemption” referred to the release of a slave by the payment of a price. In 
Galatians 3:13 Paul writes, “Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law by becoming a 
curse for us.” Oh what love! God sent his Son for us. The Son took the punishment of our 
curse upon himself. The price was paid and so slaves are set free.  

But what I really want you to see in this passage is that God did not just send his 
Son to redeem us from slavery. That is glorious! But the sentence does not end there. 
Look at verse 5 again. “But . . . God sent forth his Son . . . to redeem those who were 
under the law, so that we might receive adoption as sons.” Look at those two words, “so 
that.” Underline them. Highlight them.  God’s purpose in sending Jesus was not just to 
free us from slavery. He freed us so that he might adopt us.  

If God had simply redeemed us we would rejoice and sing forever of his love 
toward us. We could end the sermon now and sing, “My sin not in part but the whole is 
nailed to the cross and I bear it no more. Praise the Lord, praise the Lord, O my soul.” 
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We could sing, “The Lamb of God in my place, his blood poured out my sin erased.” But 
redemption, as glorious as it is, is the not the end goal. Redemption clears the way so that 
God can adopt us and give us all the privileges that come with it. 

God redeems us and says, “You are no longer a slave of sin” so that God can 
adopt us and say, “You are my son. You are my daughter.” God redeems us and says, 
“You are free to leave the prison of sin” so that God can adopt us and say, “Welcome to 
the warmth and comfort of my home.” God redeems us and says, “My Son paid the debt 
you owe” so that God can adopt us and say, “You are now an heir and will share in the 
vast inheritance that I will give to my Son, Jesus.” That the King of the Universe would 
free slaves at such a high cost to himself is a tremendous act of love. But that the King of 
the Universe would then adopt freed slaves into his family defies comprehension.  

The key to breaking this performance-based relationship with God is to remember 
who you are. Paul says it so clearly in verse 7: “So you are no longer a slave, but a son.” 
The time of slavery is over. You do not have to perform in order to earn God’s favour. 
Jesus did this for you. Through his perfect life, death, and resurrection he earned God’s 
favour for anyone who comes to him. You have been adopted. You have a new status and 
identity. It is not based on your performance. You are a son. You are a daughter. And so 
you are fully loved and accepted. Remember who you are. 

On March 26, 2013 Heather and I sat in a government office in Kunming, China. 
The officials placed a document in front of us. The first question asked, “Are you willing 
to adopt this child.” We wrote, “Yes.” The next question asked if we would promise to 
care for this child. We wrote, “Yes.” We then paid the cost so we could adopt him. After 
this, we were given this notarized document which states, “This is to certify that Barton 
Priebe and Heather Priebe have reached an agreement to adopt Liao Yu. . . . the adoptive 
relationship takes effect March 26, 2013. Barton Priebe is now Liao Yu’s adoptive father 
and Heather Priebe is now Liao Yu’s adoptive mother.” On that day Joshua Liao Yu 
legally became our son.  

While awaiting Josh’s immigration papers and passport we spent a week in 
Beijing. Every night Josh would wake up screaming in fear. One night, around 3:00am, I 
picked him up. He immediately started blowing me kisses and clapping his hands. He 
knew that these things impressed me and made me happy. But his actions did not come 
across like a toddler who is being playful and having fun. It came across very insecure 
like he was saying, “Please be impressed with me. Look at what I can do for you. Please 
love me because I am a good boy.” Knowing full well that he could not understand my 
English, I whispered in his ear something like, “Josh, you don’t need to try and prove 
yourself out of a fear that I will leave you. You are my son now and I will always love 
you.”  

Many Christians struggle to truly believe God loves them. Yet, God says, “In 
Christ, you are my son. In Christ, you are my daughter now. I will always love you.” 
Remember who you are. But even hearing this we may say, “But you don’t know what I 
have done. You don’t know the darkness in my heart.” We are just like the prodigal son. 
When we see how much we sin, we simply cannot believe that God could fully love us. 
Maybe we can receive a partial love where we work our way back into his favour but 
surely not a full and complete love. But the Father will not have it. In Jesus’ story we 
read that “while [the son] was still a long way off the father saw him and was filled with 
compassion for him; he ran to him, threw his arms around him and kissed him” (Lk 
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15:20). The Father will not even listen to the son’s proposal. He yells for the servants 
saying, “Bring quickly the best robe, and put it on him, and put a ring on his hand, and 
shoes on his feet. And bring the fattened calf and kill it, and let us eat and celebrate. For 
this my son was dead, and is alive again; he was lost, and is found.’” (Lk 15:21-22). 
Behold the extravagant love of the Father! Behold the deep grace of the Father!  
 
Conclusion 

The great Puritan John Owen said, “The greatest sorrow and burden you can lay 
on the Father, the greatest unkindness you can do to him is not to believe that he loves 
you.”5 What more can God do to prove his love for you? When we were slaves he sent 
His only Son to rescue us from slavery. The era of slavery is over. That should be enough 
to prove his love for us. But he went further. He adopted us into his family giving us all 
the rights and privileges of an adult son in his household. You don’t have to earn God’s 
favour. Through Jesus Christ you already have God’s favour. You are his son. You are 
his daughter. Remember who you are. 
 

																																																								
5 I have updated Owen’s original 17th century wording, which says, “Yea, as your great trouble is 

about the Father’s love, so you can no way more trouble or burden him, than by your unkindness in not 
believing of it.” John Owen, Of Communion With God The Father, Son And Holy Ghost (Edinburgh: 
Banner of Truth Trust, 1965), 3:1.3.  
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Appendix 5 
Sermon 4: The Power of Adoption (against relativism that makes  

God an all-permissive Father) 
 

This appendix contains the manuscript for the fourth sermon in the Adopted by 

God series entitled, “The Power of Adoption (against relativism that makes God an all-

permissive Father).” It is an exposition of Romans 8:12-14 and was preached at Central 

Baptist Church, Victoria on February 3, 2019.   

 
Romans 8:12-14 

12 So then, brothers, we are debtors, not to the flesh, to live according to the flesh. 
13 For if you live according to the flesh you will die, but if by the Spirit you put to death 
the deeds of the body, you will live. 14 For all who are led by the Spirit of God are sons of 
God. 
 
Introduction 

It is the climatic turning point in Disney’s classic movie The Lion King. The story 
is about a lion named Simba who is the son of Mufasa, the king of the Pride Lands. One 
day Simba’s uncle, a lion named Scar, kills Mufasa and tricks Simba into believing it was 
his fault. Simba flees the Pride Lands. Scar declares himself king and allows a large pack 
of hyenas to move into the Pride Lands where they cause a lot of problems. Meanwhile, 
Simba grows up in the jungle and lives under the motto “hakuna matata” which is 
Swahili for “no worries.” He just relaxes and has fun. But eventually he encounters his 
old friend, the lioness named Nala. She tells him about how terrible life is under Scar’s 
reign and calls him to return to the Pride Lands. But Simba asks why he should worry 
about this. Nala responds, “Because it is your responsibility.” The climatic turning point 
occurs when Simba sees his father’s spirit in the sky. His father says, “Simba, you have 
forgotten me.” Simba says, “No. How could I?” But his father says, “You have forgotten 
who you are, and so have forgotten me.” His father calls him to take up his 
responsibilities and finishes by saying, “Remember who you are. You are my son . . . 
Remember who you are.” Simba is transformed by this experience. He returns, fights 
with Scar, defeats Scar, and drives the hyenas out of the Pride Lands. 

We are in the middle of a series on adoption. Over the past few weeks we have 
delighted in the good news that whenever a person comes to Jesus Christ, God adopts that 
person as his own son or daughter. So, we do not have to work really hard at obeying 
God in order to earn his love and favour. Through adoption in Christ, we already have his 
complete love and favour. 

But now a big question comes up: If God’s adopting love has nothing to do with 
obedience then are we saying that it doesn’t matter how we live?  If we already have 
God’s complete acceptance as sons and daughters, does it matter if we sin? As Christians 
we often fall into a “hakuna matata” attitude toward our sin. We just relax. We allow the 
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hyenas of sin into our lives. We let anger roam freely. We allow lust to turn our hearts 
into a wasteland. We permit our tongues to say words that devour others. This “hakuna 
matata” attitude says, “Why worry too much about sin? God will forgive me.” But when 
we treat sin so lightly our heavenly Father says to us, “You have forgotten who you are 
and so you have forgotten me.” Just as Simba’s identity as the king’s son came with a 
responsibility to make war against the hyenas in the Pride Lands, so also our new identity 
as the King’s sons and daughters comes with responsibility to make war on the hyenas of 
sin that we have allowed to roam free in our lives.   

This passage is not about how to become God’s son or daughter but how to live 
once you are God’s son or daughter. We have talked about some of the privileges of 
adoption. Now we are focusing on some of the responsibilities of adoption. The specific 
focus today is on our responsibility to go to war against the sin in our lives and how we 
do this. Our heavenly Father loves us. He doesn’t want sin ruining his children’s lives. 
And so, he calls us to take responsibility so we can be free. To that end, let’s talk about 
three things today. First, the call to war. Second, the connection to adoption. And then 
third, the way to fight. 
 
The Call to War 

First then, the call to war. The call to war is clearly stated in verse 13: “Put to 
death the deeds of the body.” The old English word is “to mortify.” To mortify means to 
kill. This is the very opposite of “hakuna matata” passivity. It means to fight tooth and 
nail until your enemy is dead.  

What is this enemy that every true Christian hates and seeks to kill? Note 
carefully that the enemy is not other people. Neither is it other people’s sin. This is not a 
call to make war against your spouse’s selfishness, or your parent’s overbearing ways, or 
your next-door neighbour’s anger, or your sister’s hurtful words. Further, it is not a war 
against secularism, the political left, Islam, or atheism. Paul says it is a war against “the 
deeds of the body.” By this, Paul means the way we use our bodies to do things that are 
sinful.1 So, we are called to kill the words that come off our tongues that hurt others.  
We are to slay the pride in us that boasts to others of what we have and what we have 
done. We are to strangle the life out of all lust and any sexual practice that God forbids. 
We are to destroy laziness, self-centredness, impatience, greed, and complaining. 

This passage is meant to wake you up to how serious this is. Paul speaks of this 
war in terms of life and death. Sin is our enemy and is seeking to kill us. Look at the 
beginning of verse 13: “For if you live according to the flesh you will die.” “The flesh” is 
not our skin. It is that inner part of us that does not want God to tell us what to do. To 
“live according to the flesh” refers to a person whose whole life is governed and directed 
by their sinful desires. So this is referring to a person who has no regard for God and 
lives for their own desires. It is a warning like the road sign that warns of a cliff beside 
the road. Paul warns that those who live like this will die. And he means death in the 
sense of eternal death in hell. To live according to the flesh then is nothing less than 
“spiritual suicide.”2  

																																																								
1 He explains this back in Romans 6:13 where he calls believers not to let sin reign in their bodies: 

“Do not present your members [parts of your body] to sin as instruments of unrighteousness.” 
 
2 William Barclay, The Letter to the Romans (Edinburgh: The Saint Andrew Press, 1962), 108. 
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Conversely, verse 13 promises that “if by the Spirit you put to death the deeds of 
the body, you will live.” This is not saying that eternal life is earned by winning battles 
against sin. Eternal life is earned by Jesus alone and given to us as a gift. However, it is 
equally true to say that the path/road to eternal life passes through many great battles with 
sin. It is normal for a Christian to fight with sin. But that is just the point—a true 
Christian fights. So, there is a kind of living that leads to death and there is a kind of 
dying that leads to life.  

This passage is a wakeup call to take sin seriously. Sin kills. Sin leads to death. 
The war with sin is one where you kill or you get killed. The great puritan John Owen 
wrote a short book entitled, On the Mortification of Sin. In it, he famously said, “Be 
killing sin, or sin will be killing you.”3 Sin will never leave us alone. Sin, like an assassin, 
is always tracking you and always looking for an opportune time to strike. If sin leaves 
you alone it is only because it is engaging in a tactical withdrawal to set up for better 
angle of attack. Sin doesn’t play fair. It attacks when you are tired, when you are sad, and 
when you are stressed. Sin never shows itself to be your enemy. It comes to you as a 
friend, promising that if you disobey God you will find pleasure and happiness. And sin 
does give pleasure, but it is the momentary pleasure of biting into the worm only to feel 
the hook. It is the momentary happiness of tasting the cheese only to hear the ‘click’ of 
the trap as it springs. What a glorious day that will be when Jesus returns and removes all 
sin from his people and creation. On that day we can rest. To quote Owen again, “When 
sin lets us alone we may let sin alone.”4 Until then, it’s war!  

So what sins are you currently allowing to roam freely in your life? What sins are 
wreaking havoc in your life? This scripture is a wakeup call. This is a call to take 
responsibility. This is the call to war.  
 
The Connection of War to Adoption 

Now at this point you might be saying, “I thought this was a sermon series on 
adoption. Isn’t adoption about peaceful themes like family, closeness, and belonging? 
Why are we suddenly talking about killing, death, and war?” In answer to that let’s turn 
in the second place to talk about the connection to adoption. 

The connection between making war on sin and adoption is made in verse 14: 
“For all who are led by the Spirit of God are sons of God.” So how do you know you are 
a son or daughter of God? One proof is that you are “led by the Spirit.” So, we need to 
ask, “What does it mean to be led by the Spirit?” The answer to that is in the first word of 
verse 14. What is the first word? “For.” That word connects verse 14 to verse 13. If you 
want to know what verse 14 means you just have to look back at verse 13. And what does 
the Spirit do in verse 13? The Spirit enables us to kill our sin: “if by the Spirit you put to 
death.” Do you see the connection? The Spirit leads all those whom God adopts into his 
family. And where does the Spirit lead God’s children? To war! To make war on the sin 
in their lives. 

From all of this we can see that we are adding a new dimension to this great 
theme of adoption. In the past few weeks we have talked about what it means that God 

																																																								
3 John Owen, “On the Mortification of Sin,” in The Works of John Owen - Volume VI, ed. William 

H. Goold, vol. 6, The Works of John Owen (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 1995), 9. 
 
4 Owen, 11. 
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adopted us. We have a new legal status in God’s family. But we must not end there. 
Adoption is not just about the fact that we were adopted. Adoption is also about what it 
means to live as one who has been adopted. Today we see that living as God’s child 
means making war on sin. The Father’s purpose is not just to adopt sinners into his 
family. It is also to make his children holy. 

Paul is always connecting adoption with holiness. In Ephesians 1 Paul says God 
“predestined us for adoption” but right before this he says God’s purpose in choosing us 
is “that we should be holy and blameless before him.” Likewise, later on in Romans 8:29 
Paul argues that God works out every event in his children’s lives so that they will “be 
conformed to the image of his Son, in order that he might be the firstborn among many 
brothers.” So, adoption has everything to do with making war on sin. 
 
Adoption Saves us from Falling into Two Ditches 

Now let’s apply this to our lives. The Christian life is like walking a path that has 
a sharp ditch on the one side and a sharp ditch on the other. We are continually falling 
into one ditch only to climb out and fall into the other.  

