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Adopted by God - Part #6 
“The Assurance of Adoption – Part 2”  

Text: Romans 8:14-16; Galatians 4:4-6 
~ Delivered at Central Baptist Church on February 17, 2019 by Pastor Barton Priebe  

 
INTRODUCTION 

 (SHOW SLIDE 1) The look Heather and I shared revealed our anxiety.  It was March 26, 2013.  We were in a 

government office in Kunming, China to adopt our son Joshua.  The orphanage workers had just brought him 
into the room and handed him to Heather.  Immediately he cried and pushed himself away from her.  Our first 

fifteen minutes were spent just sitting together on the floor as we tried to calm him down.  
o The looked Heather and I shared said, “This is not going to be easy.” 

 Child psychologists tell us that children experience significant trauma when separated from their birth 

mother and deprived of things like physical affection. 
o This can manifest itself in many ways such as anxiety and fear, aggressive and anti-social behaviour, 

or becoming withdrawn and inhibited.  
 For instance, we noticed that Josh was constantly rubbing his ear. He did this to comfort 

himself whenever he felt anxious.  During Josh’s first year in our home, he would wake up six 
to eight times a night crying out in fear.  

 Dr. Karyn Purvis, an expert in adoption, says the key to a child’s healing lies with the adoptive parents.  It is 

not enough for parents simply to adopt their child.  They must make their child experience and feel the reality 

of his or her adoption.  They must make their child feel safe and secure.  As adopted children repeatedly 

experience love, their old fears are gradually replaced with an assurance that they are loved.  This frees them 
to become who they are meant to be.1   

o We witnessed the power of this love in Josh’s life.  After a year he began sleeping through the night.  

After two years he stopped rubbing his ear.   

 As his assurance of being loved grew, he became secure and confident and is maturing into 

the boy he is meant to be.   
 The Bible declares that we are all born into a state of slavery – slavery to sin. But out of great love, God sent 

His Son to rescue us in order that all who receive Jesus might be adopted into God’s family. Yet, God’s love 

does not end once he has completed the initial act of adoption.  No!  Today we will see that He goes on to 

continually, and repeatedly, enable us to experience and feel the reality of our adoption.   
o Our passage today focuses not so much on what God has done to adopt us but on what God is 

presently doing in the lives of those he has adopted; not so much on what he did but on what he does.   
 And what God does is bring to his children a deep assurance that they are loved forever and 

He does this through the Holy Spirit.   
 So let me show you four things about the Spirit that shows we are loved forever.  The first two lay out the key 

concepts of who the Spirit is and what the Spirit does.  The last two show how it all practically works out in 
our lives.  

o I’m praying that during the sermon itself God would be pleased to grant every true Christian a deeper 
assurance that they are loved forever. 
 

THE GIFT OF THE SPIRIT 
 First, (SHOW SLIDE 2) the gift of the Spirit shows we are loved forever. 

o Paul begins by saying that you can know you are a child of God because you have received a certain 
gift from God.  What is that gift?  Look at the second half of verse 15.  READ 15b - “You have received 
the Spirit.”   

                                                        
1 Karyn B. Purvis, David R. Cross, and Wendy Lyons Sunshine, The Connected Child: Bring Hope and Healing to Your 

Adoptive Family (New York: McGraw-Hill, 2007), 46. 
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 If the Spirit of God dwells in you it is proof that you are a Christian for, as Paul has already 
argued in Romans 8:9-10, you cannot be a Christian without having the Spirit. Everyone who 

trusts in Jesus is given the Holy Spirit. 

 But this verse goes further than that to say that if you have received the Spirit then it is also proof that you 
have been adopted.  Notice that Paul does not merely say we have “received the Spirit.”  No, he gives the 
Holy Spirit a title—a title that describes what the Spirit is all about.  The Spirit we have received is called, “the 
Spirit of adoption as sons.”   

o (SHOW SLIDE 3) To receive the gift of the Spirit is proof of adoption for he is “the Spirit of 

adoption” and is only given to those who have been adopted.   
 Paul says the same thing in Gal 4:6: “because you are sons, God has sent the Spirit of his Son 

into our hearts.”  Rejoice in this!  If you were not God’s son or daughter you would not be 
given this gift but to have the Spirit is the first proof you are loved forever because he is the 

Spirit of adoption. 
 
THE EXPERIENCE OF THE SPIRIT 

 Let’s build on this now. In the second place let’s talk about (SHOW SLIDE 4) the experience of the Spirit 

shows we are loved forever. 
o Many people reject Christianity because they grew up in homes, or went to churches, where religion 

was just about rules, rituals, and believing the right things. Yet, there was deadness to the whole 
thing.   

