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The Letter to the Ephesians, Lesson #5
Sonship, or just Adoption?
Ephesians 1:5-6

Ephesians 1:5-6 – 5 He destined us in love to be his sons through Jesus Christ, according to the purpose of his will, 6 to the praise of the glory of his grace which he freely bestowed on us in the Beloved. 
An Exercise in Historical and Linguistic NT Studies

The Greek word uiothesia) normally translated as “adopted as sons” was known in the old world and was used for the legal “adoption” especially in the Roman world.  This Greek word was used by Paul in Romans 8:15, 23; 9:4; Galations 4:5, and here in Ephesians 1:5.  This word was to be found in second century BC inscriptions and in the first century AD, and later in the writings of Diodorus Siculus and Nicolaus Damascenus.  Rich persons who wanted an heir would adopt a male, usually at an age of their choice and sometime even a slave, to be their son.
Adoption was not known as Jewish practice.  Families were related to clans and tribes who took care of their life and their land and thus they needed not to adopt at all.  

Here historical and linguistic studies give us no further help. We will be making a great mistake if we surrender our understanding to both disciplines in spite of their value.  Paul did not just use a term of reference to a custom among the nations.

Although the Greek word was known in the LXX, the OT is not silent on the use of the word “son”.  In Exodus 4:22, God told Pharaoh: “Israel is my first born son.”  God uses the same word for that same kind of relationship in Isaiah 1:2: “sons I have reared and brought up … ”,  and in Jeremiah 31:9:  “For I am a father to Israel and Ephraim is my first born.” (See also Hos 11:1; Deut 1:31, 8:5, 14:1; Isa 43:6.)  All these are not just words.  We have to look at the redemption of Israel, the Giving of the Law, and before that the Call of Abraham and the promise of the coming blessing. 

Nothing in the old heritage of the nations is similar to what our Lord and Paul say.  The “First born among many brothers” in Romans 8:28-29 is totally unique.
So, in spite of the absence of the concept of the legal term and concept of “adoption” from the OT, we must not sacrifice the unique relationship because the concept was known in the Roman-Greek culture but not in Ancient Israel.  This is one of the good cases where the relationship is clear but the concept and the term is missing. 

Questions:
1. If God took the initiative to create, elect, and redeem, and all these are divine actions, is our relationship with God as Creator and Redeemer based on words and on concepts?

2. What comes first: words or relationships?  We do exist before our words and our words express what is in reality. If this is so, then, the word of God in the Bible does not create a relationship but expresses the relationship.
3. Once more if this is correct, then what is the foundation of our relationship with God the Father in Jesus his Son through the Spirit?
Please write your answers.

1.
2.
3.

Jesus the Son of God and the Spirit

1. We were not adopted by a divine decree but we were adopted in a different way. Please notice that the word adoption was not used at all in one of the greatest declaration of our relationship with God in (John 1:10-14):

10 He was in the world, and the world was made by him;


yet the world did not recognize him.

11 To his own he came;


yet his own people did not accept him.


But all those who did accept him

12 he empowered to become God’s children.

13 That is, those who believe in his name – those who were begotten,


by blood, nor by carnal desire, nor by man’s desire, but by God. 
14 And the Word became flesh and tabernacled (pitched his tent) among us.
2.
Jesus came to make us the Father’s sons or children, and the use of “begotten” (Greek genna) verb can mean “born” as of a female principal, begotten or “to be begotten,” as of a masculine principal; the same two meanings are possible for the Hebrew root yld used for both male and female since the child is named after his “father” as in the Genealogy of our Lord in the Gospel of Matthew.  In the Gospels there is no attribution of feminine characteristics to the Holy Spirit in spite of the fact that the word “spirit” is feminine in all Semitic Languages.
3.
In John 3:4 Nicodemus understood that in Jesus saying “to be born again,” Jesus meant “from above.”  In 1 John 3:9, the “seed of God” is the “word of God.”  But how can this take place in the life of those who “accept him” – those Jesus will “empower to become God’s children”?  In John 3:3ff this birth comes from above with the one who Himself was born from the Holy Spirit and Mary, i.e. from “above.” This is not an idea but the new life that came with Jesus.  St Irenaeus says:
“The Word of God became human and the One who is the Son of God became the Son of Man, united with the Word of God, in order that humankind might receive adoption and become sons of God.  For we could not receive incorruptibility and immortality in any other way than by union with incorruptibility and immortality. But how could we have been united with incorruptibility and immortality, if incorruptibility and immortality had not first become what we are, in order that what was corruptible might be swallowed up by incorruptibility, what was mortal might be swallowed up by immortality, and in order that we might receive the adoption of sons?”
This passage is from “Against Heresies” (3.19.1), which was written by Irenaeus against the Gnostics who denied the Incarnation during and after the Apostles.  