The first ditch is legalism or religion. We looked at this last week. Legalism, or 
religion, says, “you must obey in order to be accepted by God.” We are continually 
falling into a performance-based relationship with God that views him like a boss whose 
favour must be earned rather than a loving Father whose favour is freely given. Adoption 
saves us from falling into this ditch because adoption, by definition, is not something that 
is earned but something that is given. We do not have to strive to obey in order to become 
adopted for, in Jesus, God adopts us and gives us the full rights of sons and daughters in 
his family. 

But once we climb out of that ditch we often fall into the ditch on the other side. 
We can call it “moral relativism.” The old writers call it “antinomianism.” “Anti” means 
“against” and “nomos” means “law”. Antinomianism means there is no law to obey. 
Antinomianism, or relativism, says, “you are already accepted by God so it doesn’t 
matter if you obey.” So, where religion turns God into a boss-like father whose favour 
must be earned, relativism turns God into an all-permissive father who doesn’t really care 
how you live. This makes me think of a conversation I once had with a young woman. 
She grew up in the church and claimed to be a Christian but told me that she was flying 
to London to see her boyfriend and she planned to sleep with him. I asked how she could 
so deliberately plan to sin when she claimed to be a Christian. She casually replied that 
God would forgive her and got a bit upset asking if I was questioning her salvation. 

Adoption saves us from falling into this ditch because it says that we must obey 
God, not to earn his favour but as a thankful response to the fact that we already have his 
favour. Think of my son Josh. It would be very wrong of him to think he has to obey me 
in order to earn my love and earn his status as my son. Through adoption, he already has 
my love and is already is my son. But it would be equally wrong for him to think that, 
because he is my son, he doesn’t have to obey me and can go against everything I say. He 
does need to obey—not to earn his adoption—but as an expression of his new 
relationship with me as his father. Adoption enables us to walk the path and avoid both 
ditches because adoption says, “I am fully accepted as a son or daughter of God and 
therefore I strive to obey in order to honour my heavenly Father.” Adoption, rightly 
understood, calls us to live holy lives and a major part of that is making war on sin. 
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The Way to Fight 

Okay, now that we have established that the children of God are called to make 
war on their sin, let’s get really practical. How do we make war on sin? In the third place, 
let’s talk about the way to fight. Paul shows us three ways to fight. 

First, fight by understanding how your role in the battle fits with the Spirit’s role 
in the battle. Notice in verse 13 that you have a role and the Spirit has a role. On the one 
hand, look at the Spirit’s role in verse 13. It does not say, “If you put to death.” It says, 
“If by the Spirit you put to death.” Far too often Christians talk as if they are helpless in 
their fight against sin. On your own, that is true. But you are not on your own. Every 
Christian has the Holy Spirit. You are not helpless. Get up and fight! The Spirit will 
empower you to kill your sin. 

On the other hand, we need to understand that we also have a role in the fight. 
While some Christians act in their own strength, others seem to think it is all up to God. 
They become passive and use phrases like “let go and let God” or “just surrender and let 
God free you.” But verse 13 does not say, “Stop struggling and let the Spirit fight for 
you.” No, you are responsible to fight: “If by the Spirit you put to death.” Notice that 
“you” must do it but you must do it “by the Spirit.” This is why Owen writes, “[The Holy 
Spirit] works in us and with us, not against us or without us.”5 Or, listen to J.I. Packer: 
“The Christian’s motto should not be ‘Let go and let God’ but ‘Trust God and get 
going!’” 6The way to fight begins with recognizing your role and the Spirit’s role in the 
war on sin. 
 
Set Your Mind on the Things of the Spirit 

Second, fight by setting your mind on the things of the Spirit. Paul explains how to 
fight just a few verses earlier. Look at Romans 8:5-6 and notice the parallels. In Romans 
8:5-6 he writes, “For those who live according to the flesh set their minds on the things of 
the flesh, but those who live according to the Spirit set their minds on the things of the 
Spirit. For to set the mind on the flesh is death [as verse 13a says], but to set the mind on 
the Spirit is life and peace [as verse 13b says].” 

So, track with this: the way we kill sin is by setting our minds on the things of the 
Spirit. What are the things of the Spirit? The most obvious answer is the Bible. 2 Peter 
1:20-21 says it is the Spirit who inspired the Scriptures. Ephesians 6:17 calls the 
scriptures “the sword of the Spirit.” To set your mind on the things of the Spirit is to fill 
your mind with scripture. Read it. Meditate on it. Read books about it. Study it. 
Memorize it. The way to fight is to set your mind on the things of the Spirit.  
 
Remember Who You Are: No Longer a Debtor 

Finally, fight by remembering who you are. What empowered Simba to take 
responsibility and fight? It was a strong conviction about his identity. So also, when Paul 
wants to call us to war, he empowers us to do so by calling us to remember who we are. I 

																																																								
5 Owen, 20. 
 
6 J. I. Packer, Keep in Step with the Spirit (Old Tappan, New Jersey: Fleming H. Revell Company, 

1984), 157. 
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want you to notice that this call to war is sandwiched between two great statements 
concerning who we are in verse 12 and verse 14.  

First, remember that you are no longer a debtor to sin. Look at how Paul sets up 
his call to war at the beginning of verse 12: “So then, brothers, we are debtors, not to the 
flesh, to live according to the flesh.” In chapter 6 Paul spoke about how all people are 
slaves to a vicious master called “sin.” In chapter 8:2 he talks about how we have been 
set free by the work of the Spirit. So, in verse 12 Paul is saying, “Remember who you are. 
Remember that since you are no longer a slave to sin you don’t owe your old taskmaster 
anything.” 

There is an incredible book called Twelve Years a Slave, which was made into a 
movie. It was written by Solomon Northup who lived as a legally free black man in the 
Northern United States in the early part of the 19th century. One day some white men 
deceive him into leaving his town. They drug him and sell him into slavery in the South. 
He is renamed Platt. For twelve years he suffers as the slave of a brutal and vicious 
master named Edwin Epp. But in the last chapter of his book, he describes the astounding 
moment when a Sheriff and his old friend named Henry Northup track him down. The 
Sheriff walks up to him in the field.  

 
“Your name is Platt, is it?” he asked. “Yes, master,” I responded. Pointing 
towards Northup, standing [a little way off], he demanded – “Do you know that 
man?” . . . . throwing up my hands toward Heaven, I exclaimed . . . “Henry B 
Northup! Thank God—thank God.” In an instant I comprehended the nature of his 
business, and felt that the hour of my deliverance was at hand.7  
 
But the Sheriff has to verify his identity. He asks him the names of his children, 

his wife, and others. Solomon correctly answers them all. Then he writes,  
 
He was preceding to ask further questions, but I pushed past him, unable longer to 
restrain myself. I seized my old acquaintance by both hands. I could not speak. I 
could not refrain from tears. . . . Not a word was spoken for several minutes, 
during which time I clung fast to Northup, looking up into his face, fearful I 
should awake and find it all a dream. “Throw down that [bag of cotton],” Northup 
added, finally; “your cotton-picking days are over.”8  
 
This is what Paul is saying to us. He is saying, “Your days of living under that 

vicious slave master of sin are over. The Spirit has set you free. You don’t owe sin 
anything. Throw down your bag of sin.” But old habits die hard. We often pick up our 
bag and head back into the fields of sin. The key to breaking these old habits is to 
remember who you are—to remember that you are no longer a debtor to sin. 
 
 
 

																																																								
7 Solomon Northup, Twelve Years a Slave (New York: Integrated Media, Inc., 2014), Location 

3009, Kindle. 
 
8 Northup, Location 3033, Kindle. 
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Remember Who You Are: A Son or Daughter Through Adoption 
In the second place, remember that you are a son or daughter through adoption. I 

want you to notice that Paul does not end at verse 13. He could have. He has reminded us 
of who we are and called us to make war on sin. His thought is complete and nothing 
more needs to be said. But Paul adds verse 14, which is a continuation of his thought as 
indicated by the word “For”. So, he is still talking about making war on sin by the Spirit. 
But now he leaves behind the idea of freedom from slavery and lifts our minds to 
something even higher. Now, for the first time in the book of Romans, he brings up the 
theme of sonship. But why bring up adoption at this point? 

Paul raises the topic of sonship in order to increase our joy as we make war on 
sin. It is the joy of the Lord that is our strength. The battle against sin is fierce. We are 
easily discouraged. We easily quit our responsibility to fight. But Paul is saying, “Are 
you fighting with sin? If so, then rejoice for this reveals that you are led by the Spirit and 
if you are led by the Spirit then you can be assured that you are a true child of God.” 
When you are rejoicing in your identity as God’s child, it empowers you to make war on 
sin. 

All of this makes me think of that great scene in the movie Annie. In the 1982 
version, Annie is an orphan who is rescued out of the vile clutches of Ms. Hannigan at 
the inner-city orphanage. Annie is saved out of her “hard knock life” of endless cleaning 
and menial tasks and brought to the mansion of the billionaire Mr. Warbucks. When 
Annie first arrives, all the wealth and the many cheerful servants mesmerize her. Her 
hostess says, “May I take your sweater, miss?” Still thinking like an orphan Annie says, 
“Will I get it back?” “Of course, miss!” The hostess then asks her, “What would you like 
to do first?” Still not comprehending her new identity, Annie replies, “The windows, then 
the floors, that way if I drip…” “You don’t understand,” the hostess says, cutting her off. 
“You don’t have to do any cleaning here.” That’s it! The key to making war on old habits 
of sin is to remember who you are. You are not just a slave whom God has freed. You are 
also his son or daughter whom he has adopted. The key to killing those old habits of 
thinking and acting is to rejoice in your new identity. 
 
Conclusion 

The Father’s goal after adopting you is to make you like your older brother, Jesus. 
To that end he has given you his Spirit to lead you into war on your sin. What sin is the 
Spirit bringing up in your mind this morning? Where have you allowed the hyenas into 
your life? This passage calls you to take responsibility. Make war on your sin. Remember 
who you are. 
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Appendix 6 
Sermon 5: The Assurance of Adoption – Part 1 

 
 

This appendix contains the manuscript for the fifth sermon in the Adopted by God 

series entitled, “The Assurance of Adoption – Part 1.” It is an exposition of Romans 8:12-

14 and was preached at Central Baptist Church, Victoria on February 10, 2019. 

 
Romans 8:12-14 

12 So then, brothers, we are debtors, not to the flesh, to live according to the flesh. 
13 For if you live according to the flesh you will die, but if by the Spirit you put to death 
the deeds of the body, you will live. 14 For all who are led by the Spirit of God are sons of 
God. 
 
Introduction 

Michael Reagan is a famous radio talk show host and author. Shortly after he was 
born, former U.S. President Ronald Reagan and his wife, Nancy, adopted him. When 
Michael grew up he had a biological son named Cameron. One day Michael was called to 
the school where he found Cameron sitting on the schoolyard steps in tears. “‘Daddy,’ he 
said, ‘is Grandpa really my grandpa?’ ‘Of course he is,’ I said. ‘Why do you ask?’ He 
looked down at his shoes. ‘Because one of the kids told me that you’re adopted. And if 
you’re adopted, you’re not really Grandpa’s son. And if you’re not really his son, then 
Grandpa’s not really my grandpa.’”1  

Michael said his son’s words went through him “like a spear, hitting me in one of 
my most vulnerable places: my adoption.” Even though his father, Ronald Reagan, had 
made it clear that he was his son, Michael struggled to feel like he truly belonged. And 
now a schoolyard bully was attacking his own son’s identity, stealing his joy and the 
assurance that he belonged. Michael’s response was perfect. First, he brought assurance 
to his son by declaring the facts. He turned to his Cameron and said, “I was adopted into 
the Reagan family, and the Reagan family is my family. President Reagan is my father, 
and he’s your Grandpa. You are the grandson of the President and part of his family just 
like I am.”2 

Michael went further. He also brought assurance by pointing Cameron to a piece 
of evidence that proved they were both part of the Reagan family: “I pointed toward a 
man wearing a dark suit and sunglasses. ‘If you weren’t the grandson of the President, 
you wouldn’t have Secret Service agents around you all the time, would you?’ Cameron 
looked at the agent and then grinned. ‘I guess not,’ he said.”3 

																																																								
1 Michael Reagan and Jim Denney, Twice Adopted (Nashville: Broadman & Holman, 2004), 283. 
 
2 Ibid., 284. 
 
3 Ibid. 
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Every true Christian is a son or daughter of God through adoption. Every true 
Christian has the King of the Universe as their Father. And yet, there are many voices 
that attack the Christian’s assurance of this fact. Have you heard them? They say, “Oh 
yes, every true Christian is a child of God, but are you certain that you are truly a 
Christian? If you are really his child, why is there so much sin in your life? You’re 
impatient. You fight with your spouse. You lust. You tell lies. And there is that one sin 
that you just keeping doing even though you know better. And look at how little you pray 
and read the Bible. Are you really a son or daughter of God?” These voices fill us with 
doubts, steal our joy, and make us feel insecure and uncertain about our relationship with 
God.  

Yet, like any good father, God wants his sons and daughters to know they are his 
and are loved by him. This is why Romans 8 is so glorious because Romans 8 is all about 
assurance. In order that Christians might be assured of their salvation, Paul develops, and 
weaves together, two themes. The first is adoption and the second is the work of the Holy 
Spirit. These two themes are brought together most clearly in verse 16: “The Spirit 
himself bears witness with our spirit that we are children of God. Clearly, God wants his 
children to know they are his children.”  

The question, then, is, “how does the Spirit assure us that we are the children of 
God?” Like Michael gave his son Cameron a piece of evidence to prove that he belonged 
to the Reagan family, Paul shows us that there are at least two pieces of evidence that 
prove who the children of God truly are. The first is in verse 14: those who are “led by 
the Spirit” can be assured that they are the sons of God. The second is in verse 15: those 
whom the Spirit enables to cry out to God as Father can be assured that they are the 
children of God. Today we will look at the first piece of evidence and next week we will 
look at the second. 

This morning, I am praying that the Spirit would silence the voices that make the 
children of God uncertain of their Father’s love. I am praying that the Spirit would bear 
witness with our spirits so that that everyone who is truly his child would be assured of it. 
Let’s look at verse 14 this morning and talk about three things: who is not adopted by 
God, who is adopted by God, and how to know if you have been adopted by God.  
 
Who is Not Adopted by God 

Let’s begin then by talking about who is not adopted by God. Those very words 
may strike you as wrong. Not a child of God? Isn’t everyone a child of God? For two 
centuries liberal churches have taught that Christianity can be summarized as the 
universal fatherhood of God and the universal brotherhood of man. In other words, God 
is everyone’s Father and we are all God’s children. Does the Bible teach this? The answer 
is a very small “yes,” and a gigantic “no!” On the one hand the answer is, “yes, all people 
are the children of God in the sense that we are all created by God.” In Acts 17:28-29 
Paul tells the intellectuals in Athens that God is our Creator and that we are “God’s 
offspring” (Acts 17:29). So God is the Father of every human being in the sense that he 
gives us life. However, this is not the primary way the Bible speaks for it continually 
makes a distinction between those who are the children of God and those who are not. 
Our passage in Romans 8:14 is perhaps the clearest example of this. According to this 
verse, the evidence that you have been adopted into God’s family is that you are “led by 
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the Spirit.” We have not yet defined what that means but we can say that whoever is not 
“led by the Spirit” is not adopted by God. 

