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Theological Studies 

Biblical Doctrine of Adoption 

Preface  

I feel that such a subject as this receives little attention, yet it is found within scripture to be 
amongst the "greats" in salvation doctrine. Clearly it must feature as a consequence of 
"justification", for this is one of the major blessings into which the saved are introduced. For, 
this doctrine signifies the believers’ entrance into the Family of God, giving us the right to call 
God "Father". It is an enormous privilege for us to call God Father, a right and blessing that we 
often take for granted. The doctrine of "Adoption" points to our greatest title as Christians, 
"Children of God".  

 The biblical doctrine of "Adoption" is something with which we may find we can identify, as the 
subject of Adoption is something well known to us in our society. It may be that some readers 
have been adopted, or have adopted children, or know children and adults who have entered 
into the adoption process. When speaking to adopted children I say that there is something 
very special about being adopted for your parents actually chose you, and the rest of us just 
came! This is what is so special about our spiritual adoption - God really wanted us, He chose 
us and adopted us into His family.  

 It is important for us to be spending time giving consideration to this enormous subject of 
salvation lest we fail to appreciate the quality of this great blessing which we call "salvation". 
Let us never fail to be impressed with the glory and wonder of God's grace towards us in 
salvation. Indeed, the very fact that we are contemplating the subject today is a form of praise 
to God, as it spells out to Him the level of significance which we attach to it.  

 Equally, let us always be preaching and expounding the doctrine of salvation both in an 
evangelistic and teaching forum. We must never take it for granted that all Christians fully 
understand the meaning of their salvation. Often this is not the case, and they are in need of 
careful instruction so that they can learn to prize such a gift of grace. Teach the doctrine of 
salvation in all its glorious parts. 

 1. Adoption has Old Testament origins  

1:1 It is a matter of importance to us to recognise that in the Old Testament the Fatherhood of 
God was a relevant issue. We not believe that in the Old Testament God is portrayed as a 
ruthless Judge, whilst in the New Testament He is this gentle Father. A variety of passages 
from the Old Testament will prove the point that the Fatherhood of God was a well known fact: 
"But you are our Father, though Abraham does not know us" Isaiah 63:16, "Yet, O Lord, you 
are our Father....." (Isaiah 64:8); "As a father has compassion on his children, so the Lord has 
compassion on those who fear Him" (Ps 103:13): "O foolish and unwise people? Is He not 
your Father, your Creator" (Deut 32:6); see also 2 Sam 7:14, 1 Chron 29:10, Ps 68:5, 89:26, 
Jer 3:19. Then there are the many references which describe Israel as the "sons" or "children 
of God", such a title implies that God is the nation's Father; "....Thus says the Lord, Israel is my 
son...." (Exodus 4:22): "When Israel was a child, I loved him, and out of Egypt I called my son." 
Hosea 11:1, see also Deut 14:1.  

1:2 Such was the Old Testament belief in the Fatherhood of God. It was, therefore, upon this 
foundation that the New Testament continued to build the teaching on the Fatherhood of God 
as a valid part of the Kingdom. Indeed, Paul uses a significant Old Testament passage upon 
which to emphasis such a truth, "Come out from them and be separate. Touch no unclean 
thing, and I will receive you. I will be a Father to you and you will be my sons and daughters, 
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says the Lord Almighty" ( 2 Cor 6:17-18, taken from a combination of passages 2 Sam 7:14, Is 
52:11).  

1:3 The New Testament writers were not, therefore, attributing a new teaching nor a new 
relationship to God. The saints in the Old Testament enjoyed the Fatherhood of God as we do. 
Thus the matter of "Adoption" with its emphasis upon the "family of God" was a common Old 
Testament theme.  

