
Sermons in Romans 8

(5)  “What does it mean to belong to the Family?”  Rom 8:15-17

“For you did not receive the spirit of slavery to fall back into fear, but you have received the Spirit of 

adoption as sons, by whom we cry, "Abba! Father!” The Spirit himself bears witness with our spirit 
that we are children of God, and if children, then heirs--heirs of God and fellow heirs with Christ, 

provided we suffer with him in order that we may also be glorified with him”.

Introduction  

1. Families are important to us. We are born into a family, whether that is a two parent family or 
a single parent family. We grow up into adulthood in families. It is within families that we are 

nurtured in love, kindness and receive education and social skills. 

2. In the Old Testament the family structure was so important to the life and endurance of the 
nation of Israel that God imposed severe punishments on those who sought to damage the 

family. If the family was to fall apart, so would the nation. Every nation today should be 
committed to supporting the family as the family is beneficial to the stability of the country.

3. Within the Christian world God puts us into His family. All through the Bible we are confronted 

with the concept of the family of God. In the Old Testament Yahweh declares Himself to be 
the father of Israel with the people being the “sons of the Lord” (Deut 14:1). The fatherhood 

of God did not originate in the New Testament. In Psalm 103:13 we read these words, “Just 
as a father has compassion on his children, So the LORD has compassion on those who fear 

Him” .

4. Yet, it is within the New Testament that the Fatherhood of God becomes fully developed. 
Here the emphasis is upon the Christian being a child of God. The Christian is “born again” 

and thereby enters, through faith in Christ, into the family; “to all who did receive him, who 
believed in his name, he gave the right to become children of God” (John 1:12). 

5. Here in Romans 8:15-17 we find one of the most significant passages relating to the family of 

God. This is what it means to be a Christian. It is interesting to note that throughout our study 
of this chapter we are becoming increasingly detached from the notion that a Christian is one 

who merely attends a place of worship and tries to live a good life. Such a notion is far 
removed from the NT and especially from Romans chapter 8.
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6. The subject of the family of God was introduced in the previous passage when we read these 
words, “For all who are led by the Spirit of God are sons of God” (vs 14). Paul is now 

enlarging upon this theme of being the “sons of God”.

1. Belonging to the family of God means: a place without fear, vs 15a
 “For you did not receive the spirit of slavery to fall back into fear”, 

1:1 Being within the family God banishes all fear. There is no fear through being a child of God. 

Christianity is a religion without fear. There is, of course, godly fear, but that is reverence and 
awe regarding our relationship to God. But there is nothing to be afraid of as a Christian. We 

have nothing to fear in respect of God, our relation to God, our expectation of coming before 
God in that final Day. 

1:2 When Paul says, “fall back into fear” he may have been thinking of the impoverished lives 

they once lived when in bondage to other religions or no religion at all, but nevertheless lived 
a life of fear. Fear dominated the lives of those living in Israel in the 1st century. They were 

afraid of the brutal and cruel Romans who occupied their country - a people who ruled by 
brute force and violence. They would be fearful of having to pay their taxes to the Roman 

Empire because failure would mean punishment perhaps in the form of slavery. If their 
harvest failed through bad weather they would fear starvation. There was also the general 

belief in demons from which people were afraid. 

1:3 So when Paul says that we do not “fall back into fear” he means that Christianity is totally 
different from all other religions that breeds fear. Christianity liberates from fear; the fear of 

Judgement; fear of death; fear of eternal punishment; fear of Satan. This fear is summed up 
in a statement from Hebrews 2:15 which describes the purpose of Christ coming into this 

world, “ that He might deliver those who through fear of death were subject to slavery all their 
lives”. When people became Christians they were liberated from such terrors. Christianity did 

not return people to a state of fear. The Spirit of God will not take anyone back again into that 
terrible state of bondage to fear. 