It is right here that some people find adoption so offensive. The great author and 
poet George MacDonald called adoption a “hideous”4 and “evil doctrine.”5 In one of his 
novels, his main character says, “The doctrine of adoption is the falsest of false 
doctrines.”6 Why did he hate adoption so much? Because the very concept of adoption 
assumes that we are not the children of God by nature and so must become the children 
of God by adoption. The very idea of adoption goes against the universal fatherhood of 
God and brotherhood of man, for as Charles Spurgeon asked, “How can God adopt 
[people] if they are all his children already?”7 

According to the Bible it is a deadly mistake to think that we are, by nature, the 
children of God. In fact, Ephesians 2:3 says that because of our sin we are “by nature 
children of wrath.” Romans 6:20 says that we “were slaves to sin.”8 In the Bible there is 
only one who is, by nature, the Son of God, and that is Jesus. The rest of us must become 
the sons of God by adoption. So we begin with this basic fact: not everyone is a child of 
God. 
 
Who is Adopted by God 

In the second place, let’s talk about who is adopted by God. We have said that 
whoever is not led by the Spirit is not a child of God. But now on the flipside we need to 
say: whoever is “led by the Spirit” is adopted by God. This is easy to see in verse 14. 
Look at it again: “For all who are led by the Spirit of God are sons of God.” The main 
point is obvious: whoever is led by the Spirit is adopted by God. But let’s just make three 
quick points so this main point becomes even more clear. 

First, this verse is not saying we become the sons of God by being led by the 
Spirit. How do you get adopted into God’s family? By receiving Jesus Christ. Being led 
by the Spirit is a piece of evidence that proves a person has received Jesus and is 
therefore adopted by God. Think of it this way: Cameron Regan did not become a Regan 
by having Secret Service agents. The Secret Service agents were evidence that he already 
was a Regan. So also, Paul is not talking about how to be adopted. He is talking about 
evidence that shows you already are adopted. One piece of evidence is that you are led by 
the Spirit. So you must ask yourself, “Am I led by the Spirit?” 

Second, notice that the sonship Paul is talking about is sonship by adoption, not 
sonship by birth. We know this because verse 15 begins with the word “for,” which links 
the two verses. So, Paul is saying, “If you want to understand what I mean by sonship in 

																																																								
4 George MacDonald, “Abba, Father!,” in Unspoken Sermons (New York: Cosimo Classics, 

2007), 191. 
 
5 MacDonald, 191. 
 
6 George MacDonald, Donal Grant (New York: Yurita Press, 2015), Location 4221, Kindle. 
 
7 C.H. Spurgeon, “Our Lord’s Last Cry from the Cross,” in The Metropolitan Tabernacle Pulpit 

Sermons, vol. 39 (London: Passmore & Alabaster, 1893), 270. 
 
8 Rom 6:17, 20. 
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verse 14 then read on to verse 15.” And in verse 15 he says that the Spirit we have 
received is “the Spirit of adoption as sons.”  

Third, notice that adoption is the privilege of every single Christian and not just 
some super Christians. Notice that little word “all” in verse 14: “For all who are led by 
the Spirit of God are sons of God.” What a glorious word! Every single person who is 
“led by the Spirit” is already a son of God by adoption. This high status is not the 
privilege of a few super Christians like missionaries or martyrs. It is the privilege of 
every single Christian.  

So Paul writes this to bring assurance of adoption. Michael Reagan gave his son 
Cameron a piece of evidence that proved he belonged to the Reagan family—a piece of 
evidence that silenced the voices of doubt and insecurity. In the same way, we have seen 
that the evidence that you are truly adopted by God is that you are “led by the Spirit.” So 
the obvious, and all-important, question is, “what does it mean to be ‘led by the Spirit’?” 
If you can answer this, then you can look at your life and see if there is evidence that you 
are truly a child of God by adoption.  
 
How to Know if God has Adopted You 

That leads us to our third point. In the third place we need to talk about how to 
know if you have been adopted by God. We know we have been adopted if there is 
evidence that we are led by the Spirit. But what does that mean? At first glance, it doesn’t 
seem to be very clear what “led by the Spirit” means because Paul doesn’t pause to 
explain it. Christians often speak about the Spirit leading us in the sense of guiding the 
decisions we make. So does being “led by the Spirit” mean being led to marry the right 
person, to take the right job, or being led to talk to someone about Jesus? No. How do I 
know that? Again, pay attention to the basic rules of grammar in verse 14. Notice that 
verse 14 also begins with the word, “For.” It connects the two verses. Paul is saying that 
if you want to understand what it means in verse 14 to be “led by the Spirit” then you 
need to go back to verse 13 where he explains it. So let’s look at verse 13: “For if you 
live according to the flesh you will die, but if by the Spirit you put to death the deeds of 
the body, you will live.” Right away we can see that verse 13 is about the Holy Spirit. 
And what does the Spirit do in verse 13? The Spirit enables the Christian to “put to death 
the deeds of the body.” As we saw last week, this means the Spirit leads the Christian to 
make war on all the ways we use our bodies for sinful purposes. The Spirit leads us to kill 
sinful words off our tongues, sinful ways we use our eyes to envy what others have, or 
lust after their bodies. The Spirit leads us to kill the way we use our hands for theft, or the 
way our feet walk into places of sin. So, the leading of the Spirit in this verse has nothing 
to do with choosing the right job or marriage partner. It has to do with how the Spirit 
leads the Christian to fight against sin. So let’s put everything we have said together. The 
evidence that you are truly adopted by God is that you are “led by the Spirit.” To “be led 
by the Spirit” means the Spirit leads you to continually make war on the sin in your life. 
 
The Spirit Leads us into War Against our Sins 

Every true child of God knows by experience what this means. We become 
Christians when we receive God’s free gift of pardon for our sins in Jesus. We are then 
adopted into the royal family. But since we once lived as slaves to sin, our Father must 
now teach us what it means to live as a member of his family. It is for this purpose that he 
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sends his Spirit into our hearts. The Spirit is sent to enable us to kill all the old sins and 
conform us to the image of Christ. 

If we were to picture our hearts like castles, the Spirit’s role is to lead us to kill 
the monsters of sin that dwell within our hearts. For instance, the Spirit leads us to a door 
that stands at the end of a dark hallway. Through the door we hear the sound of many 
voices cursing. The Spirit opens the door revealing hundreds of black ravens flying all 
about the room. The Spirit says to us, “These ravens are the filthy language that keeps 
coming out of your mouth. You are now a child of God and your language needs to 
reflect your new status. Draw your sword. I will enable you to rid your heart of such 
filth.” And so for a period of time in your life you fight and fight to put to death all the 
ungodly language that flies out of your mouth.  

The Spirit then leads you to another door that is deeper within your heart. 
Something keeps crashing against the door. The Spirit opens the door and inside is an 
enormous bull that is raging around the room. The Spirit says, “This giant bull is your 
anger. It is destroying you and everyone else around you. You have been adopted by God 
and I want to shape you to be patient and gentle like your elder brother Jesus. So pick up 
your sword and let us kill your anger.” And what a fierce battle it is. Day by day and year 
by year, the Spirit leads you to kill your anger and work patience within you.  

You see, this is the great work of the Holy Spirit; namely, to lead the children of 
God into war on their sin so as to shape them into the image of their elder brother, Jesus. 
When we first become Christians we think there are only a few such beasts in our hearts. 
But the Spirit keeps leading us deeper and deeper. He leads us into the great subterranean 
halls of our hearts where he leads us into battle against the red dragon of lust, the giant 
serpent of pride, and the green-eyed monster of jealousy. Still the Spirit leads us deeper 
and into war against the vast goblin armies of greed and materialism and into battles with 
the wolves of gossip and slander. The Spirit leads us right to the bottom of our hearts to 
kill the rats of bitterness that we have allowed to live within the deepest cracks of our 
memories.  

Do you know what it means to be led by the Spirit into war against your own sin? 
Do you know what it means to hate your sin? Do you know what it means to cry out with 
the prodigal son, “Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you.”9 Do you know 
what it means to beat your chest like the tax collector and say, “Be merciful to me, a 
sinner”?10 Can you resonate with Paul’s words in Galatians when he says, “the desires of 
the flesh are against the Spirit, and the desires of the Spirit are against the flesh, for these 
are opposed to each other, to keep you from doing the things you want to do”?11 Do you 
know what it means to be continually engaged in war against your own sin? 
 
Silencing Voice #1 

Perhaps you say, “Yes, I do know all about this. But all of this struggle with sin 
makes me doubt that I am truly a Christian.” This is where our passage is so helpful. Here 

																																																								
9 Lk 15:18, 21. 
 
10 Lk 18:13. 
 
11 Gal 5:17. 
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you learn to distinguish between the Holy Spirit and those voices that would seek to steal 
your joy, make you feel insecure, and doubt that you are a true Christian. 

Right here the first voice speaks. This first voice says, “If you struggle so much 
with sin, isn’t that proof that you aren’t really a Christian at all?” Let us silence this 
accusing voice. Listen, a true Christian always laments over how little they love God and 
how easily they fall prey to the enemy of sin. But have you ever realized that your 
struggle against sin should also be cause for great rejoicing? What?! Are you saying I 
should rejoice because I have spent years fighting sexually impure thoughts? Yes! Leap 
for joy! Are you saying I should rejoice because I am always fighting against my self-
centredness? Yes! Shout for joy! Are you saying I should rejoice because I am in a 
vicious battle with my heart to try to forgive someone who hurt me? Yes! Can you see 
why? Because only the true children of God are “led by the Spirit” to hate sin and make 
war on it. And if you are “led by the Spirit” into war on your sin then this is evidence that 
you are truly adopted by God. If you do not care about your sin, or reject the very idea of 
sin, then it is actually evidence that you do not possess the Spirit of God, are not led by 
the Spirit, and thus are not a son of God by adoption. But if your heart is grieved that sin 
offends God, if you hate it, if you wage war against it, then it is cause for great rejoicing 
for this is proof that the Spirit is leading you and “all who are led by the Spirit are sons of 
God.”  
 
Silencing Voice #2 

But as soon as you grasp this, then another voice speaks. This voice says, “Yes 
but wouldn’t a true Christian be far more victorious in conquering the sin in their life than 
you are? You just keep failing. Surely a true child of God doesn’t get defeated this 
much.”  

The key to silencing this voice is to look again at verse 13. It does not say, “if by 
the Spirit, you get to the point where you kill almost all your sin, then you will live.” This 
is not a future verb. Neither is it a past tense verb so that it would read, “If by the Spirit, 
you have put to death the deeds of the body, you will live.” No. The verb “put to death” is 
in the present tense, which refers to an ongoing fight. The point is not that you can know 
you are son of God if you are really successful at killing all your sin and have become 
perfect. The point is that you can know you are a son of God if, by the Spirit, you are 
continuously engaged in striving to put your sin to death. If you are in this process then 
rejoice! This is evidence that you have the Spirit, that the Spirit is leading you, and that 
you are, therefore, truly adopted by God.  
 
Silencing Voice #3 

But then one final voice interrupts and says, “But if Jesus has really freed you 
from sin, and you are the beloved child of God, then why does such a war even exist? 
Look at the non-Christians around you. They live happy and carefree lives. Their 
consciences aren’t bothered like yours so often is. Why does this war even exist if Jesus 
is so powerful?” 

Before you became a Christian sin had deceived you into thinking it was your 
friend. You were at peace with sin. But now Christ has freed you, sin has become your 
enemy. You were also once part of this present worldly system that lives in rebellion 
against God. Now that you have been freed, that system is in opposition to you. 
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Furthermore, you were once a captive of the evil one who had blinded your mind. But 
now that Christ has freed your mind, and will one day bring you into glory with himself. 
That is why Revelation 12 says that “[the devil] is filled with fury, because he knows that 
his time is short.” So yes, becoming a Christian means life gets harder, for you are now at 
war with sin, Satan, and the world. But to be engaged in the struggle of war is the chief 
proof that a person is no longer a slave but a free person. 

So it is with every true Christian. To be continually engaged in a war with your 
own sin is proof that you are no longer a slave but one who has been freed from slavery 
and made a son of God. One day, the scriptures prophesy that Jesus will return. On that 
day he will crush Satan under his foot, rid the universe of sin, and bring his people into 
eternal peace. 
 
Conclusion 

You see all of these voices are basically saying the same thing just in different 
ways. They are all pointing to your sin and your fight with it and using it to make you 
doubt that you are truly a child of God, to make you feel insecure in your relationship 
with God. But let the word of God silence these voices. For this morning we have seen 
the very opposite. If you are engaged in war on your own sin then it is evidence that the 
Spirit of God has freed your mind from slavery. If you are engaged in a war against your 
own sin then it is evidence that the Spirit is leading you. Let these final words silence the 
accusing voices. Let these final words fill your heart with assurance. If the Spirit of God 
is leading you to make war on your own sin then rejoice! Be glad! Shout for joy! “For all 
who are led by the Spirit are sons of God.” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  



	

 326 

 
Appendix 7 

Sermon 6: The Assurance of Adoption – Part 2 
 
 

This appendix contains the manuscript for the sixth sermon in the Adopted by God 

series entitled, “The Assurance of Adoption – Part 2.” It is an exposition of Romans 8:15-

16 as well as Galatians 4:6 and was preached at Central Baptist Church, Victoria on 

February 17, 2019. 

 
Romans 8:15-16 

15 For you did not receive the spirit of slavery to fall back into fear, but you have 
received the Spirit of adoption as sons, by whom we cry, “Abba! Father!” 16 The Spirit 
himself bears witness with our spirit that we are children of God. 
 
Galatians 4:6 

6 And because you are sons, God has sent the Spirit of his Son into our hearts, 
crying, “Abba! Father!” 
 
Introduction 

The look Heather and I shared revealed our anxiety. It was March 26, 2013. We 
were in a government office in Kunming, China to adopt our son Joshua. The orphanage 
workers had just brought him into the room and handed him to Heather. Immediately he 
cried and pushed himself away from her. Our first fifteen minutes were spent just sitting 
together on the floor as we tried to calm him down. The look Heather and I shared said, 
“This is not going to be easy.” 

Child psychologists tell us that children experience significant trauma when 
separated from their birth mother and deprived of things like physical affection. 
This can manifest itself in many ways such as anxiety and fear, aggressive and anti-social 
behaviour, or becoming withdrawn and inhibited. For instance, we noticed that Josh was 
constantly rubbing his ear. He did this to comfort himself whenever he felt anxious. 
During Josh’s first year in our home, he would wake up six to eight times a night crying 
out in fear.  

Dr. Karyn Purvis, an expert in adoption, says the key to a child’s healing lies with 
the adoptive parents. It is not enough for parents simply to adopt their child. They must 
make their child experience and feel the reality of his or her adoption. The child may be 
perfectly safe and secure but they must make their child feel safe and secure. As adopted 
children repeatedly experience love, their old fears are gradually replaced with an 
assurance that they are loved. This free’s them to become who they are meant to be.1 We 
witnessed the power of this love in Josh’s life. After a year he began sleeping through the 
																																																								

1 Karyn B. Purvis, David R. Cross, and Wendy Lyons Sunshine, The Connected Child: Bring 
Hope and Healing to Your Adoptive Family (New York: McGraw-Hill, 2007), 46. 
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night. After two years he stopped rubbing his ear. As his assurance of being loved grew, 
he became secure and confident and is maturing into the boy he is meant to be.  

