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CHAPTER ONE: THE ADOPTION
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Have you ever thought about adoption? The adoption referred to is found in Romans 9:4. Perhaps you hadn’t noticed this little gem tucked away near the middle of Paul’s letter to the Romans, but it is a tremendous description of what it meant to be among God’s people in the past. We are not so much interested in a history lesson, of course, but in seeing to what extent each of these great privileges, and eight are listed, can find its answer today in our service for God. 

Romans 9:4-5 is speaking of the Jewish people, Paul says, “who are Israelites, to whom pertain the adoption, the glory, the covenants, the giving of the law, the service of God, and the promises; of whom are the fathers and from whom, according to the flesh, Christ came, who is over all, the eternally blessed God, Amen.” After Adolph Hitler had occupied Poland, the Nazis arrived at one of the villages and began rounding up Jews. At that moment, a woman was doing her shopping not far from the station. There German soldiers were herding Jews into wagons for transportation to the dreaded concentration camps. The woman shopper watched as a German soldier pushed a Jewish woman towards the station. A young girl was straggling along not far behind her. The German suddenly stopped and asked the Jewish woman if that was her daughter. Terrified, and looking straight into the eyes of the shopping woman who was walking past just then, she replied, ‘No, the child is her daughter.’ From that moment, the woman who was in fact a complete stranger took the little Jewish girl home as her own daughter. By responding quickly and compassionately that day she saved the little girl from almost certain death in one of the camps. 

Think of our situation. We, too, were condemned. Not as innocent victims, but as guilty sinners before a Holy God. Our fate was death, the second death: the wages of sin, being eternal separation from the God who loves us. There was nothing unjust about that fate, but, by calling out to God, in grace and mercy He received us as His own, saving us like the Jewish girl in our story from a fate worse than death. But you might say: ‘I am confused as to whether the Bible teaches that I was born into God’s family or whether He adopted me. Surely it cannot be both, for we do not need adopting by God if we are already His children by the new birth, do we?’ It is correct to say that we became God’s children by birth at the time of our salvation. For that is what John 1:12 says: “But as many as received Him, to them He gave the right to become children of God, to those who believe in His name: who were born, not of blood, nor of the will of the flesh, nor of the will of man, but of God.” However, the New Testament also says, in Galatians 4:4, that “God sent forth His Son ... that we might receive the adoption as sons.” 

And with this Ephesians 1:4 agrees when it tells us that we were predestined “to adoption as sons by Jesus Christ,” who, the passage goes on to say, “is the guarantee of our inheritance” (v.14). So it definitely is a case of both! We learn that we became God’s children by birth; whereas we become His sons by adoption. If the adoption of one’s own children seems strange to us, we need to look a little more carefully into the original meaning and custom in the Roman world. The biblical word ‘adoption’ in the verses we have been quoting actually means ‘son-placing.’ That is more accurate, referring to the placing of a son. Its use is rooted in the Roman custom by which the father, the head of the household, took his own child, when the boy had reached the age of twelve, and formally adopted him as his legal heir. 

This much, in fact, is fairly clear from Paul’s words to the Galatians in chapter 4, which we have already quoted. He goes on to say: “the heir, as long as he is a child, does not differ at all from a slave ...”; then spiritually applying this illustration to us, he follows up by saying, “you are no longer a slave but a son, and if a son, then an heir of God through Christ.” In those days the child was no better off than a slave, until, at twelve years of age, he was placed as a son in the full legal position of being his father’s heir. What is in view in this biblical word ‘adoption’ is not so much a change of nature as a change of status. When we are ‘born of the Spirit’ at salvation, that means a different nature is created within us; but adoption, adoption as sons by Jesus Christ, has to do with our obtaining a different dignity - in other words, these are separate aspects of our experience at salvation. So the term adoption when used in its biblical sense has to do with inheritance, becoming a legal heir. It is absolutely marvellous to think that, by God’s grace, He not only saves us from hell but makes us His heirs, joint-heirs with Christ. 

