doctrine of adoption

I. Introduction.

A. Adoption has existed in many cultures throughout history; the Egyptians, Babylonians, Greeks and Romans all had systems of adoption.

B. Some have suggested that the Jews knew nothing of adoption, but this is largely based on the fact that the language of adoption is not found in the Old Testament.

C. While it is true that there is no Hebrew family of words for adoption in the Old Testament, it is equally true that the Jews knew about adoption and likely practiced it.

1. It is evident that the book of Exodus records the formal adoption of Moses by the ruling family of Egypt.  Ex. 2:5-10

2. Genubath was raised as a son of Pharaoh.  IKings 11:20

3. Esther was adopted by Mordecai.  Est. 2:7,15

4. Although there are no specific examples other than Esther, the matter of caring for the orphan would certainly provide an opportunity for relatives to adopt a homeless child.

D. Paul uses the vocabulary of adoption to refer to the relationship that existed between God and Israel; the nation is viewed as God’s adopted son.  Rom. 9:4; Hos. 11:1

E. Adoption is one aspect of the larger subject of soteriology, which is the branch of systematic theology that deals with matters pertaining to salvation.

F. As Paul makes plain, the concept of adoption and God’s intention to practice adoption is part of His eternal plan.  Eph. 1:5

II. Vocabulary.

A. As mentioned above, there is no specific Hebrew vocabulary for the principle of adoption, and thus no Greek term in the Septuagint.

B. In the New Testament, the Greek vocabulary for adoption consists of a single term; the feminine noun ui`oqesi,a (huiothesia) is used five times, and is a compound from ui`o,j (huios—son) and qe,sij (thesis—a placing).
III. Definition and description.

A. Webster defines adoption as the practice of voluntarily taking the child of others and accepting him into one’s own family, which provided the blessings of sonship, citizenship, friendship, and heirship to the one adopted.

B. The chief reason for adoption in the ancient world (Babylon, India, Egypt, Greece, and Rome) was to provide for the continuation of the family name.

C. Although the lack of a natural heir was often the motivation for adoption, it was also practiced simply because of the personal affection and the worthiness of the adoptee.

D. Adoption was viewed not only as a personal matter, but was understood to be a legal matter that was binding on all that were involved.

IV. Adoption in the Roman world.

A. The Biblical concept of adoption is best understood by the Roman aristocratic practice of adoption that was common during the time the New Testament was written; is should not be confused with the modern practice of adoption.

B. As with any comparison or analogy used to teach the eternal truths of God’s plan, one should not press matters beyond the biblical intention.

C. In order to understand the practice of adoption, one should be familiar with the precept of Roman Law known as patria potestas, which refers to the legal authority a father exercised over his children.

1. A Roman father enjoyed absolute legal control over the lives of his children; he had the legal right to kill a deformed newborn, arrange marriages, disown a child, sell a child into slavery, and even kill his child if his behavior was not deemed acceptable.

2. How extensively a father would use this power depended on factors like his personality and temperament, the behavior and responses of his relatives, and the views of the community. 
3. For example, arranged marriages were common in Roman society but the execution of an adult son by his father was not a common occurrence. 

4. The important point of the law was that a Roman son never came of age; no matter how old the son was he was still under the patria potestas, the absolute possession and control of the father.
D. When one considers the matter of adoption, the first thing he should consider is why anyone would adopt in the first place.

1. The most common reason for adoption was the lack of a male son and heir, who would be able to perpetuate the family name and inherit the family estate.
2. By the time Paul writes, adoption played an increasingly important part in Roman culture; Roman emperors engaged in adoption with the intention that the adopted son would succeed the adopting father as Caesar.
3. Because Rome was a patriarchal society, females were often married young and property was not generally handed down to daughters.

4. Thus, if there was not a male heir and a man only had daughters, the adoption of a male heir was the most likely course of action.

5. Despite the fact that adoption allowed for the creation of an artificial relationship, complete outsiders to the family were rarely adopted.

6. The system of adoption was also used for finding homes for orphans, illegitimate children, abandoned children, and those from impaired families.