1:4 If Christianity did not spell bondage and fear, it promised freedom, peace, calm and 

confidence. It promised release from everything that would create a life time of bondage to 
fear. They were now liberated in Christ. This is what Paul had said in verse 2, “For the law of 

the Spirit of life has set you free in Christ Jesus from the law of sin and death. Christianity is 
freedom.
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1:5 I believe that the word “Spirit” in vs 15 “For you did not receive the spirit of slavery” should 
have a capital “S” for it refers to the Holy Spirit. This fits in well with the context. All through 

this chapter Paul is speaking about the Holy Spirit. He is not speaking about our spirit or 
another spirit. That would be an unwarranted diversion. The Holy Spirit is not a Person to be 

feared and neither does He lead us into fear. We have already seen that the action of the 
Holy Spirit in our lives is to bring “peace”. This is how Paul puts it, “the mind set on the Spirit 

is life and peace” (vs 6). Later in the same section of Romans he will say, “…for the kingdom 
of God is not eating and drinking, but righteousness and peace and joy in the Holy 

Spirit” (Rom 14:17). And then again, “Now may the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace 
in believing, that you may abound in hope by the power of the Holy Spirit” (Rom 15:13). The 

Spirit speaks of “peace” not “fear”. 

2. Belonging to the family of God means: having the legal status of adoption, vs 15b
 “but you have received the Spirit of adoption as sons, by whom we cry, "Abba! Father!”

2:1 Let us value and prize the “buts” in the Bible. Such a word demonstrates a contrast to what 

has already been said. In contrast to being in bondage to fear, there is freedom in having the 
status of adoption as sons. The term “sons” is generic and so it  includes females. 

2:2 Adoption is something practiced in many countries. Children are taken from one family and 

placed in another. Sometimes because of problems in the former family, or through the death 
of a former parent. By nature we originally belonged to a former family. We used to belong to 

the family of Satan. Speaking to the Pharisees who were deriding Him, Jesus said,  “You are 
of your father the devil, and your will is to do your father's desires” (John 8:44). When we 

were under the wrath of God we were as “children of wrath”, Ephesians 2:3. No one is born 
into this world as a child of God. 

2:3 Adoption speaks of being transferred from one status to another. This is what happens 

through conversion. A transfer takes place. Paul wrote about this in Col 1:13 “He has 
delivered us from the domain of darkness and transferred us to the kingdom of his beloved 

Son”. There he refers to our one-time relation to Satan as “the dominion of darkness”. But 
through the Spirit we have been “transferred” into the “kingdom of his beloved Son”. God in 

His grace, through the work of the Spirit, has transferred us from one family to another; from 
one fearful damaging and abusive family to a family of grace, love and kindness. 
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2:4 Adoption is a legal process. Salvation has so much that is legal and forensic about it. 

Justification, a theme that runs through much of Paul’s writings, is about our legal standing 
before God. Adoption also has a legal element. Adoption is not something that can be taken 

away from us. It is legal; no one can destroy it. We are legally in the family of God. It is not as 
if we have taken the “name” and “title” of Christian ourselves. It has been legally given to us 

through our adoption. 

2:5 Justification can be very formal having an element of coldness. It is right, proper and very 
legal as it changes our legal standing before God who is a Judge. Yet, Adoption, although 

being legal, is wonderfully warm and sensitive. It might be legal and lawful, yet it speaks of 
intimate loving affection. It is not a cold formal legalism. Adoption speaks of love, 

compassion, care, support and many other pastoral issues. Adoption speaks of family; the 
family of God who He becomes our “Father”. If Justification changes our relationship to God 

as our Judge, Adoption changes our relationship to God as Father. We need both. 

2:6 Adoption into the family of God means that we can have a very close and intimate 
relationship with God in which we can feel comfortable and relax. Indeed, we can use a very 

special intimate title for God. It is the word “Abba” (vs 15). What is remarkable about this 
word is that it was a word only used by Jesus on one occasion describing His relationship to 

God; Mark 14:36 “And he said, "Abba, Father, all things are possible for you. Remove this 
cup from me. Yet not what I will, but what you will.” Jesus used it when He most needed to 

feel the presence of God during his emotional struggle in the Garden prior to the cross. 