Christ is the appointed Heir of all things, Hebrews says, and He is God’s Heir by right; whereas in our case it is all of God’s grace. Ephesians 1 mentions both adoption and inheritance. We might ask, ‘what is this inheritance it is talking about’? This brings us back to the point in Romans 9:4 again, which was our starting point. I believe Ephesians chapter 1 speaks of two different inheritances. In verse 14 where it speaks of the Lord Jesus as the guarantee of our inheritance, or as the older versions put it, the Lord as the one in whom we have been made a heritage, it is talking about our future heavenly inheritance in Christ. But, a few verses later on, when we come down the chapter to verse 18, Paul’s prayer is that the eyes of our understanding be enlightened that we may know the hope of His [God’s] calling and the riches of the glory of His inheritance in the saints. 

Now saints are nothing but saved sinners, so when it says “His inheritance in the saints” it means God’s inheritance in us. Earlier, we saw it was a matter of our inheritance in Christ; now it is a matter of God’s inheritance in us. The first is future, heavenly and secure; while the second, God’s inheritance in us, is a present, earthly possibility for us to enjoy as well as God. This is something very wonderful and yet so easily lost sight of today. We concentrate on the former, what Christ has done for us, and rightly so; but perhaps we don’t pay enough attention to what we can be for Him, what we can be for God that is His inheritance as opposed to our inheritance. As far back as Deuteronomy 32:9 we read in our Bibles that: “The LORD’s portion is His people; Jacob is the place of His inheritance.” 

This is set at the period of the Exodus of the Israelites from the land of Egypt, concerning which we have the commentary in Hosea 11:1: “Out of Egypt I called My son”. Notice how we are right back in thought now to the adoption of Romans 9:4, the adoption that belonged to Israel, God’s ancient people: “Israelites, to whom pertain the adoption,” we read. God adopted Israel then as His son; they were His portion, His inheritance. That is why God brought them out of Egypt, it was so that they might serve Him collectively as His people: “Let My people go that they might serve Me” was the message Moses had to bring to Pharaoh. God’s message has always been as we find it in 2 Corinthians 6:17: “Come out from among them and be separate ... and I will receive you. I will be a Father to you, and you shall be My sons and daughters.” 

Like Israel, to whom the adoption once belonged in this sense, we, too, have been saved in order that we might serve God as part of His called-together people, those who are separate from everything that is opposed to the will of God for the service of His people. Here we have an aspect of adoption that is collective, one that cannot be fully expressed by individual Christians, but only as by our obedience, by our faithfulness to the pattern of teaching in God’s Word for our service, we enter in among the service of the people of God today. 

It might be asked, ‘How does the mention of “My sons and daughters” in 2 Corinthians 6:17 fit in with the fact that there are no male and female distinctions in the Body of Christ? Well, the Church the Body of Christ, to which all believers belong, is all to do with the truth of our common salvation as Christians. A different biblical term is ‘the house of God.’ This is not just the same thing under a different name or figure. A Bible-wide view of the term would show that it has to do with our service for God, as expressing the Faith (or body of teaching) which was once delivered to the saints (Jude v3). In the New Testament we come to the inescapable conclusion that God’s house was made up of, or was the aggregate of, all the New Testament churches of God, such as those that were to be found at Corinth, Ephesus etc., and to which Paul wrote letters. 

When Paul wrote to the Church of God in Corinth, in particular, in 1 Corinthians 11:11 he spoke of the interdependence of men and women in divine service. Unlike in the Body of Christ, Paul was able to make a distinction between man and woman in the local church and in the house of God. He outlined their equal, yet different, roles in service: sisters being required to be in subjection, not to speak in church services and to have their heads covered. So, in the separate mention of sons and daughters, I see again that this aspect of adoption, even today, definitely has to do with a collective, unified testimony for God. As with me you consider Israel’s adoption from the standpoint of Romans 9:4, I urge you to consider if this has a voice for you – are you sure you have a place within its corresponding counterpart today? 
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