E. The process involved in a Roman adoption.

1. There were two steps to a Roman adoption, and both of these steps were performed in the presence of seven witnesses.

2. The first step was known as mancipatio, and it was carried out by a symbolic sale, in which copper coins and scales were used.

3. The first two times, the father symbolically sold his son, and symbolically bought him back; the third time he did not buy him back and the patria potestas was deemed to be broken.    

4. Then, a ceremony called vindicatio followed; the adopting father went to a Roman magistrate and presented a legal case for transferring the adoptee into his patria potestas. 

5. These actions were all performed in the presence of seven witnesses, in order to validate the adoption; this was to document the fact that a legal adoption had taken place in case the natural heirs contested the validity of the will at a later time.

6. These two steps completed the adoption process, which was then permanently binding on all parties and could not be revoked.

7. When this process was completed, the adopted son had given up all rights to his former life, and the adoptive father assumed complete control and responsibility for his new son.  

F. The consequences of adoption. 

1. First, the adopted person lost all their rights in relation to their old family and, at the same time, gained the rights of the new family.

2. The adopted son was freed from any obligations or debts that were part of his previous life; he entered into a new family and a new life, over which the past had no influence.

3. The second significant fact was that the adopted child became the heir to the adopting father’s estate.

4. Even if there were natural children born later in the course of time, it did not affect the rights of the adopted son’s inheritance; he was always a legal and equal heir with any natural son.  

V. Spiritual adoption.

A. While there are those that advocate the position that all men are sons of God via creation, such doctrine is foreign to the Bible.

B. Jesus Christ made it plain to the unbelieving Jewish religious leadership that they were not sons of God; rather, they were the sons of their father the Devil.  Jn. 8:41-44

1. The Jews claimed Abraham as their father, which is true based on the genetic relationship that existed between them and their great ancestor.  Jn. 8:39

2. However, Jesus pointed out that they were certainly not emulating their father in a spiritual sense, since they were opposed to Jesus and wanted to kill Him.  Jn. 8:39-40

3. Jesus Christ then shifts to the spiritual realities and indicts these men for emulating their true spiritual father.  Jn. 8:41

4. The Jews counter with an assertion designed to impugn the character of Jesus and the circumstances surrounding His birth; they continue to assert their familial relationship with God.  Jn. 8:41

5. Jesus counters with a conditional sentence of the second class; the second class condition is presumed to be contrary to fact, and in this case is actually contrary to fact.  Jn. 8:42

6. He concludes His assessment of these religious unbelievers by pointedly telling them that their actual relationship is not with God; they are not sons of God as they suppose, but sons of the Devil.  Jn. 8:44

C. The theological reality is that all men are born into spiritual death by virtue of the indwelling sin nature, and serve Satan as slaves; thus, all men share his destiny as children of wrath.  Eph. 2:1-3

D. As part of His eternal plan, God determined to adopt certain members of the human race in eternity past; this determination was based on two distinct factors.

1. His love and mercy formed His motivation.  Eph. 1:5-7, 2:4

2. His foreknowledge of positive volition was the basis for this selection.  IPet. 1:1-2

E. As with the Roman system of adoption, the Father initiates the process, but the final choice resides with the individual.

F. For those individuals that choose to believe the gospel in time, God provides the right/power/ authority to become His sons.  Jn. 1:12

G. At the point of salvation, the child of the Devil is separated from his natural family (Satan and those in the cosmos) and is legally entered into the family of God, enjoying the same legal status as His natural Son.

