Exegesis 14: Adoptive - Sonship
Trevor Burke
A consideration of the term 'huiothesia' in Romans 8 verse 12-17 and the ethics of this
end-time blessing.

Introduction
In the early verses of Rom 8 the apostle Paul sets out two very different kinds of
life-that lived kata sarka which is death (v6), hostile to God (v 7) and cannot please
God (v 8) and the other kata pneuma, which is life and peace (v 6). The rest of the
chapter (v 9-28) is dominated by the subject of life in the Spirit (pneuma occurs 21
times) which is incontrastto Rom 7:14-25 where Paul delineated the struggle with
sin. What the apostle is saying in the two chapters is that the struggle in Rom 7
and the life in the Spirit in Rom 8 are both part of the normal Christian life. In
Rom 8 Paul unfolds what it means to live in the Spirit and relates this to adopted
sons of God.

Exegesis

Paurbegins Rom 8 with a summary statement, 'Therefore, there is now (nun) no
condemnation to those who are in Christ Jesus'. Having been declared righteous
in Christ there is for the believer no condemnation. The apostle had already
sounded the same note in 3:21, 'But now (nuni) a righteousness from God apart
from law has been revealed ... through faith in Jesus Christ'. This righteousness
from God has beeq unveiled in Christ, (ie the Christ-event) and is, 'the dawningtime of salvation'. In other words, the 'now' is not merely logical but eschatological in that the Christ has come. This state of 'no condemnation' (justification,
a forensic term, here pu t in another way) anticipates the final judgment and hence
an 'eschatological' state of affairs. Furthermore, all who are, 'in Christ' are also
spoken of as 'in the Spirit - another eschatological condition, because the gift and
outpouring of the Spirit is an end time event (cf Joel 2:28-32) and here regarded
by the apostle as the 'first-fruits' and the 'guarantee' of the consummation of
salvation. In these motifs we have the eschatological'already' and the future 'not
yet'. Hence, it would not be unreasonable to suppose that the adoption motif itself
is eschatological in character, since it is connected with the gift of the Spirit and
obviously refers to those who are 'in Christ', and are justified. We shall look at
this more closely in our exegesis which we will approach serially because of the
apostle's close reasoning.
Having discussed the two different ways of living in v 1-8 Paul then addresses
the Roman Christians, 'But you' in v 9 (humeis) because of your new standing are
not under the control of the flesh but under the Spirit. The Spirit of God now lives
in them (v 11) and for Paul living in the Spirit is evidence of adoptive sonship (v
12-17).
If we are dealing with eschatologicallanguage here as we have already postulated
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then Paul in v 12-17 gives us the ethics of the eschaton - how to conduct oneself
as an adopted son of God in the last days.
Verse 12: The word 'therefore' (oun) connects with what has gone before, ie in the
light of this new standing before God and more specifically, 'now the Spirit of
God lives in you' (v 9) Paul instead tells his readers there is an obligation upon
them. He includes himself, 'We have an obligation not to the flesh' which would
cause the reader to look for the qualifying phrase, 'but to the Spirit'. Instead Paul
breaks off to insert a warning in v 13a. The obligation is not to live according to
the flesh (kata saka). The w~rd sarx is a complex Pauline word usually employed
by him in a negative sense. To live according to the Spirit means obedience to
God. Ziesler captures the contrast, 'The opposition is not between physical and
non-physical, ~ut between life centred in something other than God and life
centred in God'. Thus, kata sarka, means to live with one's horizons bounded
by the requirements of this fleshly life and existence as if this life were all that
really mattered. The Christian has an obligation not to live that way.
Verse 13: The last phraseofv 12 ('live according to the flesh') is repeated here and
shows us that Paul has no mere hypothetical situation in mind but a real one. To
live that way means death - the word melletteis a strong one and means 'must/ will
certainly'. Instead the responsibility of the believer is to actively put to death
(thanatoute present continuous tense) the misdeeds of the body. Although the
word praxeis ,poes not have any inherent negative meaning the inclusion of the
word somatos provides the negative tone. The 'deeds/misdeeds' in this case are
as Dunn states, 'Aftions which express undue dependence on satisfying merely
human appetites'. Although the 'old man' has died because we are still in this
human body,the flesh, and its downward pull is always a menace to the Christian.
There is no doubting the apostle's words that we need to be ruthless with the
flesh, killing it off continually. The responsibility is upon the believer and, writes
Paul, he has the energy to do it - it is done, 'by the Spirit'. No slackness on the part
of the Christian is to be entertained as J Murray warns, 'The believers once-for-all
death to the law and to sin does not free him from the lIecessity of mortifying sin
in his members; it makes it necessary and possible for him to do so'.
Verses 14 -15: In the previous verse the emphasis was upon the responsibility of
the believer (Those who by the Spirit put to death the misdeeds of the body will
live) but here the role of Spirit is stressed (all who are led by the Spirit Cl,Je the sons
of God). The verb agontai is in the passive voice and means 'being led'. Allowing
oneself to be led by the Spirit is a sign (or evidence) of sonship as Morris writes,
'We sh~)Uld understand the leading of the Spirit as a distinguishing sign of God's
sons'. It may seem that this verse is at a variance with what Paul has to say
elsewhere about sonship. Here it seems that the Spirit makes people sons whereas
in Gal 4:6 we read, 'Because you are God's sons, God sent the Spirit of his Son
into our hearts ... ' The question then regarding sonship is this, Does the Spirit
effect this new filial disposition of sonship (as it may seem in Rom 8:14) or merely
express it? In other words, is the Spirit the agentof sonship? We need also to look
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at v 15 in conjunction with v 14 because here Paul goes on to say, 'by him (ie the
Spirit) we cry Abba, Father'. John Murray helpfully comments; 'It is the Father
who by way of eminence, is the agent of Adoption. The evidence particularly in
the Pauline epistles, indicates that it is to the Father believers sustain the relation
of sons by adoption and it is therefore the Father who adopts ...The Holy Spirit is
called the Spirit of Adoption, not because he is the agent of adoption but because
it is he who creates in the children s>f God the filial love and confidence by which
they are able to cry, Abba, Father'.
All this must not allow us to lose sight of the full import of what the apostle has
just written. Previously he has stated that a Christian is one in whom the Spirit
dwells (cf 8:9) now we have another designation of what it means to be a believer
- an adopted son of God! The greatest privilege and most solemn responsibility
for the believer is to know and act as a son of God - ~is is Paul's focus in these
verses. Paul unpacks the full significance of sonship1 in v 15 - no longer slaves,
receivers of the Spirit of Adoption, and able to address God as Father.
11
There are problems with the word pneuma but because of the prominence of this
word in Rom 8 the aposge states two things - that the Spirit is not one who will
lead back again (palin)l into slavery but more positively he is the Spirit of
adoptive-sonship. Believers are (eisin) now sons of God (the eschatological 'already') because they have been justified and have the Spirit but they await the
future consummation of adoption (the 'not yet' cf especially v 20). Adoption is a
present reality butthere isa cosmic dimension to it(cfv 18-22), 'as we wait eagerly
for our adoption, the redemption of our bodies' (v 23).
The word for 'adoption' used here is peculiarly Pauline occurring 5 times in his
writings (Gal 4:5; Rom 8:15,23; 9:4; Eph }=5) and although Israel is spoken of as a
son (eg Hos 11:1) most commentators 1 today see the huiothesia term as being a
Roman or possibly Greek concept. Adoption was not practised by the Jewish
people14 and the term huiothesia or an equivalent is lacking in the LXX. This is not
to rule out any OT significance that Paul may have had in mind. Indeed, it may
be possible that Paul with his peculiar mix of cultural backgrounds (a Jew, Phil
3:5; and a Roman citizen, Acts 22:27, who wrote fluently in Greek) used a term
which would have meaning to all the above groups. The term is an appropriate
word for it denotes that people are given the full rights and privileges of adoptive-sonship - a new status, name and inheritance. Perhaps the greatest privilege
is that they are able to call God 'Father'.
The words, 'Abb~
1 Father' have long been held by Jeremias to be an alien address
by a Jew to God. The word, 'ABBA' is Aramaic not Hebrew and is the language
of the home and everyday life. These words were.used by Jesus himself (Mk 14:36;
cf Gal 4:6) and may have even been used as an introit to the Lord's prayer.
the word, 'Abba' as 'Daddy' is now regarded as being
However, to translate
1
oversentimental but this is not to rule out intimacy, reverence and obedience.
The important point in this verse is that Jesus, as the unique Son of God, enables
his diSciples to communicate with God in the same way that he did. Jesus' use of
this double form, 'Abba, Father' (Mk 14:36) in the context of his close band of
disciples also implies that their sonship to God was dependent (Dunn's term)
upon his. This is not to say that the believer's sonship is in every way the same as
27

