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“Adoption”

“When we cry, ‘Abba! Father!’ it is that very Spirit bearing witness with our spirit that we are children of God.”

Among my parents’ closest friends were Ken and Pauline Dryburgh, who they met at a new parents’ class at
the Plainfield YMCA.  One reason they drew close to each other was that both couples were parents to an only
son, and through the years we spent a lot of time with them and their son Dennis.  We shared weeks at a
family cottage, birthday parties, and summers at the community pool in Berkeley Heights.  One of the most
memorable occasions for me was when they invited us to share in Dennis’ “anniversary party.”  At first, I didn’t
know what this was about; anniversaries are usually celebrated by married couples or by organizations like
churches, not individuals.  But I would soon learn that on this occasion the Dryburghs were celebrating the
“anniversary” of Dennis’ adoption.  It was the first time I had encountered an adopted child, and my parents
had to explain to me that while Dennis was not the biological child of Pauline and Ken, he was loved by them in
exactly the same manner as my parents loved me.  While he may not have shared their genetic DNA, he was in
all ways a member of the Dryburgh family.

Families choose to adopt children for a variety of reasons.  Some couples are unable to conceive children of
their own, so they adopt a child chose biological parents are unable raise them.  Some families take in children
of relatives who have died or become physically unable raise their child.  Some children travel overseas to
adopt children from countries where many of their young are orphaned by war or disease.  Grandparents often
take upon themselves the task of adopting and raising their grandchildren when their own children are not
capable of parenting them.  For many prospective adopted parents, the process can be quite arduous; they
often endure long waiting periods, and have to show steadfast resolve in the face of disappointments and
setbacks.  “The energy and resolve they will expend in order to make a child their own seem to have no limits.”
(Elizabeth Johnson).  When these children arrive in their new home and are legally adopted, they share all of
the same rights and status as biological children.  Even if there is no physical resemblance between parents and
children, they are in every way members of the same family.

The Roman society, to which Paul addressed what many consider the greatest of his epistles, placed a high
value on producing offspring and heirs, and childless couples who had the financial resources were often eager
to adopt orphaned children who otherwise would have been abandoned or sold into slavery.  Under Roman
law, adopted children had the same legal status and inheritance rights as biological children.  Paul employs this
common practice of Roman life in order to share with the Christians of that city the relationship that God has
established with us, that “all who are led by the Spirit of God are children of God.” (Romans 8:14).  It is for
those who are “led by the Spirit” to whom this status of divine adoption is given.  The Holy Spirit now does for
God’s people what the tabernacling presence of God did for the people of Israel in the wilderness (“In the
daytime he led them with a cloud, and all night long with a fiery light.” – Psalm 78:14), assuring them of divine
adoption and leading them forward to their inheritance.  

In a society in which many unwanted children were sold into slavery, Paul assures the Roman Christians that
“you did not receive a spirit of slavery to fall back into fear, but you have received a spirit of adoption.” (8:15). 
The gift of the Holy Spirit is not a spirit of slavery that would lead us into despair and terror: “the pillar of cloud
and fire is not leading us back to Egypt!” (N.T. Wright).  The Spirit we have received from God is the Spirit of
becoming sons and daughters of God – it is the Spirit of adoption.  It is by God’s Spirit that Christians learn from
the heart to call God “Abba, Father”; by doing this, the Spirit bears witness that we are God’s children.



· In the spirit of fear, we can hardly open our mouth to mumble something and we certainly cannot cry. 
But a trusting faith opens the heart wide and releases feelings and speech, whereas fear draw them
together and tightens them as experience amply proves.  Neither does it say: ‘Abba,’ but instead it
hates God and flees from him and mutters against him as if he were an enemy and oppressor.  For
those who are in the spirit of fear and not in the spirit of adoption do not taste how sweet the Lord is,
but he appears hard to them and difficult to please.” – Martin Luther, Lectures on Romans.

Abba is an Aramaic word for “Father” that is closer to “Daddy,” the first words a child forms to address their
parent (close to an infant’s cry of “Dada”).  It is an intimate familiar term, used by children and adults in a
tender and personal manner.  It is the word Jesus himself used to address his Father, especially in the Garden
of Gethsemane (“Abba, Father, for you all things are possible; remove this cup from me; yet, not what I want,
but what you want.” – Mark 14:36).  As Jesus addressed the Father as his beloved son, we too approach God
with the same confidence that we are also children of the heavenly Father, calling upon God with same
intimate language that Jesus used.  In Jesus the Son of God, the covenant faithfulness of God has been revealed
for the salvation of all who believe; the gospel message of Jesus “is the power of God for salvation to everyone
who has faith, to the Jew first and also to the Greek.”  (Romans 1:16).