2:7 Yet, it is a word that is given to us to use. We can have such a meaningful relationship to 
God that it mirrors that of Jesus Himself. He could come to close to God through saying, 

“Abba”, and so can we! 

2:8 Whilst the word “Abba” is said to be close to a childish form of “daddy”, it was one or respect. 
Abba is used even today in the Middle East amongst Arabic speaking people. They call their 

father Abba. But it is also a word used with respect when a student addresses his tutor as 
“Abba”.

2:9 We need to think about this. Here is this great God before whom even  sinless angels have 

to veil their faces; here is this Almighty Creator of the universe; here is the Ruler and King 
over all that He has made; yet we call Him “Abba, Father”. We do not fear Him, or cringe 

before Him. We come to Him in boldness, confidence and assurance. He is our Maker, our 
God, our Lord - yet He is also  our Father. 
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3. Belonging to the family of God means: having an assurance of salvation, vs 16
 “The Spirit himself bears witness with our spirit that we are children of God”

3:1 What is assurance of salvation? It is to be able to know that you are genuinely a child of God. 

To be assured that you belong to the family of God. This must be one of the greatest 
experiences of the Christian life. Assurance gives confidence, power, enabling and boldness 

as a Christian. This in turn produces endurance, patience. It gives strength when fighting 
Satan and his temptations; it gives strength when struggling with sin. It enables the Christian 

to enjoy God.

3:2 Assurance can come from knowing that you have made a decision for Christ; having 
accepted and believed on His Name. A kind of “historical assurance”. Looking back in your 

life you know that there was a time when you did not know God or care about Him, but all 
this changed. You were converted. You make that crucial decision to renounce sin and take 

Christ as your Saviour and Lord. 

3:3 Then there is that assurance that comes from observing the fruits of the Spirit; knowing that 
you are living according to the Spirit and minding the things of the Spirit. A kind of 

“observable assurance”. Here is something that is visible. It is where John says, “ by this we 
know that we have come to know Him, if we keep His commandments” (1 John 2:3). It is the 

visible fruit of the Spirit: visible obedience displayed in the lifestyle, displayed in relationships, 
displayed in desires and ambitions. 

3:4 But there is another form of assurance that is quite outside of ourselves. It is not historical, it 

is not observable assurance. It is an assurance that comes quite apart from investigation, 
observation and testing. It is totally independent of ourselves. Because it is an assurance 

given to us from the Holy Spirit. 

3:5 Quite spontaneously the Holy Spirit testifies to our inward personal spirits that we really are 
the children of God. This is what Paul means when he says, “The Spirit himself bears witness 

with our spirit that we are children of God”. It is not an assurance that we can create or 
produce. We are passive. It is the Holy Spirit who is active.

3:6 It is the Holy Spirit alone that creates this assurance; “The Spirit himself”. He comes into the 

heart and provides inner spontaneous evidence that you are a Christian, a child of God. He 
“witnesses”. The Greek word used here means, “to assert; confirm”. One must imagine a 
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court scene where the Christian needs One to testify before the Judge that he is really a child 

of God. The Spirit supports the other evidences. He is an independent witness. It is as if He 
argues in defence of the believer that his faith is genuine; that he is fully justified, and that he 

really is a child of God. 

3:7 This independent witness is part of the activity of the Holy Spirit. This is why the Christian 
needs to be a  Spirit - person. He needs to make much of the Holy Spirit. The Spirit is 

precious, important and significant to him. He needs the Spirit. This is Holy Spirit assurance.