4. The birth of Jesus from Mary by the Holy Spirit was the establishment of the new creation of the Last Adam, “the life giving Spirit” (1 Cor 15:45ff).  Here more than anywhere in the NT the contrast between first Adam and Last Adam is based on the Scriptural description of humankind’s creation (Gen. 2:7).  The first existence of the first Adam now developed by the birth, death, resurrection of Jesus Christ to a higher form of life.  The order of events is clear – first psychical (1 Cor 15:45) then spiritual – the one from dust, the other from heaven.  As the man made of dust is the pattern of psychical humans like the fallen Adam, so the man from heaven is the pattern of spiritual people like Jesus the Last Adam; that is, as earthly existence is an embodiment of “physical body” so resurrection existence is an embodiment of the “spiritual body”.
5. 
The Son of God assumed our humanity when He had been born of a woman, and begotten of a virgin, in order to transfer to himself our beginning that is our birth. (See. St Athanasius of Alexandria, letter to Adelphius).  Again, this has to take place in real life not in minds only. As Athanasius wrote:


“The flesh is born of Mary theotokos. He himself is said to have been born, who furnishes to others their being.  He was born in this way in order that He may transfer our origin into himself, and we may no longer, as mere earth, return to earth, but as being knit into the Logos from heaven, may be carried to heaven by him.  Therefore in like manner not without reason, has He transferred to himself the other affections of the body also; that we, no longer as being (earthly) human, but as being in the Logos because of his incarnation, may have share in eternal life.  For no longer according to our former origin in Adam do we die; but hence forward our origin and all infirmity of the flesh being transferred to the Logos because of his incarnation, we rise from the earth, the curse from sin being removed, because of him who is in us, and who has become curse for us.  And with reason, for as we are all from earth and die in Adam, but now being regenerated from above of water and Spirit, in Christ we are all quickened; the flesh being no longer earthly, but being henceforth made partaker of the Logos and becomes part of the redeemed life, by reason of God’s Logos who for our sake “became flesh”.  (St. Athanasius of Alexandria, Against the Arians 3:33).