The result of the work of the Holy Spirit is the assurance that we are now God’s children, “and if children, then
heirs, heirs of God and joint heirs with Christ.” (8:17).  As adopted children have the same rights of inheritance
as biological children, as adopted children of God we are heirs of the manifold blessings that God desires to
bestow on all of God’s children.  It is this inheritance that is described in the First Letter of Peter, which assures
believers that “once you were not a people, but now you are God’s people; one you had not received mercy, but
how you have received mercy.” (1 Peter 2:10).  As God’s children, our inheritance is rooted in the new birth
that has been given to us in Jesus Christ:

· “By his great mercy he has given us a new birth into a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus
Christ from the dead, and into an inheritance that is imperishable, undefiled, and unfading, kept in
heaven for you, who are being protected by the power of God for a salvation ready to be revealed in
the last time” – 1 Peter 1:3-5.

As Christ is the Lord of the world, ruling over it with sovereign and saving love, we are to share that rule, bring
redemption to the world that longs for it.  But sharing in Christ’s rule also means sharing in the manner in
which he ruled; for “though he was in the form of God, [Christ] did not regard equality with God as something
to be exploited, but emptied himself, taking the form of a slave, being born in human likeness.  And being found
in human form, he humbled himself and became obedient to the point of death – even death on a cross.”
(Philippians 2:6-8).  If we are united with Christ as sons and daughters of God, we also share in his suffers; for
“we suffer with him so that we may also be glorified with him.” (8:17).  But as Christ suffered so that all God’s
children might be freed “from all sins, from death, and from the power of the devil” (Small Catechism), we
share in the sufferings of Christ for the sake of the fulfillment of God’s good purposes – the liberation of a
world in bondage – even as we trust that “the sufferings of this present time are not worth comparing with the
glory about to be revealed to us” (8:18).  While “the road to inheritance, the path to glory … lies along the road
of suffering” (Wright), we have the blessed assurance that God will see to the completion of our adoption, and
that nothing “will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.” (8:39).

On this day of Pentecost, we celebrate the gift of the Holy Spirit that empowered the disciples to proclaim the
gospel to multitudes in Jerusalem in fulfillment of Jesus’ promise that “you will receive power when the Holy
Spirit has come upon you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends
of the earth.” (Acts 1:8).  In John’s Gospel, Jesus’ promise of the “Paraclete” assures his followers that the
presence of God will continue to abide with them, “ensuring that the revelation of God in the incarnation does
not end with Jesus’ death and return to God” (Gail O’Day), for “the Advocate, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father



will send in my name, will teach you everything, and remind you of all that I have said to you.” (John 14:26). 
The gift of the Holy Spirit that we receive in Baptism is a gift that assures us of the loving, empowering, abiding
presence of God throughout all of our lives:

· “The gift which the Holy Spirit creates in us is not uncertainty, but assurance and discernment.  Thus
we are enabled to walk in the Spirit, and to walk in assurance.  The certainty which the disciples
enjoyed in their intercourse with Jesus was not lost after he left them.  Through the sending of the
Spirit into the hearts of the believers that certainty is not only perpetuated, but strengthened and
increased, so intimate is the fellowship of the Spirit.” – Dietrich Bonhoeffer, The Cost of Discipleship.

Last Sunday, we gathered to celebrate the Sacrament of Holy Baptism as two young people were “reborn
children of God and made members of the church, the body of Christ.”  As we celebrated this occasion with
their parents and families, we were also called to remember our own baptism, the day in which we were
adopted as God’s sons and daughters and became heirs of God and joint heirs with Christ.  In the waters of
baptism, “we are united with all the baptized in the one body of Christ, anointed with the gift of the Holy Spirit,
and joined in God’s mission for the life of the world.” (ELW Holy Baptism).  On this day of Pentecost, we join
with nine of our young people who were adopted as God’s children on the day of their baptism on which they
were “sealed by the Holy Spirit and marked with the Cross of Christ forever.”  Today, as they affirm their
baptismal vows and promise to live as God’s children, endeavoring each day “to proclaim the good news of God
in Christ through word and deed, to serve all people, following the example of Jesus, and to strive for justice and
peace in all the earth,” they also receive the assurance that as God’s adopted children, they share in the
fullness of God love and the continuing blessings of God’s spirit: “the spirit of wisdom and understanding, the
spirit of counsel and might, the spirit of knowledge and the fear of the Lord, the spirit of joy in your presence
both now and forever.”  As they confirm their faith, God confirms that each of them are his beloved sons and
daughters; and as God is with them on this day, God will abide with them in all of their days, for “neither life
nor death shall ever from the Lord his children sever… his the loving purpose solely to preserve them, pure and
holy.”  As we offer our thanks and praise to God on this day of their Confirmation, we pray that their prayer
might be that “the truths of the Holy Scriptures with the message of forgiveness and peace be my guide
throughout all the days of my life.” (Lutheran Book of Prayer).

My family would celebrate many anniversaries with Dennis and his parents as they remembered that day of his
adoption, when he became their son and a full member of their family.  For us, the day of our baptism is also a
day for us to rejoice; it is the anniversary of our adoption, when we became God’s children and inheritors of
everlasting life.  We live every day in the assurance that we are sons and daughters of God, for in baptism we
have the assurance that “we belong to God, in whom we have been baptized.  Alleluia!” Amen.