The Bible declares that we are all born into a state of slavery—slavery to sin. But 
out of great love, God sent His Son to rescue us in order that all who receive Jesus might 
be adopted into God’s family. Yet, God’s love does not end once he has completed the 
initial act of adoption. No! Today we will see that He goes on to continually, and 
repeatedly, enable us to experience and feel the reality of our adoption. Our passage 
today focuses not so much on what God has done to adopt us but on what God is 
presently doing in the lives of those he has adopted. It is not so much on what he did but 
on what he does. And what God does is bring to his children a deep assurance that they 
are loved forever and He does this through the Holy Spirit.  

So let me show you four things about the Spirit that shows we are loved forever. 
The first two lay out the key concepts of who the Spirit is and what the Spirit does. The 
last two show how it all practically works out in our lives. I’m praying that during the 
sermon itself God would be pleased to grant every true Christian a deeper assurance that 
they are loved forever. 
 
The Gift of the Spirit 

First, the gift of the Spirit shows we are loved forever. Paul begins by saying that 
you can know you are a child of God because you have received a certain gift from God. 
What is that gift? Look at the second half of verse 15: “You have received the Spirit.” If 
the Spirit of God dwells in you it is proof that you are a Christian. For, as Paul has 
already argued in Romans 8:9-10, you cannot be a Christian without having the Spirit. 
Everyone who trusts in Jesus is given the Holy Spirit. 

But this verse goes further than that to say that if you have received the Spirit then 
it is also proof that you have been adopted. Notice that Paul does not merely say we have 
“received the Spirit.” No, he gives the Holy Spirit a title—a title that describes what the 
Spirit is all about. The Spirit we have received is called “the Spirit of adoption as sons.” 
To receive the gift of the Spirit is proof of adoption for he is “the Spirit of adoption” and 
is only given to those who have been adopted. Paul says the same thing in Gal 4:6: 
“because you are sons, God has sent the Spirit of his Son into our hearts.” Rejoice in this! 
If you were not God’s son or daughter you would not be given this gift but to have the 
Spirit is the first proof you are loved forever because he is the Spirit of adoption. 
 
The Experience of the Spirit 

Let’s build on this now. In the second place, the experience of the Spirit shows we 
are loved forever. Many people reject Christianity because they grew up in homes or 
went to churches where religion was just about rules, rituals, and believing the right 
things. Yet, there was deadness to the whole thing. This is not the Christianity of the 
Bible for here we see that true Christianity is vibrant and experiential in nature. What we 
see in this point is that the Father has given the Spirit to lead His children out of their old 
fears and into an experiential assurance of their adoption. 

All I want you to see in this point is the experiential nature of this passage.  
The experience of the Spirit is a key mark of Christians living after the cross. Look at 
verse 15: “For you did not receive the spirit of slavery to fall back into fear, but you have 
received the Spirit of adoption as sons, by whom we cry, ‘Abba! Father!’” To understand 
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this verse, let’s look again at the chart we keep referring to in this series.2 This chart 
shows that whenever Paul speaks about adoption he uses it to contrast different periods in 
history. In verse 15 Paul is contrasting the era after the cross with the era before the cross. 
Paul is saying that the Spirit whom God has given his children is not the kind of Spirit 
who will cause us to fall back into the experiences of that old era of slavery. He isn’t the 
kind of Spirit who will make us anxious and fearful. No. The Spirit leads God’s children 
out of the experience of fear and into the experience of adoption. And look at the 
experiential language here in verse 15. The Spirit of adoption enables us to “cry” out to 
God as Father. That is not just intellectual belief; it is experiential and involves emotion. 
In verse 16 the Spirit works in the deepest part of our being (our spirit) causing us to 
experience assurance that we really are children of God. 

Another way to understand experience of the Spirit is to contrast the Spirit’s role 
in adoption with the Son’s role in adoption. Look again at Galatians 4. We see the work 
of the Son in verse 4: “God sent forth his Son.” Why? To redeem, or rescue, us from 
slavery so that God might adopt us. But notice that God’s work does not end with the 
initial act of adoption. Galatians 4:6 says, “because you are sons, God sent the Spirit of 
His Son into our hearts, crying, ‘Abba! Father!’” 

So the Father sent us two gifts. First, the Father sent us His Son and then, 
secondly, the Father sent us the Spirit of His Son. And notice the distinction between the 
Son’s work for us and the Spirit’s work for us. What does the Son do? The Son is sent to 
free us from slavery so that the Father can adopt us. The Son’s work is done outside of 
us. The Son’s work achieves the freedom that is necessary for the Father to adopt us. The 
Son’s work is true whether we feel it or not. But now look at the Spirit’s work. The Spirit 
is not sent to make adoption possible; the Spirit is sent because we are already adopted. 
The Spirit’s work is done inside of us for he is sent “into our hearts.” The Son achieved 
our adoption; the Spirit applies it. The Spirit’s work, then, is to make us feel and 
experience the reality of our adoption. John Stott puts it like this: “God’s purpose was not 
only to secure our sonship by His Son, but to assure us of it by His Spirit. He sent His 
Son that we might have the status of sonship, and He sent His Spirit that we might have 
an experience of it.”3  

These first two points have laid the groundwork. We should now have a clear 
picture of who the Spirit is (the Spirit of adoption) and what the Spirit does (he enables us 
to experience our adoption). Let’s get into what the Spirit’s work looks like in our lives.  
 
The Cry of the Spirit 

Here’s the third point: the cry of the Spirit shows we are loved forever. Look at 
the second half of verse 15: “you have received the Spirit of adoption as sons, by whom 
we cry, ‘Abba! Father!’” Notice that it is the Holy Spirit who enables us to cry out. In 
Galatians 4:6 it just says, “crying, ‘Abba! Father!’” which seems to say it is the Spirit 
who cries. It is we who cry in prayer to the Father but it is the Spirit who puts the cry on 
our lips. So do you cry out to God the Father? If you pray this way it is evidence you are 

																																																								
2 See Figure 1 on page 84. 
 
3 John Stott, The Message of Galatians, The Bible Speaks Today (Downers Grove: InterVarsity 

Press, 1986), 107. 
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truly his child for it is the Spirit who enables you to do it and only the children of God 
possess the Spirit of adoption. 

Yes, but can’t a non-Christian pray the words “Our Father in heaven?” Can’t the 
devil himself say those words? Yes, but they cannot say them from the depth of their 
being like a child who wakes up from a nightmare and yells, “Dad, I need you!” So, do 
you know what it means when life gets hard and you sink to your knees and cry out, 
“Father, I need you”? If you do then it is proof that you are loved forever because that is 
the Holy Spirit enabling you to cry out. 

But let me show you that this is more profound that we think. What language is 
“Abba”? It is Aramaic and it means “father.” What language is the entire New Testament 
written in? Greek. All of Romans is Greek and Paul uses the Greek word “Father” after 
Abba. So why does Paul include the Aramaic word “Abba”? Because it is supposed to 
immediately make you think of someone else who cried out, “Abba! Father!” Your mind 
is supposed to go back to Jesus in the Garden of Gethsemane. Mark records that Jesus fell 
to the ground and cried out, “Abba, Father, all things are possible for you. Remove this 
cup from me. Yet not what I will, but what you will.”4  

Jesus spoke Aramaic, not Greek (though some scholars think he may have spoken 
both). Both Mark and Paul keep Jesus’ actual word, “Abba.” Why do that? Could it be 
that the disciples were so impacted by hearing Jesus call out to the Creator of the 
Universe in such an intimate way and relate to him as “Abba” that they did not want to 
even tamper with it? Could it be that such words had become sacred to them? Whatever 
the case, the disciples witnessed the tremendous intimacy that Jesus enjoyed with his 
Father. In the four gospels, Jesus refers to God as “Father” or prays to him as “my 
Father” some seventy times.5 Jesus addressed the Creator of the Universe as “Abba” and 
so it seems that Mark and Paul don’t even want to translate it because it’s too sacred. 
What staggers Paul and should stagger you as well is that the Spirit enables God’s 
children to approach the Creator of the Universe the same way Jesus did. To use Paul’s 
language, the “Spirit of God’s Son” (Gal 4:6) puts the prayer of God’s “Son” (Gal 4:4) on 
the lips of the “sons of God” (Rom 8:14). So here is the point: Whenever you cry out to 
God as Father, it is evidence that you are truly adopted for the Spirit is enabling you to 
pray like God’s own Son did during his days on earth.  
 
The Shocking Nature of Crying “Abba! Father!” 

Let’s take this a step further. Do you realize how shocking this really is? How 
revolutionary this is? How unique this is? No other world religion, spiritual path, or 
secular way of thinking comes even close to saying that God can be approached with 
such boldness and intimacy that the Spirit of God enables the children of God to do. 

Think for instance of the ancient Roman religions. Rodney Stark writes,  
 

The chief emotional ingredient lacking in the traditional Roman faiths was love. 
Romans thought the gods might come to their aid, but they did not believe that the 
gods loved them—indeed Jupiter was depicted as quite unfriendly to human 

																																																								
4 Mk. 13:46. 
 
5 For further examples of Jesus praying to God as Father see: Mat 11:25; 26:39, 42; Mk 14:36; Lk 

23:34; Jn 11:41; 12:27; 17:1, 5, 11, 21, 24f.  
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concerns. Consequently, pagan Romans often feared the gods, admired some of 
them, and envied them all, but they did not love them.6 

 
This language was also shocking language to the Jews of Paul’s day. They 

preferred the exalted titles of God like “Sovereign Lord,” “Holy One,” or “Lord of 
Hosts.” In the Old Testament God is rarely referred to as a “Father.” Scholar Craig 
Blomberg says, “Use of this intimate term for God . . . was virtually unparalleled in first-
century Judaism.”7  

Muslims also find this shocking. The Qur’an does not allow for such an intimate 
relationship with God. Allah, the god of the Qu’ran, is high and exalted and would never 
let us draw so close to him. Human beings relate to Allah like a servant to a master but 
not like a child to a father. One Muslim scholar named Shabbir Akhtar writes the 
following: “Muslims do not see God as their father. . . . Men are servants of a just master; 
they cannot, in orthodox Islam, typically attain any greater degree of intimacy with their 
creator.”8  

In Buddhism there is no personal God and thus no concept of relationship, of 
love, or of adoption. It is much the same for most people living on the West Coast. The 
vast majority of secular people believe God exists but he is always referred to with titles 
like, “God” or “The Divine Being” but never “Father.” To most people, God is either an 
impersonal force who cannot be known or like the Queen of England who is a personal 
being but is totally removed from our daily lives.  

It is right here that this whole doctrine of adoption shines so brightly. Everything 
changed when God sent his Son and adopted us into his family. J.I. Packer puts it so well:  
 

New Testament believers deal with God as their Father. Father is the name by 
which they call him. . . . Christians are his children, his own sons and daughters, 
his heirs. And the stress of the New Testament is not on the difficulty and danger 
of drawing near to the holy God, but on the boldness and confidence with which 
believers may approach him. . . . To those who are Christ’s, the holy God is a 
loving Father; they belong to his family; they may approach him without fear and 
always be sure of his fatherly concern and care. This is the heart of the New 
Testament message.”9 

 
The Witness of the Spirit 

In the final place, let’s talk about how the witness of the Spirit shows we are loved 
forever. Look at verse 16: “The Spirit himself bears witness with our spirit that we are 
children of God.” This word “witness” is a legal word. Paul may have in mind the legal 
proceedings of Deuteronomy 19:15 where a case can only be decided if there is more 

																																																								
6 Rodney Stark, The Triumph of Christianity: How the Jesus Movement Became the World’s 

Largest Religion (New York: HarperOne, 2011), 18. 
 
7 Craig L. Blomberg, Matthew, vol. 22, The New American Commentary (Nashville: Broadman 

Press, 1992), 119. 
 
8 Shabbir Akhtar, A Faith for All Seasons (Chicago: Ivan R. Dee, 1990), 180. 
 
9 J. I. Packer, Knowing God (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 1993), 203. 
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than one witness. Or, he may have in mind the Roman practice of adoption where seven 
witnesses were required for a man to adopt a son. If someone tried to take the son’s 
inheritance by claiming he was not really a son, the witnesses would establish the fact 
that he was the son and entitled to the inheritance. 

The picture of verse 16 then goes something like this: You have become a 
Christian. Notice that your own spirit bears witness in the courtroom of your heart that 
you are indeed a child of God. But there are times when your own confidence wavers. 
Satan, the prosecuting attorney, comes in and says, “How can you be a true child of God 
if you keep sinning like that?” So your own spirit is testifying that you are a child of God 
but, by itself, your own spirit lacks confidence. But God sends another witness into the 
courtroom of your heart. The Spirit bears witness along with our spirit that we are indeed 
the children of God. And the verb here indicates that this is not a once and for all 
experience but an ongoing one. He continually bears witness throughout our lives. 

Again, this is experiential language. It is not simply affirming facts. It is an 
experience in the core of who you are. Have you ever felt even the smallest sense of 
assurance that, in Christ, you are truly loved by God? If so, that is the Holy Spirit.  
As Paul puts it in Romans 5:5, “God’s love has been poured into our hearts through the 
Holy Spirit who has been given to us.” Think of it this way. As Josh grows up, there are 
two primary ways that Heather and I can assure him that he is our son and that we love 
him. The first way is to point him to the facts of his adoption. We can say, “Josh, we love 
you so much that we chose you. We love you so much that, like God leaves the ninety-
nine sheep to seek after the one lost sheep, we left two of our three kids at home and flew 
halfway around the world to seek you. We love you so much that we joyfully paid 
thousands of dollars to adopt you. These adoption papers declare that you are legally our 
son. You live in our house. You share our last name. Josh, all of these facts prove that 
you are our son and that we love you.”  

We could approach it this way and it would be true. But there is another way we 
can do it. We can continually and repeatedly give him experiences of our love that 
enhance those facts—that make those facts a reality for him. Usually these are routine 
everyday non-emotional experiences like smiling at him and holding his hand as we 
walk. They can also be periodic experiences like buying him a Slurpee or putting our 
arms around him when he cries. And there can also be extraordinary moments where we 
flood him with our love and where there is great feeling. For instance, when Josh was six 
he was lying on the floor and I went and lay beside him. I turned and looked at him and 
said, “Josh, do you know that you are my son?” He smiled and said, “I always know 
that.” I then said, “Josh do you know that I love you?” Again, he smiled and expressed 
his own assurance of that fact saying again, “I always know that.” I then pulled him into a 
big hug and said, “But do you really really know that I love you?” and I started kissing 
him all over his face. Kids love and hate that all at once. He burst into laughter and 
squirmed to get away saying, “Yes! Yes! I really know that!” Listen carefully now: Josh 
does not become more of my son when I hug and kiss him. My hugs and kisses do not 
change the fact of his adoption but they do increase his enjoyment of it. They chase away 
his fears and develop his confidence. This is the witness of the Spirit. The Spirit takes the 
facts of what the Father has done for us through His Son and makes it an experiential 
reality. 
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Do you know what this witness of the Spirit looks like in your life? We must be 
careful not to say it always looks one way. From reading Christian biographies and 
reflecting on our own experiences it seems there are varying degrees of intensity and 
emotion associated with the witness of the Spirit.  

