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Galatians 3:23-4:10

You should remember that you were a slave in the land of Egypt, and the Lord your God redeemed you. Deut. 15:15

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. If this is not the thought that prompts and controls his worship and prayers and his whole outlook on life, it means that he does not understand Christianity very well at all. J.I. Packer, Knowing God
Peter Appleton wouldn’t have been your favorite person. He was self-absorbed, trying to get ahead at all costs, frequently “sold out” to get his way, and didn’t have much character. He didn’t make many people proud, and he didn’t have many friends. But after the FBI became suspicious for his supposed Communist involvement, he had an accident, lost his memory and was washed up to shore in a little town down the coast. There he was mistaken for Luke, who the town had thought had died during World War Two. Everyone was astonished that Luke would turn up unannounced after being gone for nine years, and Luke’s father took “his son” home to reintroduce him to his family, his friends, his city, his life and the movie theater they had once run together, The Majestic.


Peter’s life is a picture for us of adoption, of a new self, a new identity, a change that comes over us. We’ll look tonight at Paul’s teaching on the great and under-appreciated doctrine of adoption.


Before we were adopted, Paul explains our condition as being slaves, orphans and under the law. We like to imagine ourselves as just the opposite. There’s a commercial with a boy picking basketball teams at the playground after school. After he has picked his friends, he settles on the last guy standing, Kobe Bryant. This is our picture of ourselves – we are Kobes being picked for a game of salvation kickball. But the reality is something much worse, much more desperate than that. 


Paul says we weren’t neutral agents, good picks or desirable in any way. He describes us as slaves, held captive by the law, and imprisoned. We weren’t able to be free, we were in bondage by our own choosing. In 4:3, he writes that we were, “enslaved by the elementary principles of the world.” This either means the simple ABCs of the way the world works, or it means the demonic empire of the world. Either way, we were held captive, unable to escape this way of living and thinking, and in fact we didn’t want to.


I helped out at a church camp five or six summers ago; in fact, it was the church camp I went to many times growing up and in high school. I distinctly remember that the major message to the kids was that they were all children of God and basically that God loves them and has a wonderful plan for their lives. While that was assuredly true for some and perhaps many or most of them, the Bible never talks so generally about the universal Fatherhood of God. God is creator of all, yes. But in John 8, Jesus explains that unless you are born again into the family of God, your father is in fact, Satan. It is wrong to teach people that God loves them when in fact they are objects of wrath that need to be redeemed.  We “were by nature children of wrath, like the rest of mankind.” (Eph. 2:3)


Paul goes on to describe us as children under the law. The word “guardian” shows up several times in these verses. Guardian is the translation for “Paidagogos” – child-attendant or child-custodian. The pedagogue was a slave employed by wealthy Greeks or Romans to have responsibility for one of the children of the family. He had charge of the child from about the years of six to sixteen and was responsible for watching over his behavior wherever he went and for conducting him to and from school. The picture here is to show that even though the child was an heir, that for an amount of time, he was actually worse off than a slave, for a slave had charge over him and could tell him where to go and what to do. John McArthur helps explain: “For an unbeliever there is a potential salvation and fulfillment of the promise given to all the world through Abraham. (Gen. 12:3) But unless and until he spiritually “comes of age” through saving trust in Jesus Christ, every unbeliever is a kind of slave and is imprisoned ‘under the elementary things of this world.’”


We’re going to be talking about adoption in this passage, so it is right to contrast that with its converse image – orphans. However, we are tempted to think again of ourselves as cute and cuddly babies who coo and smile and are a delight to have and hold. The Biblical picture of our condition and status is much different though. It wouldn’t be a stretch to imagine ourselves as deformed and special needs children. That we are older kids, who curse and throw tantrums and give the finger and rebel against authority and would come in and ruin the house. We’re the “unadoptable” kids you here about, the kids no one wants. If we are babies, we’re crack babies who are needy and dependant on outside sources for life. 


Why would anyone adopt these children? Why would anyone want to adopt us?


God never tells us why
, but he tells us that. That it happens; that it happened. 3:26 says, “For in Christ Jesus you are all sons of God, through faith,”
, 3:28 says “And if you are Christ’s, then you are Abraham’s offspring, heirs according to promise,” and 4:9 says, “But now that you have come to know God, or rather to be known by God.”


So what happens when we get this change, when we become numbered among the Galatians, to whom Paul is writing this to? 