that of Jesus. Paul has already stated at the beginning of Rom 8 that Jesus is God's
'own Son' (v 3). Jesus' sonship is different from the believers' in that he is the
eternal son (scholars continue to debate w~7ther Rom 8:3 teaches a pre-existent
sonship); we are sons by grace of adoption. 8
The verb krazomen has been taken by some 1 to imply glossolalic utterances but
the context here and later (cf v 26-28) imply the fervent language of prayer. The
verb is used a number of times of crying out to God in prayer (Ps 3:4; 4:3).
Verse 16: Here we have the assurance of adoptive-sons hip. The Spirit bears
witness within - the question is whether he ~ears witness to or with our spirit.
We cannot be dogmatic about this although the form of the verb sunmarturei
would seem to favour the latter (cf Hendriksen). However, Cranfield states, What
standing has our spirit in this matter? Of itself it surely has no right at all to testify
to our being sons of God'. But we could ask, Does not the fact that believers are
now sons of God and have the Spirit of adoption within not give them the
privilege to witness with the Spirit of this new disposition, in Paul's view?
Furthermore, the OT background recognises the importance of more than one
witness (Deut 19:15) and the NT provides evidence that Paul was aware of the
principle of multiple witness (cf 2 Cor 13:1; 1 Tim 5:19).
Verse 17: Now Paul relates other privileges together with that of sonship. 'If
children (te~~a) ... then heirs of God ... joint-heirs with Christ'. The Christian's
inheritance depends on first being a son. In the OT inheritance was associated
with the land (Gen 12:2; 18:8; 22:16f) but here it is not so much ownership as
relationship which the apostle has in view. He speaks of heirs of God and co-heirs
with Christ. 20 Also note that the apostle links together sonship and suffering (no
health-wealth gospel here!). Kasemann writes, 'In all Paul's theology participation in coming glory does not mean the cross can be dodged' (p 229). If our sonship
depends upon Christ's then this also means treading that same path of suffering
that he trod - a privilege of an adopted-son?
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