First, there seems to be the ongoing witness of the Spirit. There is nothing flashy 
about it. There is very little emotion. It is just the ongoing settled conviction that you are 
God’s child and loved by him. That’s the witness of the Spirit. Second, there seems to be 
the occasional witness of the Spirit where the experience is more intense. You could be 
singing a song of worship, listening to a sermon, reading the Bible, or talking with others 
about Christ and suddenly God pours out his love in your heart through the Spirit. That’s 
the witness of the Spirit. And finally, there seem to be the rare and extraordinary 
moments that are accompanied by great intensity and emotion. It seems that this may 
happen, at most, a few times in a person’s life. Consider the example of the great Welsh 
preacher named Howell Harris. Here is what he wrote in his diary:  

 
June 18th. 1735, being in secret prayer, I felt suddenly my heart melting within 
me like wax before the fire with love to God my Saviour; and also felt not only 
love, peace, etc. but longing to be dissolved, and to be with Christ. Then was a cry 
in my inmost soul, which I was totally unacquainted with before, Abba, Father! 
Abba, Father! I could not help calling God my Father, I knew that I was His child, 
and that He loved me and heard me. My soul being filled and satiated, crying, 
‘It’s enough, I am satisfied. Give me strength, and I will follow you through fire 
and water.’ I could say I was happy indeed! . . . The love of God was shed abroad 
in my heart by the Holy Ghost.10  
 

D.L. Moody, who was the Billy Graham of the 19th century, speaks of an experience of 
the Holy Spirit where he was overwhelmed with the great love of God, which then 
empowered his preaching ministry: 
 

 I was crying out all the time that God would fill me with His Spirit. Well, one 
day, in the city of New York—oh, what a day!—I can hardly describe it. I seldom 
refer to it; it is almost too sacred an experience to name. . . . I can only say that 
God revealed Himself to me, and I had such an experience of His love that I had 
to ask Him to stay His hand.11 
 

We must be careful not to get discouraged if we don’t have such an experience or if we 
only have it a few times. One writer says we should think of these big experiences like 
the greatest feast you have ever eaten. Such a moment is rare. You remember it and 
cherish it. But far more important are the thousands of forgotten meals that have 

																																																								
10 Howell Harris, A Brief Account of the Life of Howell Harris, Esq; Extracted from Papers 

Written by Himself (n.p.: Trevecka, 1791), 15–16. 
 
11 William R. Moody, The Life of D.L. Moody (New York: Fleming H. Revell Company, 1900), 

149. 
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sustained you day by day. Likewise, the Spirit generally bears witness in routine ordinary 
ways that strengthen us but once and awhile he provides a feast for our souls.12 
 
How Can We Get More of this Assurance? 

How can we get more of this assurance? First, recognize that it depends on the 
sovereignty of God. Sometimes he has you walk through a season without it, but he will 
always bring it in his time. Second, pray that God would let you know this assurance. 
Third, don’t just wait for the Spirit to speak, but fill your soul with who God is, what he 
has done for you in Christ, and the hope you have in him. Generally speaking it is as we 
fill our lives with prayer, meditation, and scripture that the Spirit uses these to bear 
witness to our hearts. It is as you behold what God has done in adopting you through 
Christ that the Spirit will shed the love of God abroad in your heart. 

What a gracious Father. He gave us His Son to redeem us in order that he might 
adopt us. And then he gave us the Spirit of His Son. The Spirit chases away our fears by 
assuring us that we are the sons and daughters of God and are loved forever. So I ask you 
today, “Do you know what it means to experience this witness of the Spirit? Do you feel 
confident to approach God your Father in prayer?” If so, this is all evidence that you truly 
are a child of God—that you are loved forever. 

 
 
 

																																																								
12 Phillip Doddridge, preaching on Romans 8:16, says, “And I judge it the more necessary to 

expatiate upon the thought because the devil sometimes takes an advantage to bring all into doubt, and to 
raise a storm in the soul merely on account of the cessation of those extraordinary experiences which were 
never intended as our daily food, but only as rich dainties with which our heavenly Father thinks fit now 
and then to delight the souls of His children and to make, as it were, a feast for them.” Cited in D. Martyn 
Lloyd-Jones, Romans: An Exposition of Chapter 8:5-17 - The Sons of God (Grand Rapids: Zondervan 
Publishing House, 1975), 332. 
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 Appendix 8 
Sermon 7: The Family of Adoption 

 

This appendix contains the manuscript for the seventh sermon in the Adopted by 

God series entitled, “The Family of Adoption.” It was preached at Central Baptist 

Church, Victoria on February 24, 2019. 

 
Introduction 

The rise of Christianity is a phenomenon of history. It began with Jesus and his 
twelve disciples. Yet, by A.D. 350 it is estimated that 56% of the Roman Empire claimed 
to be Christian, including the Emperor himself.1 How did this happen? Historians point to 
multiple reasons. One of the greatest reasons is that people were attracted to how the 
early Christians cared for one another.  

Even the enemies of Christianity identified this as a major reason for its success. 
For instance, a Roman Emperor named Julian fought against Christianity and worked to 
restore worship of the old gods and goddesses. He identified Christian care for the poor 
as the key to their success and was very frustrated that his own priests did not do this. In a 
letter to one of his high priests he wrote, “Why do we not observe that it is their 
benevolence to strangers . . . that [has] done the most to increase [Christianity]?”2 He then 
commands his priests to start caring for the poor and writes, “For it is disgraceful that . . . 
when the [Christians] support not only their own poor but ours as well, all men see that 
our people lack aid from us.”3 

The early church leader, Tertullian, explains how the early Christians did this. 
Once a month anyone in the church could voluntarily put money in a box. This money 
was then used 

 
to support and bury poor people, to supply the wants of boys and girls destitute of 
means and parents, and of old persons confined now to the house; such, too, as 
have suffered shipwreck; and if there happen to be any in the mines, or banished 
to the islands, or shut up in the prisons. . . . We call ourselves brethren. . . . One in 
mind and soul, we do not hesitate to share our earthly goods with one another. All 
things are common among us but our wives.4  

																																																								
1 Rodney Stark, The Rise of Christianity: How the Obscure, Marginal Jesus Movement Became 

the Dominant Religious Force in the Western World in a Few Centuries (New York: HarperOne, 1996), 5–
7.  

 
2 Wilmer Cave Wright, trans., “To Arsacius, High-Priest of Galatia,” in The Works of the Emperor 

Julian, vol. 3, Loeb Classical Library (London: William Heinemann, 1923), 69. 
 
3 Wright, 71. 
 
4 Tertullian, “Apology,” in The Latin Fathers: Its Founder, Tertullian. Part First, ed. Alexander 

Roberts and James Donaldson, trans. S. Thelwall, vol. 3, The Writings of the Fathers Down to A.D. 325: 
Ante-Nicene Fathers (Peabody, Mass.: Hendrickson Publishers, Inc., 2004), 46. 
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In A.D. 251 the church in Rome took care of 1,500 widows, orphans, and 
destitute persons.5 Another fascinating example took place in a little church in Cirta, 
Algeria. Roman officials raided this small building thinking it would contain treasures 
like in the pagan temples. All they found was a storeroom with 16 shirts for men, 38 
veils, 82 dresses, 47 pairs of slippers for women, and 11 containers of oil and wine.6 So it 
was the love and care of Christians for each other that attracted the surrounding culture.  

But where did they get this motivation to give up their money, time, and resources 
for one another? The answer is that they had a vision for what the church is and, 
therefore, what the church should do. This vision has largely been lost in our day as 
Christians have absorbed the values of western culture. Yet, I am convinced that a 
recovery of this vision would not only increase our joy with each other but would also 
attract the world to Jesus Christ. 

Let me state it clearly: the vision the early church had, which has been largely 
lost in our day, is the vision of the church as a family. My aim this morning is to recast 
that vision that we might live it. In order to do this, I want to look at the original vision 
the early church had and show you how their idea of family was different than ours. Then 
I want to demonstrate how we have lost that vision but how we can recover it. 
 
The Original Vision of the Church as a Family 

In the first place then, let’s talk about the original vision of the church as a family. 
When you think of the church, what image or metaphor do you have in mind? Your 
vision of what the church is will dictate how you relate to it. If you think of the church as 
a self-help resource to aid you in reaching your spiritual potential then you leave as soon 
as your expectations are not met. If you think of the church as an institution then you will 
relate to it in a formal and detached manner. You might attend occasionally, but there 
won’t be any personal investment. So what image or metaphor does the Bible want us to 
have in mind when we think of the church?  

I was a bit shocked when I started reading scholars who claimed that the most 
dominant metaphor is the church as a family. While I knew that the Bible refers to the 
church as the “household” or “family” of God, this term is not used very often. Yet, 
authors pointed out that there are many other family related terms such as “Father,” 
“brother,” “sister,” “adoption,” “sons,” “child,” “heirs,” and “inheritance.”7 In fact, Paul 
uses the terms “brother” and “sister” 139 times in his letters. It is his favourite way of 
referring to other Christians, which reveals the strong consciousness he and his readers 
had of the church as a family. Reflecting on this, Robert Banks writes, “So numerous are 
these [terms], and so frequently do they appear, that the comparison of the Christian 
community with a ‘family’ must be regarded as the most significant metaphorical usage 
of all. . . . More than any of the other images utilized by Paul, it reveals the essence of his 

																																																								
5 Peter Brown, The Rise of Western Christendom: Triumph and Diversity, A.D. 200-1000, 10th 
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6 Brown, 70. 
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thinking about community.”8 Likewise, Joseph Hellerman writes, “No image for the 
church occurs more often in the New Testament than the metaphor of family.”9 

When the apostle Paul speaks of adoption he does so within the larger metaphor 
of family. To be adopted by God is to be adopted into God’s family. We are not just 
adopted into an individual and personal relationship with God. We are adopted into 
God’s family so that God is our Father, Jesus is our elder brother (Rom 8:29), and all 
other Christians are our brothers and sisters. When we adopted our son Josh he was not 
just brought into a relationship with Heather and I. He was also brought into relationship 
with two sisters and one brother. To be adopted is to be part of a family. This is why Paul 
always and only speaks of adoption in corporate, not individual, terms.10 Ephesians 1:5: 
“In love he predestined us for adoption to himself as sons.” In Galatians 4:5 God sent 
forth his Son “so that we might receive adoption as sons.” In Romans 8:15, “we cry 
‘Abba! Father!’” And in Romans 8:23, “we . . . groan inwardly as we wait eagerly for 
adoption as sons, the redemption of our bodies.” This new position in God’s family is set 
in sharp contrast to our old lives for as Ephesians 2:19 says we are “no longer strangers 
and aliens” but are “members of the household of God.” So, the original vision of the 
church was that of a family.  
 
The Original Non-Western Vision of the Church as a Family 

When we hear the word “family” we immediately understand it in terms of our 
own experience, which is usually a western understanding of family. But if we are going 
to recover this vision of the church as family that so powerfully transformed the early 
church, then we need to understand how ancient societies thought about family and how 
most non-western cultures today think about family. So, let’s build on the first point and 
talk now about the original non-western vision of the church as a family. Dr. Joseph 
Hellerman, professor of New Testament Language and Literature at Talbot School of 
Theology, gives three principles for how ancient people understood family and how most 
non-western people today understand family.  

Principle #1: In the New Testament world (and much of the non-western world 
today) the group took priority over the individual. Western culture is marked by radical 
individualism. Above all things I must be true to myself and how I feel. This is so 
obvious it hardly needs explaining. Hellerman writes the following:  
 

We have been socialized to believe that our own dreams, goals, and personal 
fulfillment ought to take precedence over the well-being of any group—our 
church, or our family, for example—to which we belong. The immediate needs of 
the individual are more important than the long-term health of the group. So we 

																																																								
8 Robert Banks, Paul’s Idea of Community: The Early Churches in Their Cultural Setting, Revised 

(Peabody, Mass: Hendrickson Publishers, 1994), 49. 
 
9 Hellerman, When the Church Was a Family: Recapturing Jesus’ Vision for Authentic Christian 

Community, 35. 
 
10 Even the “you” in Romans 8:15 (“For you did not receive the spirit of slavery to fall back into 

fear, but you have received the Spirit of adoption as sons”) is plural, such as when Americans say, “Y’all.” 
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leave and withdraw, rather than stay and grow up, when the going gets rough in 
the church or in the home.11 
 
In sharp contrast to the radical individualism of the western world, almost every 

other non-western society today (and every other society in the history of the world) 
assumes that the good of the individual is bound up in the good of the group. Therefore, 
the needs of the group must come first, whether that group is your village or your 
religious community. An individualistic culture puts a high value on personal fulfillment 
and happiness so that my needs trump everything. A group-focused culture places high 
value on the honour and health of the group so that the needs of the group trump 
everything and I need to sacrifice for the good of the group. The Bible is written in a 
group-focused culture. It does not endorse everything about it, but this underlies much of 
its teaching. 

Principle #2: In the New Testament world (and much of the non-western world 
today) a person’s most important group was his or her blood family. So, the group came 
first and the most important group was your blood family. This next one is going to 
surprise you. 

Principle #3: In the New Testament world (and much of the non-western world 
today) the closest family bond was not the bond of marriage. It was the bond between 
siblings. This is not to say that marriages were devoid of romance and love but, in most 
societies, marriage was viewed more as the way to build a strong group through 
continuing the bloodline. Even when a woman got married she still felt her closest bond 
to be with her siblings because they were her blood. 

These three principles add up to one core value. The central value that 
characterized ancient family relations was the obligation to demonstrate undying loyalty 
toward one’s brothers and sisters. We can see this in the beginning story of the Bible. 
Genesis 1-2 describe the creation of the world. Genesis 3 describes human rebellion 
against God. Genesis 4-11 then describe what life is like when humans turn their backs 
on their Creator and it’s filled with all kinds of bad things. What is the first story about? 
We say, “Murder. It’s Cain murdering Abel.” But it is not just murder. It is fratricide, 
which is the murder of one’s brother. This is the worst thing to an ancient person. In non-
western cultures your greatest allegiance is to your blood family. You sacrifice all for 
your family. You devote your time, energy, and wealth to building up the wellbeing of 
your family. No matter what happens, you show undying loyalty to your brothers and 
sisters. 

Now here is the big point: becoming a Christian redefines who your family is and, 
therefore, where your greatest allegiance lies. To become a Christian is to be adopted into 
God’s family. And to be part of God’s family means your greatest allegiance is to your 
church family who are your brothers and sister in Christ. It was this vision of the church 
as a family that motivated the early Christians to devote their time, energy, and wealth to 
building up the church and caring for one another. This is the original non-western vision 
of the church as a family. 
 
 
 

																																																								
11 Joseph H. Hellerman, When the Church Was a Family: Recapturing Jesus’ Vision for Authentic 

Christian Community (Nashville: B&H Academic, 2009), 3. 
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The Lost Vision of the Church as a Family 
In the third place now let’s talk about the lost vision of the church as a family. I 

hardly even need to take any time on this point. It is obvious that Christians in the 
western world have largely lost this vision of the church as a family. For decades now 
sociologists have been tracking the increasing individualization of western culture. We 
now use terms like “radical individualism.” Millennials are the “me generation.”  