First, we see that God sent a few things. The first thing he sent was His Son. 4:4 – “But when the fullness of time had come, God sent forth his Son, born of woman, born under the law, to redeem those under the law...” Jesus came into the world at the perfect time, completely directed under God’s providence. McArthur shares that it was the right time religiously, culturally and politically. Things were primed for the reception and the spread of the gospel. And Jesus was born of a virgin, fully God and fully man under the Law so that He could fulfill the Law on our behalf. 


God also sent His Spirit. “And because you are sons, God has sent the Spirit of His Son.” This is a remarkable thing, and one we’ve talked about before. Christianity makes a claim unlike any other religion. You don’t get the Spirit of God or the Spirit of Mohammad or the Spirit of Buddha. The closest any of these would get would be to say that you already are a god and that you need to only understand that and unleash the power within you. But that isn’t very comforting if you know yourself very well, because you make a really lousy god if you’re sinning all the time and arrogant, lustful, prideful, hateful, etc.


Christianity says that God lives in you, but that He is distinct from you. He is changing you and making you a new person, but you’re not there yet since you had so far to go. That is something truly amazing.


The pictures and words of salvation swirl together here. We are justified. We are redeemed. We are regenerated. We are adopted. 


Paul has been discussing justification for a few chapters now. He’s been saying that we were made right by God, accounted as righteous and given the status as one who had never broken the law. This is legal language, derived in part from 3:13: “Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law by becoming a curse for us.” Instead of the condemnation we are due, we receive the “not guilty” sentence that Christ is due. There has been a transfer of righteousness to our account and of unrighteousness to His account. 


Paul also talks of redemption. This moves from legal language to commerce language. To redeem something is to buy it back. In this context, and this would be the usual connotation, we should be thinking about slaves. There has been a slave price paid for us, and it was a person. Jesus sold Himself into slavery in order to buy us out of slavery.  1 Cor. 6:19-20 says, “You are not your own. You were bought with a price.”

When we receive the Son and receive the Spirit, the Bible also explains that we are “regenerated.” John 3:16 famously says, “You must be born again.” These family images crop up consistently throughout the Bible. God seems to want us to think about our salvation in two ways – logically and relationally. Neither one nor the other image is exactly perfect. We must understand our position in the court of law where payment is rendered for our grievous sins. But we must not stop there, but must also move from God as Judge to God as Father. The family metaphor plays out over and over again, starting with our rebirth into a new person. 2 Cor. 5:17 says, “You are a new creation. The old has gone; the new has come.” 

Another familial picture Paul gives us is that of adoption. Adoption is really cool because it in effect incorporates both the legal and family images into one. We are not naturally God’s children, but as we’ve said before are rebellious hellions who spit in God’s face. We are slaves who have no right to the things of God and no claim of any blessings from Him at all. And yet he walks into the orphanage and chooses some to be His children. Adoption then takes on a legal aspect. Before the court, when parents adopt a child, the judge says, “You realize that you are about to legally take this child into your family. That his name will be yours and yours will be his. That you will incur his debts and he will be responsible to you? Are you willing to do this?” And after the process, the child is now a part of the family – you cannot be “unadopted.” 

Dr. Robert Peterson of Covenant Seminary has written a book, Adopted by God. In the book, he has stories of adoption interspersed to give a real quality to his explanations of what the Biblical doctrine is doing. Here is one of my favorites:

“I happen to actually have been adopted as an infant, so the doctrine of adoption is especially real to me. Briefly, it means that while I was without a future, a hope, even a family to belong to, somebody gave me all of these and more. And this was done, not because of anything I could give back in return for such a gift, but just because my parents wanted – even needed – to express their love to someone. Likewise, according to the Word of God, God the Father chose me and adopted me, so he could love me. I will never fully understand why my parents or God chose me. But I am forever humbled and just plain amazed that they did.”

The picture of adoption is a powerful one here. Jesus came into the world to redeem us, and the Holy Spirit came into our hearts in order to enable us to cry out, Abba, Father. There is a real experience of change here.
 A love relationship characterized by intimacy and devotion. Abba is Aramaic for Daddy, and the picture then is of an adult affectionately still calling his or her father, Daddy. I went to a funeral last year where the daughter referred to her father as Daddy – you could tell how much she loved him. God is sovereign, immutable, omniscient, omnipresent, inscrutable; yet He is also our Father, He is near, He cries with us, He hurts with us, He offers His lap so we can climb up and rest in His arms. 