Why Was the Son Born of the Holy Spirit and Mary?
St. Cyril of Alexandria: 
“If God did not hold marriage in dishonor, but on the contrary honored it with a blessing, then why did the Word, who is God, was born of a virgin [and] the mother from the Holy Spirit?  The Son came, or rather was made man, in order to reconstitute our condition that is our being within himself; first of all in his own body, wonderful, and truly amazing birth and life.  This was why he himself became the first one to be born of the Holy Spirit (I mean of course after the flesh) so that he could become the spring of grace which comes to us.  He wanted us to have this regeneration and spiritual assimilation to himself, who is the true and natural Son, so that we too might be able to call God our Father, and so remain free of corruption as no longer owing our being to our first father, that is Adam, in whom we were corrupted.  All this happened not from blood, not from the will of the flesh, or the will of man (John 1:13), but from God through the Spirit.  Indeed, Christ once said: call no man on earth your father, for you have one Father who is in heaven (Matt 23:9).  And because he came down into our condition solely in order to lead us to his own divine state, he also said: I am going to my Father and your Father; to my God, and your God (John 20:17).  In his case the Heavenly One is his natural Father; in our case he is our God by grace.  But insofar as this true and natural Son became as we are, so he speaks of the Father as his God, a language fitting to his self-emptying.  Still he gave his very own Father even to us, for it is written: Yet to those who did receive him, those that believed in his name, he gave them authority to become the children of God (John 1:12).  But if we foolishly deny that the Word of God the Father became like us by such a birth, the very one who has the dominion over all as the most wise Paul says (Col 1:18), then how else could we be so conformed as to be called the children of God by the Spirit?  Who should we then take as the First-fruit of this process?  Who, in short, would bring this dignity to us?  He became man by appropriating a human body to himself … This is how he transmits the grace of Sonship even to us that we too can become children of the Spirit, insofar as human nature had first achieved this possibility in him.  It seems to me that the divine Paul was meditating on such thoughts when he so rightly wrote: For just as we have borne the image of that which is earthly so shall we bear the image of the heavenly, for the first man was from the earth and earthly, but the second is from heaven.  All those who belong to the earthly one bear the character of the earth, but all those who belong to the Heavenly One bear a heavenly character (cf. 1 Cor 15:47-49).  We are earthly beings insofar as the curse of corruption has passed from the earthly Adam even to us and through our corruption the law of sin entered in the members of our flesh.  Yet we become heavenly beings, receiving this gift in Christ.  He is from God, from on high and naturally God, yet he came down to our condition in a strange and most unusual manner, and was born of the Spirit, according to the flesh, so that we too might abide in holiness and incorruptibility like him.  Clearly grace came upon us from him, as from a new rootstock. a new beginning.”

(St. Cyril of Alexandria, On the Unity of Christ, English trans., J. A.McGuckin, 1995, pp 62-64).
Athanasius

Born of the Holy Spirit to be Baptized, and Anointed by the Holy Spirit
to seal  us with the seal the Holy Spirit as the Spirit of sonship

1.
“For our sake He sanctifies Him self, and does this when He is become man, it is very plain that the Spirit’s descent on Him in Jordan was a descent upon us, because the Son united His divinity to our body.  And this descent of the Holy Spirit was not for the promotion to the Son, but again for our sanctification, that we might share His anointing, and of us it might be said, ‘Do you not know that you are God’s Temple, and the Spirit of God dwells in you?’ For when the Lord, as man, was washed in Jordan, it was we who were washed in Him and by Him. And when He received the Spirit, we it was who by Him were made recipients of the Spirit.  And moreover for this reason, not as Aaron or David or the rest, was He anointed with oil, but in another way above all His fellows, ‘with the oil of gladness;’ which He Himself interprets to be the Spirit, saying by the Prophet, ‘The Spirit of the Lord is upon Me, because the Lord hath anointed Me’ as also the Apostle has said, ‘How God anointed Him with the Holy Spirit.’ When then were these things spoken of Him but when He came in the flesh and was baptized in Jordan, and the Spirit descended on Him?  And indeed the Lord Himself said, ‘The Spirit shall take of Mine; and ‘I will send Him;’ and to His disciples Receive the Holy Spirit. (John 20:21f)  He who, as the Word and Radiance of the Father, gives to others, now is said to be sanctified, because now He has become man, and the Body that is sanctified is His.  From Him then we have begun to receive the unction and the seal, John saying, ‘And you have an unction from the Holy One;’ and the Apostle, ‘And you were sealed with the Holy Spirit of promise’.  Therefore because of us and for us are these words.” 
(St. Athanasius, Against the Arians 1:37-38)