 This is not the Christianity of the Bible for here we see that true Christianity is vibrant and 

experiential in nature.  
 What we see in this point is that (SHOW SLIDE 5) the Father has given the Spirit to lead His children out of 

their old fears and into an experiential assurance of their adoption. 
o All I want you to see in this point is the experiential nature of this passage.   

 The experience of the Spirit is a key mark of Christians living after the cross.  READ 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, by whom we 

cry, “Abba! Father!” 
o To understand this verse, let’s look again at the chart we keep referring to in this series. (SHOW SLIDE 

6) This chart shows that whenever Paul speaks about adoption he uses it to contrast different periods 
in history.   

 In verse 15 Paul is contrasting the era after the cross with the era before the cross.  Paul is 
saying that the Spirit whom God has given his children is not the kind of Spirit who will cause 
us to fall back into the experiences of that old era of slavery. He isn’t the kind of Spirit who will 

make us anxious and fearful.  No. The Spirit leads God’s children out of the experience of fear 
and into the experience of adoption. 

 And look at the experiential language here in verse 15.  The Spirit of adoption enables us to “cry” out to God 
as Father.  That is not just intellectual belief; it is experiential and involves emotion. 

o In verse 16 the Spirit works in the deepest part of our being (our spirit) causing us to experience 

assurance that we really are children of God. 
 Another way to understand experience of the Spirit is to contrast the Spirit’s role in adoption with the Son’s 

role in adoption.  Look again at Galatians 4. 

o We see the work of the Son in verse 4.  READ 4 - “God sent forth his Son.”  Why?  To redeem, or rescue, 

us from slavery so that God might adopt us.   
 But notice that God’s work does not end with the initial act of adoption. Gal 4:6 says, 

“because you are sons, God sent the Spirit of His Son into our hearts, crying, ‘Abba!  

Father!’” 

 So the Father sent us two gifts. First, the Father sent us His Son and then, secondly, the Father sent us the 
Spirit of His Son.  And notice the distinction between the Son’s work for us and the Spirit’s work for us. 
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o What does the Son do?  The Son is sent to free us from slavery so that the Father can adopt us.  The 
Son’s work is done outside of us.  The Son’s work achieves the freedom that is necessary for the Father 

to adopt us.   

 The Son’s work is true whether we feel it or not. 
o But now look at the Spirit’s work.  The Spirit is not sent to make adoption possible; the Spirit is sent 

because we are already adopted. The Spirit’s work is done inside of us for he is sent “into our hearts.”  
The Son achieved our adoption; the Spirit applies it.  The Spirit’s work, then, is to make us feel and 

experience the reality of our adoption. 

 John Stott puts it like this: (SHOW SLIDE 7) “God’s purpose was not only to secure our 
sonship by His Son, but to assure us of it by His Spirit. He sent His Son that we might have 
the status of sonship, and He sent His Spirit that we might have an experience of it.”2   

 These first two points have laid the groundwork.  We should now have a clear picture of who the Spirit is (the 

Spirit of adoption) and what the Spirit does (he enables us to experience our adoption). 
o Let’s get into what the Spirit’s work looks like in our lives.   

 
THE CRY OF THE SPIRIT 

 Here’s the third point: (SHOW SLIDE 8) the cry of the Spirit shows we are loved forever. 
o Look at the second half of verse 15. READ 15b – you have received the Spirit of adoption as sons, by 

whom we cry, “Abba! Father!”  Notice that it is the Holy Spirit who enables us to cry out.  In Galatians 
4:6 it just says, “crying, ‘Abba! Father!’” which seems to say it is the Spirit who cries.   

 It is we who cry in prayer to the Father but it is the Spirit who puts the cry on our lips. 

 So do you cry out to God the Father?  If you pray this way it is evidence you are truly his child for it is the Spirit 
who enables you to do it and only the children of God possess the Spirit of adoption. 

o Yes, but can’t a non-Christian pray the words “Our Father in heaven?”  Can’t the devil himself say 
those words?  Yes, but they cannot say them from the depth of their being like a child who wakes up 

from a nightmare and yells, “Dad!” 
 So do you know what it means when life gets hard and you sink to your knees and cry out, 

“Father.  I need you?”  If you do then it is proof that you are loved forever because that is the 
Holy Spirit enabling you to cry out. 