Luther sums this up for us:

“By what merit have we received this blessing, this adoption, and inheritance? By none at all. For what can men deserve that are shut under sin, subject to the curse of the law, and worthy of everlasting death? We have then received this blessing freely, and being utterly unworthy of it, but yet not without merit. What merit is that? Not ours, but the merit of Jesus Christ, the Son of God, who being made under the law, not for Himself, but for us, redeemed us who were under the law. Wherefore, we have received this adoption by the redemption of Jesus Christ. And with this free adoption, we have also received the Holy Ghost, whom God has sent into our hearts, crying Abba, Father.


If this is so great, what difference does it make in our lives? What application can we take from it? What “After” does it produce in our lives if we truly understand it? So often we forget our adoption and we go back to living like orphans and slaves. Paul asks the question, “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 thee weak and worthless elementary principles of the world, whose slaves you want to be once more.” It’s like we were bought out slavery by a loving father and set into a loving family, and we want to put pictures of our captors on our mantle and talk about those who’ve enslaved us lovingly, exchanging letters and emails back and forth in order to plan a way to get back there. “The Christian life is the life of sons and daughters; it is not the life of slaves. It is freedom and not bondage. Of course, we are slaves of God, of Christ, and of one another. We belong to God, to Christ, to one another, and we love to serve those to whom we belong. But this kind of service is freedom. What the Christian life is not, is a bondage to the law, as if our salvation hung in the balance and depended on our meticulous and slavish obedience to the letter of the law. As it is, our salvation rests upon the finished work of Christ, on His sin-bearing, curse-bearing death, embraced by faith.”
 


What are you thinking? Why are we so stupid?


When we understand our adoption, we understand that:


There are no longer any distinctions. Paul says in Ga. 3:28 that “There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, there is neither male nor female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus.” When we understand our place in God’s family and it is one of mercy and grace alone, then these man-made, sinful distinctions fall away and we should embrace each other regardless of gender, race or class. Frankly, it’s embarrassing that homogenous nature of our group. We need to pray for and reach out to people from every section of life and make inroads into seeing the church at large to be of all colors and classes. We are all brothers and sisters in Christ, adopted by a loving Father, and we need to begin to resemble that family heritage instead of only our natural families. Peterson writes, “I heard a story about a woman who complimented her daughter on her eyes and commented on how they looked just like her father’s. The daughter replied, ‘But Mom, I’m adopted!’ To that the mother replied, ‘Oh yes, I always forget.’... Edith, an adoptive mother says, ‘People who don’t know that my son is adopted remark how he looks like me or acts like his father. This fact helps me realize that as I grow in Christ I will begin to show more and more similarities to his character.’”
 Are you showing the family resemblance? Do you know what children of God look like and act like? 


There is no longer any loneliness. Being placed into God’s family means just that – you have a family. You have a Father who loves and cares for you beyond anything you can imagine, which is a fact you have to keep going back to. You also have new brothers and sisters, and you need to be involved in their lives. Your perspective about people begins to change as you embrace your new family. In “My Big Fat Greek Wedding,” Tula is embarrassed by the messiness and craziness of her family. Tula’s family is like the church – it is a bunch of crazy people with all their quirks who love each other, eat and dance together and are all involved in each other’s business. The rest of the world operates like Ian’s family – isolated, alone and seemingly ordered. The church is both appealing and scary to them. But we embrace them and bring them in and accept them as a part of the family as they too are adopted.


There is no insecurity. Understanding our adoption places us into a relationship that defines everything else. We have a father who cherishes us and makes us feel special, who listens to us patiently and even disciplines us. You know that the children of families that never discipline them are much more restless and unsure about the world than those of families who communicate love in many ways, one of them being family rules. God disciplines His children (Hebr. 12:11), which should actually provide us great comfort and security. We are being taken care of. We are noticed. We aren’t forgotten or ignored. So often we are flailing about for security – we run to boyfriends, to money, to position, to power as things that will give us bearing, a rock. But God is our Rock, our foundation, our ultimate resting place.


Lisa explains her embracing of this truth:

 “Adoption is attractive to me because it is the perfect antidote to legalism. I never understood how caught up in legalism I was. I kept trying to be good enough for God, but despaired at how impossible the task was. At the very heart I was afraid I would do something terrible and lose my salvation. I wondered if I believed in salvation mostly because I wanted it to be true, and not because it was true. The confusion came from the fact that although the churches I attended said they believed in the assurance of salvation, they preached a list of things one had to do to be a ‘good Christian.’ I got the feeling hat if you failed in any of those areas, you probably were not saved to begin with. The study of adoption has helped clarify the confusion I once felt. As a teacher’s assistant, I often work with children in the foster system. These children still legally belong to one of their parents but they live with another family. Because of the transient nature of a foster home, many kids feel insecure. They are allowed to stay with their foster family only if they perform correctly. God didn’t choose to be our foster parents. We don’t get kicked out of the family because of our behavior. We don’t have to worry day to day whether or not we are good enough to be part of the family. In his infinite kindness, God made us a permanent part of the family. We can focus our energy, not on performing well, but on enjoying family life. Nothing can undo the legal procedure that binds me to Christ. He died to redeem me. He signed the adoption papers, so to speak, with His blood. Nothing can cancel the work He did for me. Hallelujah.