2. The one who was anointed has grown up as the Last Adam in the Holy Spirit: 
“When the Logos descended into the holy virgin Mary the Spirit came into her at the same time, and it is in the Spirit that the Logos developed and adapted His body, wanting through Himself to unite and offer the creation to the Father.” 
(St. Athanasius Letter 1:31 to Serapion on the Holy Spirit.)
3. When Jesus was crucified to free our humanity from death on the cross his flesh was the first one that was liberated from death.
 “For though he became like us that He was made man for us, and our brother by similitude of body, still He is therefore called and is the ‘First-born’ of us, because, all human beings [were] lost according to the transgression of Adam, but the flesh of the Logos before all others was saved and liberated, as being the Word’s body; and henceforth we, becoming incorporate with It, are saved after Its pattern.” 
(St. Athanasius, Against the Arians 2:61)
4. Notice particularly the attribution in John 6:63 that the Spirit gives life and that Jesus promised to give this life by the “stream of the Spirit the living water” in John 7:38.  In 2 Corinthians 3:16-17 the Lord gives the Holy Spirit, as in John 20:22. The new life that is free from the power of the law of sin and death and from the dispensation of condemnation and death was the Spirit (Rom 8:2, 10; 2 Cor 3:7-9; 2 Cor 3:6).  That is why Jesus is the Last Adam who gives the Sprit.
The Spirit of His Son – Galatians 4:5
The Spirit of Sonship – Romans 8:15
1. There is no religion I know that speaks of God giving His Spirit, His Life as His great Gift except Christianity.  This Gift is given to us because we are God’s Sons / Children.  Here there is no room for the old Greek-Roman understanding of Adoption. We are not adopted as children who have no biological or blood relationship with their new parents who give them according to the Roman Law:


a. Their name


b. Their inheritance 
2. We are not treated in this way at all.  According to Galatians 4:4-5, our adoption was not a decree, but God sent His Son to be “born of a woman” and literally “out of a human mother” and more important this new life “out of that woman” became “under the Law” in order that we may receive the adoption as sons.  These words must be traced back to the Baptism of Jesus himself, who was declared “this is my beloved Son” and then received the Holy Spirit.  This happens to us when we receive the Spirit from Jesus because in the next verse we hear “the Spirit of His Son” that is the “Spirit of Christ” (Rom 8:9), and “the Spirit of Jesus Christ” (Phil 1:9) comes “into our hearts crying abba Father” (Gal 4:6). This cry comes from the Spirit Himself and the same cry becomes our “cry” (The Greek verb implies loud speech).
3. Thus we can see that we participate in the life and death of Jesus (Rom 6:3).  In order to receive His Spirit, we become born from above like His birth:  we die with Him, we rise up with Him, we are anointed with Him and by Him.  This is our communion with God the Father not just as Father, but as “our Father”. 
4. Jesus is our “first born” the one who according to the OT had the right of inheritance. He is the “first born” among many brothers (Rom 8:17).  The “children of God” appears as a technical formula used for Christian believers (John 11:52; 1 John 3:1, 2, 10; 5:2).  This kind of “adoption” means there is no gender among the sons, nor children who can be considered inferior.  
5. The “heirs” are heirs not just of promises as in the OT but here in the NT there is a  threefold expansion of how the inheritance is expressed:

- First, “heirs” in an absolute sense, without qualification.


- Second, “heirs of God,” making clear the source of their patrimony


- Third,  “joint-heirs with Christ,” which means becoming like Christ who in spite 
of being “The Heir” was not to have the inheritance alone for Himself as in 
the OT but to share all that Jesus is have with us.

“He Freely Bestowed on Us in the Beloved” 

“ … to the praise of the glory of his grace.”  This phrase is similar to verses12 and 14, but here the emphasis is not simply on God’s glory as the object of praise but on his grace.  Like other verses in the Bible, this seems to have provoked simple-minded Christians that God is in need of our praise and giving Him the glory.  This is not a NT teaching.
(God doesn’t need our praise, but we definitely need his grace. – ed.)
Sharing the Glory of God

Before the Incarnation of the Son, God’s glory was restricted to God and to God alone. The OT is full of warnings not to give the glory of God to other gods or to humans.  But after the union of the divine Son of God with our humanity, the NT provides us with a different teaching.

1. 
- The Son of God will come with his angels in the glory of the Father – Matt 16:27: 


“For the Son of man is to come with his angels in the glory of his Father, and then 
he will repay every man for what he has done.”  

 - This coming in glory is shared with the apostles in Mark 10:37: 

“And they said to him, ‘Grant us to sit, one at your right hand and one at your left, in your glory.’” 