 But let me show you that this is more profound that we think.  What language is “Abba”?  It is Aramaic and 
means “father.”  What language is the entire New Testament written in?  Greek. All of Romans is Greek and 

Paul uses the Greek word “Father” after Abba.  So why does Paul include the Aramaic word “Abba?” 
o Because it is supposed to immediately make you think of someone else who cried out, “Abba! 

Father!”  Your mind is supposed to go back to Jesus in the Garden of Gethsemane. Mark records that 

Jesus fell to the ground and cried out, “Abba, Father, all things are possible for you. Remove this cup 
from me. Yet not what I will, but what you will.”3  

 Jesus spoke Aramaic, not Greek.  Both Mark and Paul keep Jesus’ actual word, “Abba.”  Why 
do that?  

 Could it be that the disciples were so impacted by hearing Jesus call God “Abba” that they did not want to 

even tamper with it?  The disciples witnessed the tremendous intimacy that Jesus enjoyed with his Father.  In 
the four gospels, Jesus refers to God as “Father” or prays to him as “my Father” some seventy times.4   

o What staggers Paul is that the Spirit enables God’s children to approach God with this same intimacy 

and confidence.  To use Paul’s language, (SHOW SLIDE 9) the “Spirit of God’s Son” (Gal. 4:6) puts 

the prayer of God’s “Son” (Gal 4:4) on the lips of the “sons of God” (Rom 8:14).   

                                                        
2 John Stott, The Message of Galatians, The Bible Speaks Today (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 1986), 107. 
3 Mk. 13:46. 
4 For further examples of Jesus praying to God as Father see: Mat 11:25; 26:39, 42; Mk 14:36; Lk 23:34; Jn 11:41; 

12:27; 17:1, 5, 11, 21, 24f.  
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 So here is the point: (SHOW SLIDE 10) Whenever you cry out to God as Father, it is 
evidence that you are truly adopted for the Spirit is enabling you to pray like God’s own 

Son did during his days on earth.  

 
THE SHOCKING NATURE OF CRYING, “ABBA! FATHER!” 

 Do you realize how shocking this really is?  No other world religion, spiritual path, or secular way of thinking 
comes even close to saying that God can be approached with such boldness and intimacy. 

o Think for instance of the ancient Roman religions. Rodney Stark writes, (SHOW SLIDE 11) “The chief 

emotional ingredient lacking in the traditional Roman faiths was love.  Romans thought the gods 
might come to their aid, but they did not believe that the gods loved them—indeed Jupiter was 
depicted as quite unfriendly to human concerns. Consequently, pagan Romans often feared the 
gods, admired some of them, and envied them all, but they did not love them.”5 

o This language was also shocking language to the Jews of Paul’s day.  They preferred the exalted titles 
of God like “Sovereign Lord,” “Holy One,” or “Lord of Hosts.”  In the Old Testament God is rarely 
referred to as a “father.”   

 Scholar Craig Blomberg says, (SHOW SLIDE 12) “Use of this intimate term for God . . . was 

virtually unparalleled in first-century Judaism.”6  
o Muslims also find this shocking.  The Qur’an does not allow for such an intimate relationship with 

God.  Allah, the god of the Qu’ran, is high and exalted and would never let us draw so close to him.  
Human beings relate to Allah like a servant to a master but not like a child to a father. 

 One Muslim scholar named Shabbir Akhtar writes the following: (SHOW SLIDE 13) “Muslims 

do not see God as their father. . . . Men are servants of a just master; they cannot, in 
orthodox Islam, typically attain any greater degree of intimacy with their creator.”7  

o In Buddhism there is no personal God and thus no concept of relationship, of love, or of adoption. 
o The vast majority of secular people believe God exists but he is always referred to with titles like, 

“God” or “The Divine Being” but never “Father.”  To most people, God is either an impersonal force 
who cannot be known or like the Queen of England who is a personal being but is totally removed 

from our daily lives.  
 It is right here that this whole doctrine of adoption shines so brightly.  Everything changed when God sent his 

Son and adopted us into his family. 
o J.I. Packer puts it so well: (SHOW SLIDE 14) “New Testament believers deal with God as their Father.  

Father is the name by which they call him. . . . Christians are his children, his own sons and 
daughters, his heirs.  And the stress of the New Testament is not on the difficulty and danger of 
drawing near to the holy God, but on the boldness and confidence with which believers may 

approach him. . . . To those who are Christ’s, the holy God is a loving Father; they belong to his 
family; they may approach him without fear and always be sure of his fatherly concern and care.  

This is the heart of the New Testament message.”8 
 The cry of the Spirit shows we are loved forever. 