There is no aimlessness. Christians as adopted children of God, have a certainty of life. We know that He will take care of us, and we know that we have a future of hope and of eternal relationship with God. Our life then has meaning. We’ve been given a name, and are placed into a family that has a purpose in life, so we need to participate in the family’s business. The family business is mercy and justice, goodness and peace, gospel and truth. It’s not making money, getting cars, getting ahead, having sex or taking vacations. None of those things are bad in and of themselves, they’re just not what we’re all about, and when we make them the priority and center our lives around them, we miss out on what God is doing. He’s redeeming His people, and we need to, have the privilege of being a part of that with him. To what extent are you involved in the family business? Are you spending time and money helping out? Are you thinking creatively and serving sacrificially in what God cares about or what the world cares about? 


There are no worries. My kids may not always like the clothes we buy them, but they never have to worry that they won’t have clothes. We are committed to that. Food is the same, and shelter and even trips to Krispy Kreme every now and then. Several times Jesus reminds us that God takes care of His children all the more. If He provides for the sparrows and the flowers, then it would follow that He would for us as well. What are we so worried about? And we are worried. About our majors, about our finances, about our scholarships, about our wedding day, about our next date party. God tells us that we shouldn’t be so anxious. That we should fulfill our responsibilities to the best of our ability, but we should trust in Him to take care of all the things we don’t know about. That we should walk in His ways even if it makes economic or relational messes. He will take care of them for us, for He is our Father. He explains that we’ve been given an inheritance. We are heirs to the great resources and promise of God. 


It’s a little like a gas card. You are a sixteen-year-old who works 10 hours a week at McDonald’s. You can’t afford to put much gas in the car. But you have a gracious and generous father who has given you his gas card – you have all the wealth of that bank account at your disposal, you are the heir, the inheritor of that account. The father is the one paying the bill, but the gas card is yours and for you to use. Don’t be worried that your credit will run out, for it’s all his anyway. 


There should be no return. We mentioned this earlier, but if you really understand your adoption, if you really see and embrace what you were adopted from, then your focus and orientation should change. You should want to love what your Father loves. You should be seeking to please Him, not to earn His favor because you already have that, but because you are so grateful to Him for all He’s done that it would be crazy to want to displease Him. You’d want to know what He likes so you could do those things. You’d want to know His names for Himself, so you could talk to Him using His names. You’d want to know His attributes so you could start to cultivate those for yourself. You’d want to know what He likes to get, so you could bring presents that please Him instead of getting it wrong by bringing what you think. You want to live up to the name you’ve been given – Christian.


Packer wraps it up for us:


Do I, as a Christian, understand myself? Do I know my own real identity? My own real identity? I am a child of God. God is my Father, heaven is my home; every day is one day nearer. My Savior is my brother; every Christian is my brother too. Say it over and over to yourself first thing in the morning, last thing at night, as you wait for the bus, any time when your mind is free, and ask that you may be enabled to live as one who knows it is all utterly and completely true. For this is the Christian’s secret of – a happy life? – yes, certainly, but we have something both higher and profounder to say. This is the Christian’s secret of a Christian life, and of a God-honoring life: and these are the aspects of the situation that really matter. May this secret become fully yours, and fully mine.


Peter Appleton was in a sense adopted. He wasn’t really Luke in his nature, but he was accounted as Luke, given the name of Luke and treated as Luke. He entered into a new family and a new community. In a real way, he became Luke. But the old Peter wasn’t gone, it still did battle with the new Luke. When the lines were drawn, who would win? Peter Appleton’s testimony is dramatic. Because of the love of an adopted father, because of the brotherhood of another who had died for him (by dying in World War 2), because of the courage of a “sister” who called him to be who he should be, he grew into a new person, he asked what would Luke do and that changed him. Peter’s adoption really did change him, and when he returned home, the community rejoiced with Peter in all his brokenness and greatness. 


May we be Peter Appleton’s who grow into the love given to us by our adopted Heavenly Father.