3:8 Just as nothing can be more important than belonging to the family of God, so nothing is so 
important as knowing that you really do belong to the family of God. Belonging and knowing 

that you belong are two different aspects. Many people believe that they belong to God but 
lack this special hear - assurance. They may look at the historical evidence and the 

observable evidence, but what they lack is this Holy Spirit assurance. It is this of which Paul 
is speaking. 

3:9 This Holy Spirit assurance must be the highest form of assurance that any Christian can 

experience. Nothing can be greater than this inner confirmation sealed upon the heart by the 
action of the Holy Spirit. This is  clearly experiential. It is not something that can be produced 

by evidence; it cannot be argued or found within scripture. It is genuinely separate from all 
other forms of assurance. It is simply, “His Spirit witnessing with our spirit that we are the 

children of God”. 

4. Belonging to the family of God means: having a great inheritance
“if children, then heirs--heirs of God and fellow heirs with Christ, provided we suffer with him 

in order that we may also be glorified with him”.

4:1 When a parent dies it is usual for the deceased to leave behind an inheritance for the 
children or other family members or friends. A Will has been made detailing the distribution of 

property and possessions. The size of the inheritance depends on the wealth of the person 
who has died and he or she makes a decision regarding who should inherit.  

4:2 The New Testament often speaks of the Christian being an heir to an inheritance. The details 

of this inheritance is not always specified, probably because it would be impossible for us to 
grasp the enormity of this inheritance. Paul expresses this in these words, "What no eye has 

seen, nor ear heard, nor the heart of man imagined, what God has prepared for those who 
love him” (1 Cor 2:9). 
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4:3 The nearest that Paul can get to describing this inheritance is in these words, “heirs of God 
and fellow heirs with Christ”; and then he adds these words “that we may also be glorified 

with him”.This inheritance is something to do with the “glory” which will be shared with Jesus. 
That is amazing. It seems to be saying that the Christian will receive an inheritance equal to 

the inheritance that Jesus, as the Incarnate and glorified Son of God, will have. 

4:4 This inheritance that will be shared with Jesus becomes clearer when we realise that as we 
are adopted children of God, we are in a position to call Jesus our “brother”. This is 

confirmed by the words from Heb 2:11-12 “…..he is not ashamed to call them brothers, 
saying, "I will tell of your name to my brothers”. Consequently, as Jesus is our brother we can 

expect to be joint heirs with Christ. 

4:5 When Paul adds the words, “provided we suffer with him in order that we may also be 
glorified with him”, he means that we can only expect to share in the inheritance if we 

consider ourselves to be united and identified with Jesus. Suffering in NT days was common 
and expected. Persecution for being a Christian was normal. If you accepted Christ as your 

Saviour and declared your union with Christ through baptism, then you would be 
automatically marked for persecution and suffering. This is why Jesus said that if anyone 

wanted to come after Him, he or she must “deny himself, and take up his cross and follow 
me” (Matt 16:24). So, only those who were prepared to be united with Christ - shown through 

suffering - would inherit this glory.

4:6 We have no idea what God has in store for us in the eternal life. We may speculate, imagine, 
theorise, and try to form a mental image. But we are very much in the dark. What is heaven 

like? We ask. What will we be like? What will be the environment in which we will exist? What 
will be the quality of our lives in this place?

4:7 Although much of the detail is hidden from us, Paul does provide us with some ideas about 

the glory that can be expected within this eternal life. This is to be found in the next section, 
verses 18-25.

Conclusion

1. Nothing can be compared to being a part of the family of God. It is the highest privilege that 

God can give to His people. Sometimes we are described as His disciples. Other times we 
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are believers. At other times we are His servants. Then comes this expression of being His 

“friends”. But all these fall far short of being His “children”. 

2. In Social Work adoption is known as “Placement for Permanency”. God does not foster His 
children; He adopts them. Once He has adopted there is no going back. There is no going 

back to our former family - not simply because we do not want to return, but because He, 
being  the parent, will not allow  it. Once we belong to Him and are part of His family our 

future is secured. This is our assurance. 

Richard Lee
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