2. The meaning of Adoption and its predecessors  

2:1 The New Testament Greek term for adoption is ùioqesia meaning, adoption, or more 

correctly, "sonship". The RSV translates uìoqesia (huiothesia) as "adoption" in Galatians 4:5, 
and the NIV in Eph 1:5 "adoption as His sons", and the Greek term is found in Rom 8:14-15. 
The Greek word ~uioqesia is made up of two words uioj (huios) son & qesij (thesis) placing. 
Hence the significance of the Greek becomes, "placed as sons, or given the status of sons". A 
placement occurs, we are given the status, or "given the right to become children of God", 
Greek evcousian tekna Qeou genesia (John 1:12). We are given the "right", the "authority" (Greek 

evcousian exousia). It was not a status or placement that we previously enjoyed, it was not a 

right that we had by nature, or birth. It is a status and a "right" that has been given to us, 
conferred on us. Hence "the place & condition of a son given to one to whom it does not 
naturally belong". Paul is the only NT writer to use this term.  

2:2 The importance of the status of adoption is that it is a legal status. As in this country (and 
most other countries), the adoption of a child must be conducted in a County or Magistrates 
Court with a Judge making the pronouncement. An adoption Order becomes a legal 
document. No one has the right to convey the status of adoption upon themselves or upon 
another. It is accepted that many children in step families may choose to call themselves after 
the surname of their parents whilst retaining their original birth name on their birth certificate. 
The fact that they choose this name does not automatically mean that they have been 
adopted. If no legal process has been undertaken then no adoption has taken place.  

2:3 Thus in biblical terms Adoption is a legal act of God whereby He confers the status of 
sonship (& daughters) on whom ever He chooses. Adoption must come from above. Adoption 
is not conferred by the Churches or denominations or conferences or synods. There is only 
One who can carry out the procedure. It is a divinely legal act. There is only One who can 
confer the "right" (evcousian exousia) upon an individual when they have "received Him" ( see 

John 1:12-13) which, in turn, is a result of the New Birth ( regeneration).  

2:4 Another similarity with the process of State Adoption is that children who are adopted 
come from a previous parentage. They belonged to a previous family. This we call "the birth 
family". These are the "biological parents". Every converted person previously belonged to 
another "spiritual family". It was the family of Satan. Jesus, when speaking to the Pharisees 
who prided themselves on being the children of God said, "You are of your father the devil" 
(John 8:44, see also Acts 13:10,), or "By this it may be seen who are the children of God, and 
who are the children of the devil......" (1 John 3:10).  

2:5 By nature, by birth, our biological parent is Satan. By nature we are born into this world 
belonging to our father - the devil. That is the status of everyone who is not a Christian. How 
contrary this is to the concept of the "Fatherhood of all men". The hymn, "Dear Lord and 
Father of mankind" is not a biblical concept. Of course, by reason of creation it can be stated 
that "we are His offspring" (Acts 17:28), and Providentially "in Him we live and move and have 
our being". That is as far as it goes. If we come into this world born within the family of Satan it 
follows that we are also "by nature the children of wrath" (tekna fusei ovrghj - "children by 
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nature of wrath") Ephesians 2:3. The truth of about mankind is this - if God be not our Father, 
then Satan is!  

2:6 In our preaching we make clear to people that just as one has to apply to the Court for a 
Judge or Magistrate to make the Adoption Order, so in the spiritual realm people have to apply 
to the Judge of all the Earth - Yahweh. Such an application is made through the Lord Jesus 
Christ who said quite firmly, "No one can come to the Father except through me" ( John 14:6) 
The Greek is very explicit (ouvdeij evrxetai proj ton Ptera), it means 'no one can approach the 
Father face to face.....' ; except through the Son. No one has the right to come before God as 
Father, or approach Him as Father, except through the Son. 

  
3 Adoption faith, and Justification  

3:1 Whilst it may seem logical that adoption should proceed from regeneration (as in John 
1:12-13), in reality adoption stems from conversion and is the outcome of saving faith. "You 
are all sons of God through faith" (Gal 3:23-26). If we consider the statement in John 1:12 we 
find that it says, "...all who believed on His name, He gave authority to become the children of 
God". The continuation of the statement in vs 13 shows that this "receiving" and "believing" 
came as a result of regeneration. It does not negate the fact that adoption itself emerges from 
"faith".  