The Majestic

Prodigal Son

Before

Slaves

Orphans

Law was our guardian

What Happened 


God sent His Son/God sent His Spirit

Jesus came at just the right time


We believed, therefore we:


Were justified


Were “born again”


Were adopted

The Result


No distinctions – are all sons and daughters



Racial, social status, gender 



Family resemblances, p. 140-141


No loneliness – we have a new family




p. 116


No insecurity – we have a Father! And he disciplines us




p. 76-77


No aimlessness – we have a plan, a purpose; the family business


No worries – we have a future and we have an inheritance




p.152


No return – we live as sons, not slaves anymore


Before, we were prisoners, shut up under the law as under a guardian. Now we are sons, being reconciled to God and being made one with another and with all who throughout history have been justified on the basis of God’s promise. Boice, p. 61

To be a true son of God is to be one who is justified by faith in Christ and who has therefore passed into a new and right relationship to God. Before, the person was under law. Now he is under grace. Before, he was under the curse. Now he is the recipient of God’s paternal favor. 

The Majestic – Peter Appleton


Old self – through the water (baptism) – is adopted – given new name and status –  new community – loved by a father

Still isn’t sure who he is – remembers parts of his old life – has the righteousness of another – says “What would Luke do?” – tries to live up to Luke’s name and make the town of Lawson proud – becomes his new self

The reference is temporal; it means “until we come of age at the time of revelation of our full sonship through Christ’s coming.” 

� McArthur, p. 105. McArthur and other commentators go on and explain that in ancient worlds, and still in some cultures today, there is a ceremony that ushers a person into adulthood. For the Jews it is what we call the bar mitzvah. The Romans had a similar ceremony called the toga virilis, and the Greeks had one called an apatouria. In the Roman ceremony, boys would take their toys and girls their dolls and offer them in a sacrifice to the gods as a symbol of putting their childhood behind them. “It was this custom that Paul alludes to in his comment, “When I became a man, I did away with childish things.” (1 Cor. 13:11)


� “The most ultimate answer to the question of why we are adopted is God’s mysterious election. This happened before the creation of the world (Eph. 1:4, 2 Tim. 1:9). The more ultimate answers do not make less ultimate answers illegitimate. God’s election does not nullify Christ’s death and resurrection. Instead Christ came to put God’s plan into action (2 Tim. 1:10). And Christ’s saving work does not nullify our faith. Rather, it establishes it. It is not any faith that saves, but faith in the Lord Jesus Christ. Neither does election nullify our faith. Instead it guarantees it.” Peterson, Adopted by God, p. 42.


� Paul’s “all” here means all types of people, a reference to 3:28.


� Notice Paul’s correction here. He doesn’t want anyone to wrongly about who knew whom first.


� In 1999, a fifth-grade class in Aurora, Colorado discovered a newspaper article that discussed how trade in human lives continued in Sundan, Africa’s largest and poorest country. “The slave trade has prospered as a weapon used by fairer skinned Muslim rulers against the 4  million black, mostly Christian people living in southern Sudan. The Muslims had declared jihad, a holy war of forced Islamization against the Christians.  Local militias fighting without pay for the Sudanese government claim booty in human lives. They have been quick to abduct the Christians’ children for economic and sexual exploitation. What was the fifth graders’ response to this news? Listen to the teacher’s words: ‘They sat at my seat, tears coming down their faces, that this evil had not been taken care of.’ Vogel said of her students. ‘The first thing they said, was ‘What are we going to do about this?’’ Then somebody piped us, ‘Haven’t we learned from the past?’ The students started collecting change in jars to buy the freedom of one or two slaves. Then the word spread via newspapers and radio, and checks began pouring in. One year later, they had sent more than $50,000 to Christian Solidarity Foundation to buy the freedom of slaves. Barbara Vogel’s announcement on January 22, 1999 that 1050 Sudanese had been purchased and set free was met by her students’ cheers and tears of joy.”  From Peterson’s Adopted by God, pp. 32-33, from an article in the St. Louis Post Dispatch.


� Peterson, p. 27.


�John Wesley shares in his testimony that even though he was an ordained minister and preached, taught, went out as a missionary and led the best life he could,  “I had even then the faith of a servant, though not that of a son.” It was through the message of Galatians that he says, “I felt my heart strangely warmed,” and he became a true son of God.


� Luther, Galatians, p. 245. 


� Stott, 108-109


� Peterson, Adopted by God, pp. 140-141.


� Peterson, Adopted by God, pp. 77-78.


� Packer, Knowing God, pp. 207-208.
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