 

THE WITNESS OF THE SPIRIT 
 In the final place, let’s talk about (SHOW SLIDE 15) the witness of the Spirit shows we are loved forever. 

o Look at verse 16.  READ 16 - The Spirit himself bears witness with our spirit that we are children of 

God.  This word “witness” is a legal word.  Paul may have in mind the legal proceedings of 

Deuteronomy 19:15 where a case can only be decided if there is more than one witness.   

                                                        
5 Rodney Stark, The Triumph of Christianity: How the Jesus Movement Became the World’s Largest Religion (New York: 

HarperOne, 2011), 18. 
6 Craig L. Blomberg, Matthew, vol. 22, The New American Commentary (Nashville: Broadman Press, 1992), 119. 
7 Shabbir Akhtar, A Faith for All Seasons (Chicago: Ivan R. Dee, 1990), 180. 
8 J. I. Packer, Knowing God (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 1993), 203. 
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 Or he may have in mind the Roman practice of adoption where seven witnesses were required 
for a man to adopt a son. If someone tried to take the son’s inheritance by claiming he was not 

really a son, the witnesses would establish the fact that he was. 

 The picture of verse 16 then goes something like this: You have become a Christian.  Notice that your own 
spirit bears witness in the courtroom of your heart that you are indeed a child of God.  

o But there are times when your own confidence wavers. Satan, the prosecuting attorney, comes in and 
says, “How can you be a true child of God if you keep sinning like that?”  

 So your own spirit is testifying that you are a child of God but, by itself, your own spirit lacks 

confidence.  But God sends another witness into the courtroom of your heart. The Spirit bears 
witness along with our spirit that we are indeed the children of God.   

 And the verb here indicates that this is not a once and for all experience but an 
ongoing one.  He continually bears witness throughout our lives. 

 Again, this is experiential language.  It is not simply affirming facts.  It is an experience in the core of who you 
are.  Have you ever felt even the smallest sense of assurance that, in Christ, you are truly loved by God?  If so, 
that is the Holy Spirit.  

o As Paul puts it in Romans 5:5, “God’s love has been poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit 

who has been given to us.”   

 Think of it this way.  As Josh grows up, there are two primary ways that Heather and I can assure him that he 
is our son and that we love him.  The first way is to point him to the facts of his adoption.   

o We can say, “Josh, we love you so much that we chose you. We love you so much that, like God 

leaves the ninety-nine sheep to seek after the one lost sheep, we left two of our three kids at home 

and flew halfway around the world to seek you. We love you so much that we joyfully paid 

thousands of dollars to adopt you.  These adoption papers declare that you are legally our son.  You 
live in our house.  You share our last name.  Josh, all of these facts prove that you are our son and 

that we love you.”  

 We could approach it this way and it would be true.  But there is another way we can do it.  We can continually 
and repeatedly give him experiences of our love that enhance those facts – that make those facts a reality for 

him. 
o Usually these are routine everyday non-emotional experiences like just smiling at him and holding his 

hand as we walk.  They can also be periodic experiences like buying him a Slurpee or putting our arms 

around him when he cries.  And there can also be extraordinary moments where we flood him with 
our love and where there is great feeling. 

 For instance, when Josh was six he was lying on the floor and I went and lay beside him.  I 

turned and looked at him and said, “Josh, do you know that you are my son?”  He smiled and 

said, “I always know that.”  I then said, “Josh do you know that I love you?”  Again, he 
smiled and expressed his own assurance of that fact saying again, “I always know that.”   

 I then pulled him into a big hug and said, “But do you really really know that I love 

you?” and I started kissing him all over his face.  He burst into laughter and squirmed 
to get away saying, “Yes! Yes! I really know that!” 

 Listen carefully now: Josh does not become more of my son when I hug and kiss him. My hugs and kisses do 
not change the fact of his adoption but they do enhance his enjoyment of it.  They chase away his fears and 
develop his confidence.   

o This is the witness of the Spirit.  The Spirit takes the facts of what the Father has done for us through 

His Son and makes it an experiential reality. 