3:2 Justification is a legal act of God. It has to do with our legal status before God. God 
accounts us as justified; it is a forensic act of God alone. Equally, adoption is a legal act. 
Justification affects our legal standing before God and gives us the right to approach Him; 
Adoption affects our legal relationship with God and provides a relationship. The one 
represents our legal position before God; the other represents our legal relationship. Naturally, 
therefore, justification precedes adoption. It is on the basis of being "justified" that we can 
therefore be adopted as sons. Justification leads to adoption.  

3:3  J.I.Packer points out that the status of Adoption is higher than even Justification. We do 
accept that Justification is indeed a high and noble teaching for it declares for us that the 
sinner is now legally accepted by God and is cleared of all sin and guilt. However, Adoption is 
more than a legal act. It speaks of a relationship with God. Justification is forensic, it is 
conceived of in terms of law and justice in which God is seen as the Judge. But Adoption, 
although it is legal, views God as Father. Justification does not imply any relationship issue, 
whereas Adoption does. Adoption carries with it the essence of family, love and affection. 
Warmth and closeness with generosity form the heart of this relationship through Adoption. To 
be right with God through Justification is a great thing, but to be loved and cared for by God as 
a father is a far greater matter.  

3:4  James Buchanan writing in the 19th century states that there is a manifest difference 
between the position of a servant and a friend, and also between that of a servant and a son. 
Both are mentioned, and both affirmed in regard to God and His people. A closer and dearer 
intimacy than that of a master and servant is said to subsist between Christ and His people; 
"Henceforth I call you not servants; for the servant knoweth not what his lord doeth; but I have 
called you friends"; and a still closer and dearer relation is said to exist in consequence of 
adoption; for "Thou art no more a servant, but a son, and an heir of God through Christ". 
Adoption is a higher privilege than that of justification, as being founded on a closer and more 
endearing relation "Behold what manner of love the Father hath bestowed on us, that we 
should be called the sons of God".  
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 4. Adoption and its privileges  

4:1 Adoption naturally introduces the child to many privileges and advantages. In some cases 
it may be money, property, education, honour etc.... The Bible clearly outlines the privileges 
available to the Christian through his adoption.  

4:2 The first privilege is that of becoming part of the Family of God. We are still a "family" 
oriented nation; families mean much to us; we need our families. In Ephesians 2:19-20 Paul is 
outlining the privileges that have been offered to the Gentiles through their regeneration, and 
although the term "adoption" is not mentioned, he uses other similar terms; "So then you are 
no longer strangers and sojourners, but you are fellow citizens with the saints and members of 
the household of God....". Thus adoption brings us into the "household of God". As a part of 
this family we have the privilege and right of intimate association with God as "Father". This 
indeed, must be the climax of all Christian experience, to call God "My Father". There is no 
more outstanding statement to this effect than that which is found in Romans 8:15-17 "Abba 
Father". Abba (Abba ò pathr ) is an Aramaic word and Vine says it is a term used by infants 

demonstrating "unreasoning trust in a parent". In the NT the Aramaic term was always 
followed by the Greek, Abba ò pathr (Abba pater) because, being an Aramaic term Ba (Ab) 

required the Greek translation of pathr (father). Yet, it was an endearing title displaying 
confidence, trust and love in a parent. Used by an infant, a child, it was a term which portrayed 
a close intimate relationship.  

4:3 Within this context the NT writers always spoke of this family relationship with wonder and 
amazement. They never seem to have to grown over familiar with calling God their Father. 
Thus John can write, "what manner of love" (quality): to be "called children" ; "and are" ( 1 
John 3:1). It is the AV which commences the sentence with "behold", Greek Videte (idete) 
look; a term indicating that the writer or speaker is calling ones attention to something 
significantly important and worthy of our fullest attention. The use of the term "what manner", 
NIV "how great", Greek potophn (potopen) means, 'of what sort, of what quality’ ( cf. Mark 
13:1). It is used when one wishes to point out the magnificence or greatness of something. 
But, you will notice that John is so amazed at this fact that we should be "called the children of 
God", he then proceeds to add, "and so we are".  