This has also come into Christian thinking. While Christians have been speaking 
about sexual ethics and other things in culture, this radical individualism has slipped in 
entirely unnoticed. We have taken it on completely. For decades now sociologists have 
been tracing the fact that many people who claim to be Christians also believe that being 
a Christian has little or nothing to do with the church. We say things like, “I love Jesus, 
but don’t think that means I have to be part of a church.” Our faith has become 
individualized so that many believe that walks along the ocean with worship music and a 
podcast from their favourite preacher is sufficient. When we do attend church it is more 
like a consumer asking, “What can I get out of this?” instead of as a family member 
asking, “How can I contribute to the good of the family?” As a generation we not only 
lack commitment to a church, we don’t even see why that would be a problem. We think 
showing up once or twice a month is good enough and see no point in things like church 
membership, dedicated financial giving, or participating in business meetings. And then 
we leave our church for just about any reason at all: a conflict with another brother or 
sister, a disagreement with the leadership, the style of music, or the way the pastor 
dresses.  

Alongside this we have other serious problems that reveal the loss of this vision of 
the church as a family. Many within the church confess that they feel disconnected and 
lonely. We are the most connected generation in history and yet we are disconnected. 
Loneliness is on the rise. Subtle, and not so subtle, forms of racism continue to plague the 
church. When poor or homeless people come in they are often ignored and leave because 
they don’t feel like they fit in. In short, we have lost the vision of the church as a family. 

Yet, I am convinced that a recovery of Paul’s teaching on being adopted into the 
family of God can transform every one of these issues. You see Paul never intends our 
adoption into the family of God to be merely something that brings us individual delight 
and joy. Every time Paul celebrates it, he goes on to talk about how this new reality of 
adoption into the family of God must change the entire way we relate to each other.  
 
Living the Vision of the Church as a Family 

What does it look like to live as the family of God? Let’s answer this in our final 
point, which is living the vision of the church as a family. Paul talks about adoption in 
Galatians, Ephesians, and Romans. In reading these letters, I see at least three ways in 
which Paul connects adoption to what it means to live as the family of God. It is not 
enough to just believe we are adopted into God’s family. We must practice what it means 
to be a family. Let me show you three things we must practice in order to function as a 
family.  
 
Practicing Social Inclusivity 

First, to live as the family of God means we must practice social inclusivity, which 
opposes racism, classism, and sexism. These three things plague the world and the 
church. It was no different in the early church. There were deep divisions based on racial 
differences between Jew and Gentile, divisions based on class between Christians who 
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were slaves and those who were free, and divisions between men and women. Paul hits 
these issues head on in his letters. He doesn’t do it just by saying, “Racism is bad” or 
“Men, you need to be kind.” He does it by casting a vision of the church as a family. 
Listen to Galatians 3:27-29: “in Christ Jesus you are all sons of God, through faith. For as 
many of you as were baptized into Christ have put on Christ. There is neither Jew nor 
Greek, there is neither slave nor free, there is no male and female, for you are all one in 
Christ Jesus. And if you are Christ’s, then you are Abraham’s offspring, heirs according 
to promise.” 

Where racism rears its ugly head in the church, adoption declares, “God’s family 
is made up of people from every tribe, nation, and tongue. We are all brothers and sisters 
in the same family.” Note: if you are Caucasian and I ask you if there is racism in your 
church or in your community you likely say no. But try asking that question to someone 
who is an ethnic minority. They often give very different answers that Caucasian people 
are completely unaware of. I have learnt a lot from such brothers and sisters. 

Where Christian men act chauvinistically or domineering toward women, 
adoption declares, “women and girls must be treated with respect and love for they are 
sisters in the family of God.”  

Where wealthy Christians ignore or take advantage of poorer Christians, adoption 
declares, “You must welcome and care for the Christian who is poor for he is your 
brother.” 

What unites us in the church is not our ethnicity, our socio-economic status, or 
our gender. What unites us is that we “are all sons of God.” I love to say to you that apart 
from Jesus I would not hang out with almost any of you. We are far too different. But in 
Christ we are one. Becoming a Christian does not mean you cease to be male or female, 
rich or poor, Caucasian or Asian, Indian or African. It means that all those differences are 
subservient to the one great truth that we are all part of God’s family. So, you see, 
adoption into God’s family has the power to rid us of the plagues of racism, classism, and 
sexism. We are family and family trumps everything.  

We naturally move toward those we like and away from those who are not like us. 
In the church, move toward those who are not like you. What is one step you can do to 
move toward someone else? Just introduce yourself. Take steps. Since we have been 
adopted into the family of God, we must practice social inclusivity.  
 
Practicing Undying Loyalty 

Second, to live as the family of God means we must practice undying loyalty, 
which opposes indifference, quitting, and loneliness. The early Christians would not be 
able to comprehend the indifference that most Christians today have toward the church. 
To them, a Christian without a church would be like an adopted child without a family. It 
makes no sense. If you heard of a child who had been adopted, but then heard that the 
child had no family, you would immediately know something is seriously wrong. To be 
adopted by God means to be utterly committed to a church because the church is God’s 
family. This begins by choosing a church, becoming a member, being committed, giving, 
and being involved. Let me ask you: are you known as someone who demonstrates 
undying loyalty to your church family?  

Undying loyalty also means not quitting on your church family at the first sign of 
trouble. This family image is so realistic because families have problems. Paul knows 
this. That is why, after celebrating our adoption in Ephesians 1 and rejoicing in the fact 
that we are part of the household of God in Ephesians 2, Paul goes on in chapter 4 to call 
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us to be humble, gentle, and patient with each other (Eph 4:1-2). He assumes that life in a 
church family will get hard, and so he calls us to bear with one another and to maintain 
the unity of the family (Eph 4:2-3). He calls us to put away falsehood, to speak truthfully, 
to deal quickly with our anger, to share with those in need, to build each other up with 
our words, and to forgive each other (Eph 4:25-32). He begins Ephesians 5 by saying, 
“Therefore be imitators of God, as beloved children. And walk in love, as Christ loved 
us.” In Romans 12:10 he writes, “Love one another with brotherly affection.” All of this 
assumes that we are totally committed to a church family. It is a call to not quit at the first 
sign of conflict, but to stick it out, work it out, and grow up into maturity together.  

As we live this vision of undying loyalty to each other, it will bring healing to one 
of the most difficult issues people face. I refer to loneliness. Marla Paul, a columnist for 
the Chicago Tribune, wrote a powerful article about loneliness. She confessed her 
struggles to build lasting relationships. She lamented that, “sometimes it seems easier to 
just give up and accept disconnectedness as a dark and unshakable companion; but, that’s 
not the companion I want.”12 She concluded that she would keep longing and searching 
for community. After the column was published, she was flooded with letters from 
people experiencing the same kind of isolation and loneliness. One person said, “I’ve 
often felt that I’m standing outside looking through the window of a party to which I was 
not invited.”13 In a generation that craves connectedness, the church is to be a family 
where outsiders are welcome and Christians find a sense of belonging. Alistair McGrath 
states it well: 
 

Adoption is about being wanted. It is about belonging. These are deeply emotive 
themes, which resonate with the cares and concerns of many in our increasingly 
fractured society. To be adopted is to be invited into a loving caring environment. 
It is about being welcomed, wanted and invited. Adoption celebrates the privilege 
of invitation, in which the outsider is welcomed into the fold of faith and love.14 
 

In Christ, we already belong. We are already brothers and sisters. The question is not “are 
we family?” but “are we living like the family we already are?” This requires far more 
than just attending on Sunday morning. To care for one another as brothers and sisters 
means being in each other’s lives. This is why we call everyone at Central to be part of a 
Community Group of 8-12 people. Since we have been adopted into God’s family we 
must practice undying loyalty to each other. 
 
Practicing Material Generosity 

Finally, we must practice material generosity, which opposes consumerism, 
narcissism, and greed. After Paul celebrates our adoption in Galatians 4 he again brings 
up the idea of the family of God in chapter 6. He writes, “as we have opportunity, let us 
do good to everyone, and especially to those who are of the household of faith.” So, the 
adopted children of God are to show love to everyone, but we are to give particular 
attention to doing good to those in the family of God. Family comes first. 

																																																								
12 Burke, The Message of Sonship, 143. 
 
13 Burke, 143. 
 
14 Alister McGrath, Knowing Christ (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 2001), 144–145. 
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It was this vision that motivated the early Christians to be so generous with their 
money and possessions. Lucian, a second century historian, despised Christians. Yet, he 
writes about an incident where a believer was in prison and how the Christians made 
every effort to rescue him, brought him elaborate meals, and stayed day and night at the 
prison to care for him. He then writes, “Their first lawgiver [Jesus] persuaded them that 
they are all brothers of one another. . . . Therefore, they despise all things [i.e. – material 
goods] indiscriminately and consider them common property.”15 

Family cares for its own. The early Christians, therefore, thought nothing of 
sharing their possessions and wealth with each other. This is what we seek to practice 
today as well. When someone has a baby or is in a time of crisis, we bring them meals. At 
Christmas or Thanksgiving, we seek out those who may not have anyone else to celebrate 
with and we invite them in. When someone is adopting a child, we write them a cheque 
to help with the cost. When God leads people to serve overseas in global missions we 
support them financially. We actively involve ourselves in the larger family of God by 
coming to the aid of our brothers and sisters who are refugees, who are impoverished, or 
in prison. Let us scheme and plan on how we can use our money and possessions not just 
for more vacations and nicer stuff, but to aid our brothers and sisters. Since we have been 
adopted into the family of God, we must practice material generosity. 
 
Conclusion 

T.S. Eliot once said, “The greatest proof of Christianity for others is not how far a 
man can logically analyze his reasons for believing, but how far in practice he will stake 
his life on his belief.”16 The early Christians did not just believe they were adopted into 
God’s family. They embodied this truth. They lived it out. They sacrificed time and 
money to see their church families thrive. They lived out their belief that the church was 
the family of God to such a high degree that the world around them was attracted to hear 
the message of Jesus Christ. What steps do you need to take to practically live out the fact 
that you are part of the family of God? We must practice social inclusivity, undying 
loyalty, and material generosity. 
 

																																																								
15 A.M. Harmon, trans., Lucian, vol. 5, Loeb Classical Library (London: William Heinemann, 
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16 Alan Hirsch, The Forgotten Ways: Reactivating the Missional Church (Grand Rapids: Brazos 

Press, 2006), 101. 
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Appendix 9 
Sermon 8: The Hope of Adoption 

 

This appendix contains the manuscript for the eighth sermon in the Adopted by 

God series entitled, “The Hope of Adoption.” It is an exposition of Romans 8:17-25 and 

was preached at Central Baptist Church, Victoria on March 3, 2019. 

 
Romans 8:17-25 

17 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. 18 For I consider that 
the sufferings of this present time are not worth comparing with the glory that is to be 
revealed to us. 19 For the creation waits with eager longing for the revealing of the sons of 
God. 20 For the creation was subjected to futility, not willingly, but because of him who 
subjected it, in hope 21 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. 22 For we know that the whole 
creation has been groaning together in the pains of childbirth until now. 23 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. 24 For in this hope we were 
saved. Now hope that is seen is not hope. For who hopes for what he sees? 25 But if we 
hope for what we do not see, we wait for it with patience. 
 
Introduction 

Florence Chadwick had been swimming for fifteen straight hours. She strained 
her eyes forward, desperately searching for the land. But all she could see was fog, thick 
soupy fog. Three years earlier in 1950, Chadwick had broken the world record by 
swimming the English Channel in 13 hours and 20 minutes. On this day, July 4, 1952, 
she was determined to become the first woman to swim from Catalina Island to mainland 
California—a mind-blowing 34 km through rough ocean waves. The fog was so thick she 
could hardly see her support boats. Sharks cruised toward her but were driven away by 
rifle shots. Against the icy grip of the sea she struggled on hour after hour while millions 
watched on national television. 

Fifteen hours into the swim she was past breaking point. Her mother yelled 
encouragement for her not to quit but staring into the fog she lost all hope that she could 
make it and asked to be pulled out of the water. It wasn’t until she was on the boat that 
she discovered the land was less than eight hundred metres away. Speaking to a reporter, 
she said, “Look, I’m not excusing myself, but if I could have seen the land I know I could 
have made it.”1 Just one glimpse of the land would have filled her with hope and that 
hope would have given her strength to finish. 

The Christian life is, in many ways, a long and difficult swim through thick fog. 
We have times of celebration and joy but we also experience many trials. We struggle to 
																																																								

1 “Florence Chadwick,” Encyclopedia of World Biography, accessed November 8, 2017, 
http://www.encyclopedia.com/people/sports-and-games/sports-biographies/florence-may-chadwick. 
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love a God we cannot see. The sharks of sin continually attack us. The waves of 
discouragement, health problems, financial worries, and bereavement never stop breaking 
over our heads. There are times when the trials and sufferings of life push us past 
breaking point and we feel like giving up. What we need, above all, is a glimpse of the 
land. What is the land? The land is the future. It is the destination we are swimming 
toward. The Bible says we are not just swimming toward the edge of the world where we 
will drop off into oblivion. No. There is land ahead. There is an afterlife.  

In this passage Paul describes it as an inheritance of incomparable value that the 
Father will give to all the children he has adopted. The aim of this passage is to give you 
a glimpse of that future inheritance in order that the great hope of what is to come might 
strengthen you to keep persevering through your present struggles. To that end this 
passage describes the Christian life in terms of three experiences that every son and 
daughter of God encounters. Every son and daughter of God knows what it means to 
celebrate joyfully, to groan inwardly, and to wait eagerly. 
 
We Celebrate Joyfully 

In the first place the sons and daughters of God know what it means to celebrate 
joyfully. We celebrate joyfully because we are heirs. Look at the end of verse 16 and the 
beginning of verse 17: “we are children of God, and if children, then heirs.” Oh, what 
amazing grace! It would have been enough if God had just redeemed us from slavery and 
set us free. But he went further. He also adopted us into his family. And as if that were 
not enough we now discover, to our everlasting joy, that to be a child of God means we 
are also heirs. This is so important that Paul constantly connects adoption to being an 
heir. Remember that Paul talks about adoption in Romans, Galatians, and Ephesians.  
We have seen this theme of being an heir here in Romans. In Galatians 4 Paul talks about 
adoption and writes, “So you are no longer a slave, but a son, and if a son, then an heir” 
(Gal 4:7). In Ephesians 1 he talks about adoption and then writes, “In him we have 
obtained an inheritance” (Eph 1:11). This is the logic of adoption: If you are God’s son or 
daughter by adoption then you are, by definition, an heir.  