H. As seen in the passage in Ephesians, this matter of adoption is related to the matter of redemption.  Eph. 1:7

I. The pre-salvation condition and experience of the believer is observed in the analogy Paul uses in the book of Galatians.  Gal. 4:1-3

1. The immediate context in which Paul introduces this analogy is found at the end of chapter 3, and the matter of heirship or inheritance.  Gal. 3:29

2. Under Roman law, the son was considered a minor (this is seen in the Greek term nh,pioj nepios, which generally refers to a child from the time of birth until puberty) until he was 14 years of age.
3. During the time of childhood, the son had no more legal status than that of a slave.  Gal. 4:1,8
4. During that time, he was placed under the authority of a tutor, who had been designated by the father in his will.  Gal. 4:2
5. He remained under that authority until age 14, at which time the child was then placed under the authority of a curator until about age 20-25.  
6. Roman statute fixed the age of 14 as the time which a child was no longer considered to be a minor; however, the father did have some discretion in delaying the status of the minor in his will.
7. The time during which the son was under the authority of appointed individuals represents the time prior to the believer’s salvation; the guardians and managers are analogous to the ignorance and legalism of the cosmic system.  Gal. 4:3
8. During the time the child is considered a minor, it is clear that he was still considered the heir de jure (a lawful or legal heir), but was not considered as an heir de facto (an heir in fact).
J. The salvation phase of adoption.  Gal. 4:4-7

1. At the time appointed by the Father, He sent the Son into the world for the purpose of redeeming those under the constraints of the Law.  Gal. 4:4-5

2. The stated purpose of redemption was so that those being redeemed might attain the status of adopted sons with the full legal rights of a natural son, with an emphasis on inheritance.  Gal. 4:5
3. While the experiential entrance into the plan of God comes as a result of the new birth (Jn. 1:12, 3:3), the principle of adoption deals with the more concrete matter of one’s legal standing before God.
4. The principle of justification is also considered a legal matter; God legally declares the sinner to be righteous, provides forgiveness for his sins, and provides reconciliation and peace for the believer.
5. The point of justification is that God is a merciful Judge, who sets the guilty prisoner free; the process of adoption involves the act of a generous father, taking a son into His family, and providing him with liberty, divine favor and an inheritance.
6. There are three sure proofs of the new relationship that is established by virtue of adoption into God’s family.
a. The invocation of God as one’s Father.  Gal. 4:6

b. The acknowledgment of Jesus Christ as Lord.  ICor. 12:3
c. The internal witness of the Holy Spirit.  Rom. 8:16
7. This new legal relationship with the Father is described in terms of freedom and liberty; it is in diametric opposition to the previous spiritual realities of slavery and bondage.  Rom. 8:15; Gal. 4:3,7-8, 5:1

K. At the point of salvation, which takes into account all doctrines of soteriology (redemption, justification, regeneration, sanctification, adoption, and more) the previous relationships of the believer are altered forever.

1. God is now his Father in the sense of regeneration and in the sense of adoption; He provides grace, mercy, peace, and a host of blessings.  ITim. 1:2

2. Since believers are now the sons of God, it forever alters the previous earthly way of life with family, friends, and the cosmos.  Mk. 3:33-35; Gal. 4:8-9; IJn. 3:1

3. As a son of God, the believer is now the recipient of God’s discipline, which is a manifestation of His love.  Heb. 12:5-11

L. The final phase of the adoption process is the redemption of the body and the distribution of the inheritance.

1. While one may be adopted into a family in order to preserve the family or the way of life, it was readily understood that the adopted child would share in the inheritance; in fact, the adopted child would inherit equally with any natural son.

2. The reality of adoption provides the legal basis by which God qualfies believers to share in the inheritance.  Col. 1:12

3. Once a believer is adopted into the family of God through faith in Christ, he becomes an heir of God, who owns all things.  Ps. 24:1, 50:10-12; Eccles. 11:5; Rom. 8:17

4. Jesus Christ is the heir of all things based on His perfect performance in the plan of God; He is the natural Son in His deity, His humanity, and His entire person.  Lk. 20:14; Phil. 2:8; Heb. 1:2

5. Each believer becomes a fellow heir with Jesus Christ, the natural Son; however, the extent of that inheritance will be based on each believer’s willingness to share in the sufferings of Christ.  Rom. 8:17

6. As a demonstration of good faith, God the Father provided the indwelling ministry of the Holy Spirit as a downpayment on the believer’s future inheritance.  Eph. 1:14

7. In order to fully enjoy and appreciate the future inheritance, the believer will be provided a resurrection body, which is the crowning glory of the entire adoption process.  Rom. 8:23
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