4:4 A rather strange concept is introduced into the subject from Hebrews 2:11, "... He is not 
ashamed to call them brethren". Adopted children, when they enter the family immediately 
become a part of the extended family and thus form a sibling relationship with existing brothers 
and sisters. We are the "brothers" of Jesus (see Mark 3:35). This is how close we are to the 
Father. Jesus is the Son by nature; we are sons and daughters by adoption. John Owen 
comments on the amazing condescension that is expressed in Christ for One so high and holy 
to be willing to associate so intimately with those so lowly and sinful. "He is not ashamed" - 
there is much in us that should make Jesus "ashamed" to include us within His family due to 
our fallen state. But the wonder is that whilst He is the holy and pure Son by nature He is not 
"ashamed to call us brethren" despite our unworthiness. Like the Prodigal we have returned to 
the Father, but unlike the elder brother, Jesus is not ashamed of us.  

4:5 A further privilege is that of being "joint heirs with Christ" (Romans 8:16-17). Adopted 
children come into the inheritance of their parents and thus take a share with their siblings. A 
Divine Will has been drawn up and we are a part of that Will. We are beneficiaries of the Will. 
It is a Will that cannot change because God's purposes cannot change. The inheritance is the 
glory that is to come. "Joint heirs with Christ" means that the children of God inherit jointly the 
inheritance that is legally Christ's. Thus, the inheritance is the glory which is Christ’s in the 
reward of His exaltation.  
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4:6 Adoption brings a child into a family relationship with any other adopted child of the family. 
Thus Paul informs us that in Christ we have been introduced to the universal Family of God 
comprising saints from the OT and NT and all generations, "... you are no longer strangers and 
foreigners, but fellow citizens with the saints and members of the household of God." We are 
on the same level as these great saints of the Old Testament and New Testament. Thus the 
long list of triumphant saints listed in Hebrews 11 become our relatives, brothers and sisters. 
We have become "members of the household of God". An important part of this passage is the 
negative statements, “you are no longer strangers and foreigners....". That was true of us 
before regeneration. That is no longer true of us. It is into the very "Household of God" that we 
have been admitted. This is indeed a privilege. It is a noble, high-class Household, its status 
and pedigree is most honourable.   

5 Adoption and its cost  

5:1 In 1999 Adoption costs around £130 in the County Court per child (£35 in the Magistrates 
Court). The cost to the country is even greater, and more to the individual if they employ the 
services of a solicitor. Paul makes it plain that our adoption was costly, "... God sent forth His 
Son, born of woman, born under the law, to redeem those who were under the law, so that we 
might receive the adoption as sons" ( Gal 4:4-5). Notice the purpose clauses, i[na tou.j ùpo. 
no,mon evxagora,sh|( i[na th.n uìoqesi,an avpola,bwmenÅ 

 5:2 Thus there is a kind of chain reaction of events beginning with God sending "forth His 
Son, born of a woman". This is the incarnation. Our adoption could only be achieved through 
the Son of God becoming man and living amongst us. As Own says, "The Son of God became 
the son of man, so that the sons of men might become the sons of God". Then we notice that 
the Son of God was "born under the law". He was made subject to the law of God and carried 
out two functions. In the first place He kept all the law throughout His life time and secondly 
satisfied the wrath of the law through his death, taking upon Himself the penalty for man's 
transgression of the law. All this was necessary in order for us to become the adopted sons of 
God. This was the cost, "so that we might receive adoption as sons".  

5:3 You will notice that Paul (Gal 4:5) uses the term "we might receive" (Greek has avpolabwmen 

apolabomen). The term avpolabwmen eans "I receive from another". The emphasis, then, is on 

that of "receiving", not earning, or buying, or working for. An Adoption Order is conveyed upon 
one, given to one. The wording that I use in my reports is, "I recommend to this Court that an 
Adoption Order be granted in respect of .......". An Adoption is "granted". It is then "received" 
by another.   

6 Adoption and its choice  

6:1 Adoption is through choice. People choose to adopt. A child of their choice is adopted. 
Parents adopt because they want to adopt and they adopt a particular child because they want 
to adopt that particular child. No child is "thrust" upon him/her.  