In 2016 Heather and I went on a trip to Ecuador. Before we left Heather said, 
“Have you updated our wills to include Josh because it would be terrible if something 
happened and he was not in it?” I told her that we don’t need Josh’s actual name in our 
wills. Why not? Because our wills state that if we both die then various payments are to 
be made and the remainder of our estate is to be divided “into as many equal shares as 
there are of our children.” So, if we died a lawyer would ask, “Who, by legal definition, 
are Barton and Heather’s children?” Our three biological children could prove they are 
our children by producing the legal documents of their birth certificates. But Josh cannot 
prove he is our child through his birth certificate. So, what if a lawyer challenged Josh’s 
claim to his share of the inheritance? Josh could simply pull out this legal document of 
adoption which declares, “This is to certify that Barton Dale Priebe and Heather Elise 
Sklaruk Priebe reached an adoption agreement for adopting Liao Yu . . . The adoptive 
relationship comes into effect from March 26, 2013. Barton Dale Priebe is Liao Yu’s 
adoptive father and Heather Elise Sklaruk Priebe is Liao Yu’s adoptive mother. Liao Yu 
is now renamed as Joshua Liao Yu Priebe.” Josh could put that document in his 
challenger’s face and say, “Back off! I am the child of Barton and Heather Priebe. And 
since I am their child, I am an heir and am entitled to my share of the estate!” You see it 
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does not matter how Josh became our child; it only matters that he is our child. If you 
have received Jesus then you are adopted into God’s family. And if you are God’s child 
then you are also an heir. Celebrate this tremendous privilege! 
 
Why do we Still Suffer? 

But even as we celebrate we are suddenly shocked back into reality when another 
icy wave of suffering crashes over our lives. A great question then begins to plague our 
minds: If I have become the beloved child and heir of God, then why is my life still so 
difficult? God, why don’t you do something about it? 

I have sat weeping with Christian couples who have miscarried for a second and 
third time. I have groaned with Christian women who struggle with eating disorders and 
Christian men who hate pornography but keep losing battles against it. I have presided 
over gravesides where the coffins are only two feet long. I have watched cancer turn a 
6’6” 280lb Christian man into a mere skeleton before leaving his wife a widow and his 
teenage son without a father. Oh God, if we are your royal children and heirs, then why 
are we still suffering? Why don’t you do something about it? 

To complicate this even more, there are many supposed Christian leaders who say 
that if you become a Christian and have faith then Jesus will heal all your sicknesses, 
solve your problems, and even make you financially wealthy. But people get 
disillusioned with God when this does not happen. They conclude that Christianity 
doesn’t work. Many even give up swimming and get into the boat. So how do we 
reconcile the fact that the Bible says Christians are the beloved children and heirs of God 
and yet we still suffer? I want to show you that it is this doctrine of adoption that will 
enable you to make intellectual sense of suffering and will also grant you the emotional 
strength to face your suffering. 
 
We Groan Inwardly 

In the second place we see that, even though the sons and daughters of God know 
what it means to celebrate joyfully, the sons and daughters of God know what it means to 
groan inwardly. Look at verse 23: “we ourselves, who have the firstfruits of the Spirit, 
groan inwardly.” So why do we still suffer and groan if we are the beloved children of 
God? The key is to grasp that your adoption has both a present and a future element to it. 
Let’s look at our chart one last time.2 We have seen that Paul uses adoption to describe 
the big story of history. Today we are looking at chapters 4 and 5 in this big story. 
Chapter 4 has to do with our present adoption but chapter 5 says there is something about 
our adoption that is still in the future. You see, in one sense we are already adopted in the 
present for Romans 8:15 does not say “You will receive the Spirit of adoption” but “you 
have received the Spirit of adoption as sons.” Yet there is another sense in which we are 
not yet adopted for the completion of our adoption lies in the future. Look at verse 23. It 
says, “we wait eagerly for adoption as sons.”  

If we are already adopted in the present why are we waiting eagerly for our 
adoption in the future? The answer is found in this idea of being an heir. Being an heir 
has both present and future elements to it. To be an heir is a present reality in that it 
points to the fact that you are already a child and that the estate is, in principle, already 
yours. However, being an heir is largely a future reality because you do not receive your 
																																																								

2 See Figure 1 on page 84. 
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inheritance until the future. This explains why we still suffer even though we are sons and 
daughters of God. We suffer and groan inwardly because our adoption is not yet 
complete. We are heirs, but we have not yet received our inheritance. Even though we are 
the sons and daughters of God, we groan inwardly because we must suffer before 
receiving our inheritance.  

Paul then describes two reasons why we must suffer. First, we must suffer because 
the sons and daughters of God have to follow in the footsteps of the Son of God, who 
suffered and then was glorified. Look again at verse 17: “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.” Do you see the present and the future tenses here? Jesus suffered 
and then was glorified; it was the cross before the crown. Since we are united to Jesus we 
must follow in the footsteps of our elder brother: first suffering and then glory.  

Second, we must suffer because we live in “this present time,” which is marked by 
suffering for all creation. Look now at verse 18: “For I consider that the sufferings of this 
present time are not worth comparing with the glory that is to be revealed to us.” Notice 
again the sharp contrast between the present and the future. The children of God have a 
glorious future inheritance coming to them, but it is not yet here. We live in what is 
called “this present time.” And note carefully that it is suffering that marks “this present 
time.”  

And it is not just we who groan. Paul goes on in verses 19-23 to say that the entire 
cosmos also groans in this present time. Why? Because the destiny of the universe is tied 
to humanity. When humanity rebelled against God in Genesis 3 we brought down the 
entire cosmos with us. God then placed the universe in a state of bondage so that it is 
unable to develop and blossom, unable to achieve its potential. And so all of creation is 
also groaning in this present time—groaning like a woman groans in pain when she is 
giving birth. 

So, there is the intellectual answer to suffering: the reason we suffer and groan 
inwardly is because, even though we are heirs, we have not yet received our inheritance. 
When people say, “God promises that if you become a Christian then he will heal all your 
sicknesses, solve all your problems, and make you wealthy,” then this passage says, “You 
are absolutely right! But you are wrong on the timing!” You need to read God’s clock. 
You need to know what time it is. A time is coming when the children of God will 
receive their inheritance, when God will solve all our problems, heal all our sicknesses, 
and make us wealthy, but that time is not yet here. A time is coming when the swim will 
end and we will set foot on the land, but that time is not yet here. Even though we are the 
children of God, we still live in this present time, which is marked by suffering.  
 
We Wait Eagerly 

So that is how this passage makes intellectual sense of why the sons and 
daughters of God still suffer. But now let us turn to the third experience, which gives us 
emotional strength in our suffering. In the final place, the sons and daughters of God 
know what it means to wait eagerly. We wait eagerly because our inheritance will be 
worth it.  

What is our inheritance? We will look at it in a moment, but notice that this entire 
passage contrasts our present sufferings with the glory of our future inheritance. Look at 
verse 17 again. The children of God must suffer like Jesus did, but “we suffer with him in 
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order that we may also be glorified with him.” Look at verse 18: “For I consider that the 
sufferings of this present time are not worth comparing with the glory that is to be 
revealed to us.” Then look at verse 19. This future inheritance is so great that “the 
creation waits with eager longing for the revealing of the sons of God.” J.B. Phillips 
translates this as, “Creation is on tiptoe to see the wonderful sight of the sons of God 
coming into their own.”3 The mountains and rivers, bears and eagles, planets and stars are 
craning their necks forward, looking for that future day when God will publicly reveal 
who his children are and give them their inheritance. Creation can hardly wait for that 
day because its destiny is tied to that of God’s children. When we fell, creation fell with 
us, but when God exalts his children, he will also exalt his creation. When the children 
are revealed, verse 21 says, “creation itself will be set free from its bondage to corruption 
and obtain the freedom of the glory of the children of God.” 

Oh yes, creation groans but it does not groan like a man who has been stabbed in 
the stomach and is bleeding out. That is a groan of despair that leads to death. No, 
creation groans like a woman groans in childbirth. The groaning of childbirth is not the 
groaning of hopeless despair that leads to death. It is the groaning of hopeful anticipation 
that leads to life. A baby is about to be born. Creation is groaning because it is in labour. 
A new heaven and a new earth is about to be born. 

So now the question is, “what is this inheritance that the children of God will 
receive?” What is this inheritance that is so great that it cannot even be compared to our 
present sufferings? What is this inheritance that puts all of creation on its tiptoes, looking 
for the day when the children of God will receive it? I see three things in this passage.  
 
God’s Children Will Inherit Resurrection Bodies 

First, the sons and daughters of God will inherit resurrection bodies. Look again 
at verse 23: “we wait eagerly for adoption as sons, the redemption of our bodies.” 
Adoption is here defined as the redemption, or deliverance, of our bodies. The great hope 
of Christianity is not that we will escape our bodies and live as disembodied souls in a 
spirit world. You are not just a soul. You are an embodied soul. God is not just going to 
save a part of you. He is going to save all of you—body and soul. God will not allow sin 
and death to have even one little victory. Rather, he will resurrect your body from the 
dead and transform it to be like the resurrection body of Jesus.  

I used to go visit an older woman in my church whom we affectionately called 
“Cousin Elizabeth.” She had set every single Psalm to music, even Psalm 119. But she 
suffered. She was blind. She was overweight and had diabetes. She had to have a leg 
removed. She was confined to a bed in a care home for the last five or six years of her 
life. You think, “Father, this is one of your daughters. She spends her days staring into 
blackness. She has to live with a permanent catheter and have others bathe her. Why 
don’t you do something?” God the Father answers back, “Oh, I will do something. Her 
body will not lay in the grave forever. I have an inheritance for her. Her body will be 
changed, ‘in a moment, in the twinkling of any eye, at the last trumpet. For the trumpet 
will sound, and dead will be raised imperishable’” (1 Cor 15:52).  

A day is coming when your adoption will be complete—when you will be 
delivered from this body that is frail, weak, sinful, and mortal. You will inherit a 
																																																								

3 J.B. Phillips, The New Testament in Modern English: A Translation by J.B. Phillips (London: 
William Collins Sons & Co Ltd, 1958), 307. 
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resurrection body; a body of strength and vigor that will throw walkers and wheelchairs 
aside, a body that laughs in the face of cancer and Alzheimer’s, a body that has no desire 
for sin, and a body that mocks death to its face saying, “Where O death is your victory? 
Where O death is your sting?” The sons and daughters of God will inherit resurrection 
bodies.  
 
God’s Children Will Inherit the World 

Second, the sons and daughters of God will inherit the world. The idea of being 
an heir in Romans 8 must be understood in light of what Paul has already said about 
being an heir in Romans 4. In Romans 4:13 we read of “the promise to Abraham and his 
offspring that he would be heir of the world.” So, God made Abraham his heir and 
promised to give him and his offspring the entire world. Who then are Abraham’s 
offspring? They are all those who trust in Jesus for as Paul says in Galatians 3:29, “If you 
are Christ’s, then you are Abraham’s offspring, heirs according to promise.”  

God’s children will not just inherit resurrection bodies. We will also inherit the 
entire world. Revelation 21 talks about how God is going to renew the universe into a 
new heaven and a new earth. God’s plan is not to evacuate his children from this world to 
live in some spirit world as disembodied souls. Contrary to the old hymn, this world is 
our home. But this world is like an old home that has fallen into disrepair. God’s plan is 
not to demolish our home but to renovate it into something new.  

A day is coming when, like on all those home reno shows, God will reveal our 
newly renovated home to us. And just as the people on those shows cry tears of joy and 
can hardly believe it is the same house, we will look upon the renewed earth and say, “I 
can’t believe it. It’s the earth but it’s so much better.” Just one hour standing upon the 
shore of that new world and breathing the sweetness of its air will heal all the wounds of 
this life. So, the sons and daughters of God will inherit a resurrection body and they will 
inherit a renewed world.  
 
The Children of God will Inherit God Himself 

But there is something missing here. Without this third part, the children of God 
would spend eternity groaning in their immortal bodies. Without this third part, the 
children of God would soak the new earth with their tears. In the third place, the sons and 
daughters of God will inherit God himself. Our Father will not give us new bodies and a 
new world and then walk out of the universe, close the door, and leave us all alone. No! 
Look again at verse 17: “and if children, then heirs—heirs of God and fellow heirs with 
Christ.” To be “heirs of God” means that we inherit God. The supreme inheritance that 
God promised Abraham was not the world but himself for he said in Genesis 17:7 that he 
would be his God. Revelation 21 describes how a future day is coming when heaven 
(which is God’s home) will come down and merge with the new earth (which is our 
home). Then verse 3 says, “Behold, the dwelling place of God is with man. He will dwell 
with them, and they will be his people, and God himself will be with them as their God.  

This is also expressed in that wonderful phrase “fellow heirs with Christ.” This 
means we get to share in what Jesus inherits. Jesus is our elder brother. The Father has 
promised him an inheritance. Since we are united to Jesus we get to share in what Jesus 
inherits. And what does Jesus inherit? Everything! For Hebrews 1:2 says God appointed 
him to be “the heir of all things.” What more can you possibly ask for? Your inheritance 
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includes everything that can possibly be given. A resurrection body will be yours. The 
universe will be yours. But greatest of all, God himself will be yours. Adoption, then, 
refers to the completion of all that we are and all we are meant to be, which is a 
resurrected and glorified human being dwelling forever in the presence of God in a newly 
remade world. Reflecting on this, Martin Luther said,  
 

This far passes man’s capacity, that He calls us heirs; not of some rich or 
mighty prince, not of the emperor, not of the world, but of God, the Almighty 
Creator of all things. Our inheritance . . . is incalculable. And if a man could 
comprehend the great excellency of this matter, that he is the son of and heir of 
God, and with a constant faith believe it, this man would esteem all the power and 
riches of all the kingdoms of the world but as dung, in comparison with his 
eternal inheritance. . . . A man that could perfectly believe this, should not long 
remain alive, but should be swallowed up with excessive joy.4 

 
Hope Strengthens us to Persevere 

Now let’s bring this all together. Why has Paul told us all of this? Answer: to fill 
us with hope. It is the hope of the future that will strengthen you to persevere through the 
sufferings of this present time. Florence Chadwick said, “if I could have seen the land I 
know I could have made it.” Paul is giving you a glimpse of the land in order that you 
might be strengthened to keep swimming. And what will strengthen you to face all the 
suffering of this life is keeping that future inheritance always before your eyes. 
 
A Missionary and a President 

The story is told of an old missionary named Samuel Morrison who, after twenty-
five years in Africa was returning home to the United States to die. As it so happened, he 
traveled on the same ocean liner that brought President Teddy Roosevelt back from a 
hunting expedition. When the great ship pulled into New York harbor, the dock where it 
was to tie up was jammed with what looked like the entire population of New York City. 
Bands were playing, banners were waving, choirs of children were singing, multicolored 
balloons were floating in the air, flashbulbs were popping, and newsreel cameras were 
poised to record the return of the president. President Roosevelt stepped down the 
footbridge to thunderous cheers and applause and banners that said, “Welcome home.” 

At the same time, Samuel Morrison quietly walked off the boat. No one was there 
to greet him. He slipped alone through the crowd. Because of the crush of people there to 
welcome the president he couldn’t even find a cab. Inside his heart he began to complain, 
“Lord, the president has been in Africa for three weeks, killing animals, and the whole 
world turns out to welcome him home. I’ve given 25 years of my life in Africa serving 
you, and no one has greeted me or even knows I am here.” In the quietness of his heart he 
felt like he heard God saying to him, “But my son, you are not yet home.” 
 
