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Adopted By God - Part #7 
“The Family of Adoption” 

Texts: Gal 3:27-29, Gal 6:9-10, Eph 5:1-2 
~ Delivered at Central Baptist Church on February 24, 2019 by Pastor Barton Priebe  

 

 
INTRODUCTION 

 (SHOW SLIDE 1) 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?  

o 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.  

o In a letter to one of his high priests he wrote, (SHOW SLIDE 2) “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, (SHOW SLIDE 3) “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 (SHOW SLIDE 4) “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  

o As an example, 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 

                                                        
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.  The rise of Christianity is so surprising that, 
Fergus Millar, one of the today’s leading historians on the ancient world, has written: “The spread of Christianity must indeed 
be taken as the single most important development which occurred in the period from the reign of Augusts to the death of 
Constantine.” Joseph H. Hellerman, The Ancient Church as Family (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2001), 1. In the beginning of the 
third century, Tertullian said of Christians: “our numbers are so great—constituting all but the majority in every city.” Even 
granting some exaggeration, it is obvious that Christianity grew at a tremendous rate.  Tertullian, “To Scapula,” 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), 106. 

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. 

5 Peter Brown, The Rise of Western Christendom: Triumph and Diversity, A.D. 200-1000, 10th Anniversary Revised 
(Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 2013), 70. 

6 Brown, 70. 
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 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?  

o 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.   

o 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 (SHOW SLIDE 5) the original vision of the church as a family. 
o 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 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.   

o 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, (SHOW SLIDE 6) “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.”8   

 Likewise, Joseph Hellerman writes, (SHOW SLIDE 7) “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.   
o 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. 

                                                        
7 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. 

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. 
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 This is why Paul always and only speaks of adoption in corporate, not individual, terms.10 
o (SHOW SLIDE 8) 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 (SHOW SLIDE 9) 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.  
o 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 (SHOW SLIDE 10) 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.  (SHOW SLIDE 11) Principle #1: In the New Testament world (and much of the non-

western world today) the group took priority over the individual. 
o Western culture is marked by radical individualism.  This is so obvious it hardly needs explaining.   

 Hellerman writes the following: (SHOW SLIDE 12) “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.”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.   

o So 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. 

 (SHOW SLIDE 13) 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. 
o So the group came first and the most important group was your blood family.  This next one is going 

to surprise you. 

 (SHOW SLIDE 14) 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.   
o 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.   

                                                        
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.” 
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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 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. 

o (SHOW SLIDE 15) The central value that characterized ancient family relations was the 
obligation to demonstrate undying loyalty toward one’s brothers and sisters.   

 So 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: (SHOW SLIDE 16) becoming a Christian redefines who your family is and, 
therefore, where your greatest allegiance lies.   

o 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. 

 

THE LOST VISION OF THE CHURCH AS A FAMILY 
 In the third place now let’s talk about (SHOW SLIDE 17) the lost vision of the church as a family. 

o 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 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.”   

o 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?”   

o As a generation we not only lack commitment to a church, we don’t even see why that would be a 
problem.  We think it 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. 

o Many within the church confess that they feel disconnected and lonely.  

o Subtle, and not so subtle, forms of racism continue to plague the church. 
o 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. 

 

LIVING 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.   

o 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.   

 So what does it look like to live as the family of God? 

 Let’s answer this in our final point, which is (SHOW SLIDE 18) living the vision of the church as a family.   

o 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.   
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PRACTICING SOCIAL INCLUSIVITY 
 (SHOW SLIDE 19) First, to live as the family of God means we must practice social inclusivity, which 

opposes racism, classism, and sexism.  

o 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 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: (SHOW SLIDE 20) “in Christ Jesus you are all sons of God, through faith. 27 For as 

many of you as were baptized into Christ have put on Christ. 28 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. 29 And if you are 

Christ’s, then you are Abraham’s offspring, heirs according to promise.” 
o 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.”   
o 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.”  
o 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.”  

o Becoming a Christian does not mean you cease to be male or female, rich or poor, Caucasian or Asian, 
Indian or African.  It does mean that all those differences are subservient to the one great truth that 

we 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.”12 
 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. 
o Since we have been adopted into the family of God, we must practice social inclusivity.   

 
PRACTICING UNDYING LOYALTY 

 (SHOW SLIDE 21) Second, to live as the family of God means we must practice undying loyalty, which 
opposes indifference, quitting, and loneliness.    

o 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.   

o 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 us to be humble, gentle, and 
patient with each other (Eph 4:1-2).   

o 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).   

                                                        
12 Kelley Nikondeha, Adopted: The Sacrament of Belonging in a Fractured World (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans 

Publishing Company, 2017), 123. 
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o He call 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).  

o He begins Ephesians 5 by saying, “Therefore be imitators of God, as beloved children.  And walk in 

love, as Christ loved us.”   
o 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.”13   

o 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.”14   

 In a generation that craves to connectedness, the church is to be a family where outsiders are 
welcome and Christians find a sense of belonging.   

 Alistair McGrath states it well: (SHOW SLIDE 22) “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.”15 

o So 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 
 (SHOW SLIDE 23) Finally, we must practice material generosity, which opposes consumerism, 

narcissism, and greed. 
o After Paul celebrates our adoption in Galatians 4 he again brings up the idea of the family of God in 

chapter 6.  He writes, (SHOW SLIDE 24) “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. 
 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.   

o He then writes, (SHOW SLIDE 25) “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.”16 
 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. 

                                                        
13 Burke, The Message of Sonship, 143. 
14 Burke, 143. 
15 Alister McGrath, Knowing Christ (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 2001), 144–145. 
16 A.M. Harmon, trans., Lucian, vol. 5, Loeb Classical Library (London: William Heinemann, 1962), 15. 
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o When someone has a baby or is in a time of crisis, we bring them meals.  
o At Christmas or Thanksgiving we seek out those who may not have anyone else to celebrate with and 

we invite them in.   

o When someone is adopting a child we write them a cheque to help with the cost.  
o When God leads people to serve overseas in global missions we support them financially.   
o 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, (SHOW SLIDE 26) “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.”17 

o 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? 

                                                        
17 Alan Hirsch, The Forgotten Ways: Reactivating the Missional Church (Grand Rapids: Brazos Press, 2006), 101. 