6:2 Thus, the doctrines of election and adoption are united, ".... He chose us in Him before the 
foundation of the world..... He predestined us to be adopted sons through Jesus Christ, in 
accordance with His pleasure and Will" ( Eph 1:4-5 NIV); proori,saj hm̀a/j eivj uiòqesi,an dia. 
VIhsou/ Cristou/ where proorizw (proorizo) means, "to foreordain, predestinate, determine 

beforehand". There is an indissoluble connection between predestination and adoption. As in 
all adoptions, much thought is given to the matter long before the case reaches Court. The 
parents think, plan, discuss and make decisions. Equally, the bible informs us that God made 
adoption plans long before the actual adoptions took place, even from before "the foundations 
of the world". Election institutes the adoption and the adoptees. God adopted you because He 
wanted you, He wanted you in particular. Furthermore, if the adopters choose one child in 



 6 

preference to another, they are not said to be "unfair". They are at liberty to choose a child or 
not to choose a child. Thus it is with God, He cannot be said to be "unfair" because he 
chooses to adopt one person but not another. He has the right, as with any parent, to choose 
His own children for adoption.  

6:3 We might raise the question, 'Why should God want to adopt when He already had a Son?' 
Childless couples often adopt for they feel their family to be incomplete without children. This 
was not the case with God. He is independent, He is self-sufficient, He is entire in Himself not 
needing anything or any person to make Him complete. He adopted us because He wanted to 
and for His own glory. He was under no compulsion, no duty or obligation. God does not owe 
mankind anything. He adopted out of His own will and purposes. "We needed a Father - but 
God did not need sons....." ( T. Watson).  

6:4 It is usual for parents who are adopting to choose "nice babies". They may be particular 
about the child's background, race, and physical condition. Of course, some, who feel they 
have particular skills, will adopt disabled children, or disturbed children. God has adopted the 
weak, frail, inadequate, disturbed, sinful, and rebellious. "For consider your call, ..... not many 
were powerful, not many of noble birth, but God chose what is foolish in the world to shame 
the wise, God chose what is low and despised.... " ( 1 Cor 1:26ff). In the phrase, "Behold what 
manner of love the Father has given us , that we should be called children of God and so we 
are" (1 John 3:1), we may be able to lay particular emphasis upon the word "we". This is what 
has captured the apostle's imagination, "that we, being what we are, sinful, rebellious, 
challenging, should be called the children of God".  

6:5 "Parenthood is for life" Margaret Thatcher's famous statement about the family, hence the 
origin of the "Child Support Agency". Adoption is a status that cannot be rescinded. It is 
perhaps the only relationship bond that cannot be changed (except by another adoption 
process, but such an event is very infrequent). Marriages can be dissolved in divorce, Care 
Orders on children can be revoked, but adoption is permanent and for life. In Social Work 
terms, we call Adoption "Permanency", and we talk of 'planning for permanency'. Once the 
Judge has signed the adoption papers there can be no revocation of the order. The Order 
stands for life. That child is now considered legally to be a part of this particular family. It 
cannot be changed. Adoption changes all previous relationships and forms new ones. The 
previous parents cannot obtain their child back. That particular relationship no longer exists.  

6:6 The significance of using the term "adoption" in the bible is that it speaks of permanency. 
God does not foster His children. In fostering, the children can be returned to the original 
parents. Even in Care Orders, the parents still retain their parental responsibility although the 
Local Authority can determine where the child shall live. But in adoption all previous 
relationships are terminated. It is a permanent settlement. God cannot send us back to our 
original parent the devil or allow us to return to our former situation. The relationship is a legal 
one. It cannot be brought to an end. His adopted sons cannot leave the family. It is impossible 
for an adopted child to lose his salvation, his place in the household of God. It is permanent.  
  

Conclusion  

Christianity is not religion - it is Relationship! I believe that accepting the full meaning of 
"adoption" is one of the most difficult of all the biblical teachings. By nature we still think of God 
as too vast, too holy, too sovereign and too great to have any intimacy with us sinful creations 
of the dust. It is foreign to our nature. However, this is a fundamental scriptural teaching that 
we need to grasp as it is so relevant to the entire course of our Christian lives.  
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Let us bless God for such a reality. With John we must say, "Behold what quality of love the 
Father has given to us that we should be called the Children of God - and are"! 

Richard Lee 