Conclusion 

Sons and daughters of God, you are heirs. In this present time you must suffer as 
you follow in the footsteps of your elder brother, Jesus. But a day is coming when you 
will receive your inheritance. A day is coming when you will walk down the footbridge 
																																																								

4 Martin Luther, Galatians, Crossway Classic Commentaries (Wheaton, Ill: Crossway, 1998), 258.  



	

 349 

into a new world. As you approach the city of God, the host of heaven will rise in 
thunderous applause. The ticker tape will fall. Music will fill the air. Banners will be 
stretched across the city gates saying, “Welcome home.” 

And then you will see him. Then you will see your elder brother. He will reach 
out with his nail scarred hands and say, “Come, you who are blessed by my Father, 
inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the world” (Mt 25:34). And 
Jesus, your elder brother, will bring you into your Father’s house to dwell with him 
forever. Just one day with your Father in that new world will heal all your old wounds. 
All the groaning and pain you experienced in this world will fade from your memory like 
the terror of a bad dream is forgotten when morning arrives. The swim is long and hard. 
Strengthen yourself with hope. There is land ahead. It is closer than you think. You’re 
almost home and a vast inheritance awaits you. 
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Appendix 10 
A Sample Proposal to Add an Article on Adoption 

to the Fellowship Pacific Statement of Faith 
 
 
Overview 

This document outlines a motion and rationale for adding an article on adoption to 
the FEB Pacific Statement of Faith (SOF). 
 
Motion 

That the following article be added to the FEB Pacific SOF: 
 

X. OF ADOPTION  
We believe that adoption describes a new identity and relationship with God 
whereby we move from being slaves to belonging to the family of God as sons 
and daughters; that this takes place by faith at the moment of union with Christ so 
that believers enjoy the status and privilege of claiming God as their Father1; that 
the Father predestined his people for adoption,2 sent his Son to redeem them3, and 
sent the Spirit of adoption to enable them to cry, “Abba! Father!” 4, bear witness 
that they are the children of God5, and lead them into obedience6; that believers 
are brothers and sisters7 and heirs8 who groan inwardly as they eagerly await the 
completion of adoption, the redemption of their bodies.9 

 
The Need for a Familial Emphasis in the SOF 

God’s work of salvation is so rich and multi-faceted that the biblical writers use 
many different terms and concepts to communicate it. The SOF clearly reflects this, 
especially in describing the legal nature of salvation in justification and the sovereign 
nature of salvation in election.  Equally as important to the biblical writers is the familial 
nature of salvation (i.e. – the family nature of salvation).  This familial emphasis can be 
seen, for instance, in Paul’s teaching on being adopted by God, John’s teaching on being 
born into the family of God, the abundant references to believers as “children of God,” 

																																																								
1 Gal 4:4, 7; Rom 8:15; Eph 1:3-6. 
 
2 Eph 1:4-5. 
 
3 Gal 4:4-5, 7. 
 
4 Rom 8:15; Gal 4:6. 
 
5 Rom 8:16. 
 
6 Rom 8:13-14. 
 
7 Eph 2:19; Gal 4:12, 28, 31. 
 
8 Rom 8:17; Gal 4:7. 
 
9 Rom 8:23. 
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the over 260 New Testament references to God as “Father,” and Paul’s 139 references to 
believers as brothers and sisters.  

Yet, aside from the six references to God the Father, the SOF is silent in regard to 
the familial nature of salvation.  There are no references to “adoption” or to believers as 
“children of God” or “sons of God.” There are also no references to related familial ideas 
such as believers being “heirs,” receiving an “inheritance,” relating to each other as 
“brothers and sisters” or to the church as the family/“household of God,” which is 
arguably the dominant New Testament metaphor to describe the church.10  Article VIII 
concerning the new birth—taught most clearly by the apostle John—does not use John’s 
frequent description of believers as “children of God.”  Finally, the statement on the 
Trinity has a large paragraph about the Son and another about the Holy Spirit but no 
paragraph about God the Father.   

The FEB Pacific SOF—so strong in declaring the legal and sovereign nature of 
salvation—lacks the warmth, comfort, and relational intimacy found in the familial 
language of salvation.  This motion seeks to introduce the familial nature of salvation to 
the FEB Pacific SOF by adding an article on adoption.  It is hoped that the introduction of 
this article will spur believers on to further study in order that they might rejoice in what 
it means to be adopted by God and experience the life-transforming effects of this 
privileged position.   
 
The Doctrine of Adoption in the New Testament 

The following outlines the key theological points regarding adoption in the New 
Testament: 
 

§ The apostle Paul speaks of adoption (Gk. “huiothesia”) on five occasions (Eph 
1:5; Rom 8:15, 23, 9:4; Gal 4:5).  While there is debate as to whether or not John 
also speaks of adoption in John 1:12, this proposal limits itself to Paul’s teaching 
on adoption and does not include references or ideas from the broader familial 
themes found in New Testament. 

 
§ Adoption refers to the gracious act of God in placing those he redeems from 

slavery into his family, granting them in Christ all the rights, privileges, and 
responsibilities of a son or daughter of God.  Although Paul’s teaching has ethical 
implications for adopting orphaned children, he does not speak of adoption in this 
manner.  

 

																																																								
10 Although the references to “household” are fewer in number than metaphors like “body,” Paul 

also uses many other family related terms when speaking about the church such as “Father,” “brother,” 
“sister,” “adoption,” “sons,” “child,” “heirs,” and “inheritance.”  Reflecting on this, Joseph Hellerman 
asserts, “No image for the church occurs more often in the New Testament than the metaphor of family.” 
Likewise Robert Banks writes, “So numerous are these [terms], and so frequently do they appear, that the 
comparison of the Christian community with a ‘family’ must be regarded as the most significant 
metaphorical usage of all. . . . More than any of the other images utilized by Paul, it reveals the essence of 
his thinking about community.” Joseph H. Hellerman, When the Church Was a Family: Recapturing Jesus’ 
Vision for Authentic Christian Community (Nashville: B&H Publishing Group, 2009), 35. Robert Banks, 
Paul’s Idea of Community: The Early Churches in Their Cultural Setting, Revised (Peabody, Mass: 
Hendrickson Publishers, 1994), 49.  
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§ Adoption is meant to transform key areas of a Christian’s life.  Paul writes about 
adoption in order that believers might: 1) have a clear understanding of the 
gospel, 2) understand and celebrate their new identity as sons and daughters of 
God, 3) avoid turning back to the old ways of slavery from which they have been 
redeemed, 4) be assured of their salvation through the witness of the Holy Spirit, 
5) relate to God as their Father, 6) gain a clear vision of the church as the family 
of God that results in love for other believers as brothers and sisters in Christ, 7) 
live a life of obedience to their Father, 8) find strength amidst suffering through 
the hope of an incomparable future inheritance that includes the redemption of our 
bodies. 

 
§ Adoption is different from, but similar to, justification. Both are legal in nature 

and assume a courtroom setting.  Yet, whereas justification pictures a sinner in the 
criminal court, adoption pictures a redeemed slave in the civil court.  Justification 
emphasizes the believer’s acquittal before God the judge. Adoption emphasizes 
the believer’s new legal status within the family of God.  Justification is about sin 
and righteousness. Adoption is about slavery and sonship.  Adoption also goes 
beyond this change in legal status to include the warmth, intimacy, and 
responsibilities of belonging to the family of God. 

 
§ Adoption is different from, but similar to, regeneration. Both refer to believers as 

children who have God as their Father but whereas regeneration speaks of how 
God grants new life to spiritually dead people, adoption speaks of the Father 
placing those whom the Son has redeemed into his family.  Regeneration is a 
work of God within us that emphasizes the renewal of our nature; adoption is an 
act of God outside of us that emphasizes our change of status. 

 
§ Adoption is robustly Trinitarian.  In love and before creation, the Father made the 

plan to adopt his chosen people into his family (Eph 1:4-5), sent the Son to 
accomplish it (Gal 4:5), sent the Spirit into our hearts (Gal 4:6), and is to be 
praised for how adoption demonstrates his glorious grace (Eph 1:3, 6).  The Son 
redeemed sinners from slavery so that the Father could adopt them (Gal 4:5).  
Adoption is accomplished “through Jesus Christ” (Eph 1:5) and the spiritual 
blessings of adoption flow from the believer’s union with Christ (Eph 1:3-6).  The 
Holy Spirit is called “the Spirit of adoption” because he is sent into the hearts of 
God’s children enabling them to cry, “Abba! Father,” (Gal 4:6; Rom 8:15) and to 
“bear witness with our spirit that we are the children of God” (Rom 8:16).   
 

§ Adoption tells the big story of the Bible (see Figure 1 on page ?). Paul’s teaching 
on adoption covers many different periods of the Bible’s big story from eternity 
past to eternity future. It may be said that Paul tells this big story in five chapters.  

 
o Chapter 1 takes place before the creation of the world when God the 

Father planned to adopt a people for himself through Jesus Christ to the 
praise of his glorious grace (Eph 1:4-6).   
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o Chapter 2 takes place after creation but before the time of Christ.  During 
this era, God adopted Israel as his “son” (Rom 9:4) but Israel, like a son 
who has not yet come of age, lived in a slave-like state under the law and 
yearned for the day when his Father would grant him the status and 
freedom of an mature “son” (Gal 4:1-3).  During this time, the entire 
Gentile world was in slavery to sin and to those who are not gods (Gal 
4:1-3, 7-9).   

 
o Chapter 3 takes place in the fullness of time when God sent his Son (Gal 

4:4).  The Father’s purpose in sending his Son was to bring freedom from 
slavery in order that he might adopt those he redeemed, not as underage 
sons but as mature sons with all the rights and privileges pertaining to this 
new status. This exalted position of a “son” in the family of God is given 
to all who are in Christ whether Jew or Gentile, slave or free, male or 
female (Gal 3:26, 28-29). 

 
o Chapter 4 takes place after the cross but before Jesus’ second coming.  

During this period, all who “receive” Jesus are adopted into God’s family 
(Gal 4:5) so that God is their Father (Rom 8:15), Christ is their elder 
brother (Rom 8:29), and all other believers are their brothers and sisters. 
The Father gives all his children the gift of the “Spirit of adoption” who 
brings assurance that they are the children of God (Rom 8:15-16). Despite 
all the privileges that are granted during this era, there is a sense in which 
the believer’s adoption is incomplete. Believers groan because, even 
though they are heirs and have the first fruits of the Spirit (Rom 8:23), the 
Father does not immediately take them to their eternal home and give 
them their inheritance. The Father calls his children to live in this present 
fallen world (Rom 8:18), to suffer with Christ (Rom 8:17-18), to fight 
against their sin (Rom 8:13-14), and to wait patiently for the hope of their 
future inheritance (Rom 8:23-25).  

 
o Chapter 5 takes place after the second coming of Jesus.  When Christ 

returns, God will publicly reveal the identity of his children (Rom 8:19) 
and will give them an inheritance that is so glorious it cannot even be 
compared to the sufferings of this present time (Rom 8:18). Adoption will 
be complete when all God’s children share in the inheritance of Christ 
(Rom 8:17), which includes the resurrection of their bodies (Rom 8:23). 

 
Factors in the Wording of the Motion 

A few broad factors were considered in the wording and placement of the 
proposed article within the SOF. 

1. While there is debate on whether or not the Bible provides an order of salvation, 
adoption is traditionally placed after regeneration and justification but before 
sanctification.  This motion inserts adoption as article X between justification and 
sanctification. 
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2. The motion seeks to match the general number of words in the other articles 
pertaining to salvation within the SOF. The proposed “Of Adoption” has 121 
words while “Of Election” has 99 words, “Of The New Creation” has 133 words, 
“Of Justification” has 71 words, and “Of Sanctification” has 111 words.   

3. The wording of the proposed article matches the other statements by starting in 
the first person (“We believe”) and moving to the third person (“them,” “they,” 
“their”).  

 
Frequently Asked Questions 

1. Why add an article on something Paul talks about on only five occasions? 
§ The number of times something is addressed in the Bible is not necessarily 

indicative of its importance.  For Paul, adoption is not merely a passing 
metaphor to explain salvation.  It is rather a metaphor that describes the entire 
plan and story of salvation. Adoption speaks of the eternal plan of God, is 
Trinitarian in nature, emphasizes the work of Jesus, defines the believer’s 
identity, explains the tension of living in the age when we are already adopted 
but have not yet received our inheritance, and addresses the future when we 
will be given this inheritance.  Adoption is a way of understanding God’s 
work of salvation and should be considered a wonderful complement to 
justification. 

 
2. Why does the motion not include other familial teachings from the New 

Testament? 
§ The familial nature of salvation is so large, and the references so numerous, 

that it would be hard to contain it one statement.  For example, Jesus calls us 
to pray to “our Father in heaven” (Mt 6:9), Hebrews talks extensively about 
sonship in terms of the Father’s loving discipline (Heb 12:5-11), and John 
speaks of believers as “children” 14 times in 1 John in order to address a wide 
variety of subjects.  In the future, others may want to further enlarge the 
familial tone of the SOF but this motion is limited to the topic of adoption. 

 
3. Is it wise to start adding doctrines that are “missing” from the SOF as this 

process may continue indefinitely with other doctrines that are “missing”? 
§ This question is well worth considering and a few responses may be given: 1) 

FEB Pacific’s process for changing the SOF is quite rigorous and so will 
ensure that only those changes that achieve consensus among our churches 
will be approved, 2) The length and content of the SOF seem to indicate that it 
is only concerned with doctrines of significant importance and so it seems 
FEB Pacific churches should not seek to expand it to include every minor 
point of doctrine, 3) The FEB Pacific process will allow churches to decide if 
the familial nature of salvation is truly missing, if it constitutes a critical lack 
of something essential, and whether there is sufficient consensus among FEB 
Pacific churches to take action on this matter, 4) We tend to emphasize those 
doctrines that are most emphasized to us and the SOF plays a key role in 
which doctrines receive emphasis among our FEB Pacific churches.  Adding a 
familial emphasis to the SOF through an article on adoption is a step toward 
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ensuring present and future generations believe and enjoy the rights, 
privileges, and responsibilities that are granted to those whom God adopts as 
his own sons and daughters  

 
4. Why does the statement use the language of “sons and daughters” instead of just 

“sons”? 
§ Paul uses the language of “adoption as sons” for two reasons.  First, in Paul’s 

day the father of a household would adopt a mature male for the purpose of 
having an heir to carry on the family name and wealth.  Mature women were 
not legally adopted for this purpose and so it would have made no sense to 
Paul’s readers if he spoke of “adoption as sons and daughters.”  Second, Paul 
is picking up the language of Israel who was adopted as God’s son (Rom 9:4).  
Yet, Paul is quick to apply sonship to both males and females: “in Christ Jesus 
you are all sons of God, through faith” (Gal 3:26).  In Romans 8:15 Paul 
speaks of believers receiving the “Spirit of adoption as sons (Gk. 
huiothesias)” but then immediately switches to the more generic and gender 
inclusive term for children (Gk. tekna) in Romans 8:16: “The Spirit himself 
bears witness with our spirit that we are children (tekna) of God.”  In 
summary, Paul uses adoption to emphasize that all believers, whether Jew or 
Gentile, male or female, have received the full rights that only sons received 
in Paul’s day and that Israel received from God.  Therefore, in application it is 
appropriate to use “sons and daughters,” or “children of God,” rather than just 
“sons.” 
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