 Do you know what this witness of the Spirit looks like in your life?  We must be careful not to say it always 
looks one way.  From reading Christian biographies and reflecting on our own experiences it seems there are 
varying degrees of intensity and emotion associated with the witness of the Spirit. 

o First, there seems to be the ongoing witness of the Spirit.  There is nothing flashy about it.  There is 

very little emotion.  It is just the ongoing settled conviction that you are God’s child and loved by him. 
That’s the witness of the Spirit. 
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o Second, there seems to be the periodic witness of the Spirit where the experience is more intense.  You 

could be singing a song of worship, listening to a sermon, reading the Bible, or talking with others about 
Christ and suddenly God pours out his love in your heart through the Spirit.  That’s the witness of the Spirit. 

o And finally, there seem to be the rare and extraordinary moments that are accompanied by great intensity 

and emotion. It seems that this may happen, at most, a few times in a person’s life.9 
 Consider the example of the great Welsh preacher named Howell Harris.  Here is what he wrote in his diary.  

o (SHOW SLIDE 16) “June 18th. 1735, being in secret prayer, I felt suddenly my heart melting within me 

like wax before the fire with love to God my Saviour; and also felt not only love, peace, etc. but longing 

to be dissolved, and to be with Christ. Then was a cry in my inmost soul, which I was totally 

unacquainted with before, Abba, Father! Abba, Father! I could not help calling God my Father, I knew 
that I was His child, and that He loved me and heard me.  My soul being filled and satiated, crying, ‘It’s 

enough, I am satisfied.  Give me strength, and I will follow you through fire and water.’  I could say I was 

happy indeed! . . . The love of God was shed abroad in my heart by the Holy Ghost.”10    

o D.L. Moody, who was the Billy Graham of the 19th century, speaks of an experience of the Holy Spirit where 

he was overwhelmed with the great love of God, which then empowered his preaching ministry: (SHOW 
SLIDE 17) “I was crying out all the time that God would fill me with His Spirit.  Well, one day, in the city 

of New York—oh, what a day!—I can hardly describe it. I seldom refer to it; it is almost too sacred an 

experience to name. . . . I can only say that God revealed Himself to me, and I had such an experience of 
His love that I had to ask Him to stay His hand.”11 

 We must be careful not to get discouraged if we don’t have such an experience or if we only have it 

a few times. One writer says we should think of these big experiences like the greatest feast you 

have ever eaten.  Such a moment is rare.  You remember it and cherish it.  But far more important 
are the thousands of forgotten meals that have sustained you day by day.  Likewise, the Spirit 

generally bears witness in routine ordinary ways that strengthen us but once and awhile he 
provides a feast for our souls.12 

HOW CAN WE GET MORE OF THIS ASSURANCE? 

 How can we get more of this assurance? 

o First, recognize that it depends on the sovereignty of God.  Sometimes he has you walk through a season 

without it but he will always bring it in his time. 

o Second, pray that God would let you know this assurance. 

o Third, don’t just wait for the Spirit to speak but fill your soul with who God is, what he has done for you in Christ, 

and the hope you have in him.  Generally speaking it is as we fill our lives with prayer, meditation, and scripture 

that the Spirit uses these to bear witness to our hearts.   

 It is as you behold what God has done in adopting you through Christ that the Spirit will shed the love of 

God abroad in your heart. 

 What a gracious Father.  He gave us His Son to redeem us in order that he might adopt us.  And then he gave us the Spirit 

of His Son.  The Spirit chases away our fears by assuring us that we are the sons and daughters of God and are loved 

forever. 

o So I ask you today, “Do you know what it means to experience this witness of the Spirit?  Do you feel confident 

to approach God your Father in prayer?”   

 If so, this is all evidence that you truly are a child of God – that you are loved forever. 

                                                        
9 “Sometimes our spirits cannot stand in trials. Therefore sometimes the immediate testimony of the Spirit is 

necessary. It comes saying, ‘I am thy salvation!’ and our hearts are stirred up and comforted with joy inexpressible. This joy 
hath degrees. Sometimes it is so clear and strong that we question nothing; other times doubts come in soon.” Richard Sibbes, 
Works of Richard Sibbes, ed. Alexander B. Grosart, vol. 5 (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 1983), 440. 

10 Howell Harris, A Brief Account of the Life of Howell Harris, Esq; Extracted from Papers Written by Himself (n.p.: 
Trevecka, 1791), 15–16. 

11 William R. Moody, The Life of D.L. Moody (New York: Fleming H. Revell Company, 1900), 149. 
12 Phillip Doddridge, preaching on Romans 8:16, says, “And I judge it the more necessary to expatiate upon the 

thought because the devil sometimes takes an advantage to bring all into doubt, and to raise a storm in the soul merely on 
account of the cessation of those extraordinary experiences which were never intended as our daily food, but only as rich 
dainties with which our heavenly Father thinks fit now and then to delight the souls of His children and to make, as it were, a 
feast for them.” Cited in D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones, Romans: An Exposition of Chapter 8:5-17 - The Sons of God (Grand Rapids: 
Zondervan Publishing House, 1975), 332. 