- This glory appeared on the Mount of Transfiguration in Luke 9:32:
“Now Peter and those who were with him were heavy with sleep, and when they wakened they saw his glory and the two men who stood with him.” 

2. 
- We are called to behold the glory of the Son Incarnate – John 1:14:


“And the Word became flesh and dwelt among us, full of grace and truth; we have beheld his glory, glory as of the only Son from the Father.” 

- That glory was manifested at Cana of Galilee when Jesus changed water into wine – 
John 2:11: 

“This, the first of his signs, Jesus did at Cana in Galilee, and manifested his glory; and his disciples believed in him.” 

- We must not make this mistake and think that God the Father has two different 
kinds of glories, for God Incarnate speaks in John 17:5, 22, 24:


“Father, glorify thou me in thy own presence with the glory which I had with thee before the world was made … The glory that You hast given me I have given to them, that they may be one even as we are one, …Father, I desire that they also, whom thou hast given me, may be with me where I am, to behold my glory which thou hast given me in thy love for me before the foundation of the world.” 

- This is confirmed also by Paul in Romans 2:7-10:


“to those who by patience in well-doing seek for glory and honor and immortality, he will give eternal life … but glory and honor and peace for every one who does good, the Jew first and also the Greek.” 

- We rejoice because in Romans 5 :2:


“Through him we have obtained access to this grace in which we stand, and we rejoice in our hope of sharing the glory of God. This glory will be revealed and shared fully later on (Rom 8:18), I consider that the sufferings of this present time are not worth comparing with the glory that is to be revealed to us.” 

- Our call and election make us vessels according to Romans 9:23:


“he has prepared beforehand for glory” which is the “body of glory” (1 Cor 15:43). 

- Although we see this glory now veiled, but we shall change to the same glory of our 
Lord – 2 Cor 3 :18: 


“And we all, with unveiled face, beholding the glory of the Lord, are being changed into his likeness from one degree of glory to another; for this comes from the Lord who is the Spirit.” 

- This is the glory  of God that shines in the face of Jesus and that glory will shine in 
our hearts – 2 Cor 4:6:


“For it is the God who said, ‘Let light shine out of darkness,’ who has shone in our hearts to give the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Christ.”

3. 
- This glory is that of the cross of Christ – Galatians 6:14:


“But far be it from me to glory except in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, by which the world has been crucified to me, and I to the world.”

So – What is the Praise of God’s Glory?

We are given an eternal inheritance to the praise of God’s glory (Eph 1:14), but this is not something external that we watch but is revealed to us in Christ in our hearts (Eph 1:14, 17, see also Eph 3:16), “that according to the riches of his glory he may grant you to be strengthened with might through his Spirit in the inner man.”
So when we confess that Jesus is Lord to the glory of God the Father (Phil 2:11), this is also our glory because this glory is that shared glory of the Trinity and that “God will supply every need of yours according to his riches in glory in Christ Jesus” (Eph 4:19) for “Christ in you, the hope of glory” (Col 1:27), and when He comes back we will “appear with him in glory” (Col 3:4), “for this is the glory of His kingdom” (1 Thes 2:12).

We obtain this glory by faith in Jesus (2 Thes 2:14): “To this he called you through our gospel, so that you may obtain the glory of our Lord Jesus Christ.” 

God the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ is not what our sinful mind tries to define according to our understanding of power and authority.
Letter from Abba Philemon

My beloved brother,

Peace in our Lord.  I am hearing every day how our wicked mind twisted the grace of God.  People come to speak of God the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ with evil tongues. I have rebuked some and tried to help others but my hope is in the work of the grace of God and not in my words.  They think that God’s power is destructive and his glory is something that shines for the whole creation to look at and worship and praise.  When I tell them this is not the Incarnate God who accepted to die for sinners, they say, “Ah, but this is only the Son,” as if the Father is of a different character.  When I say that the Father poured out the Holy Spirit to live in our sinful hearts, they look at me with blank eyes as if they were not aware that the Holy Spirit is God.  I have enjoyed reading your letter, and the words of St. Athanasius (of Alexandria) that the angels offer glory to us and even worship us in Christ because he has kept our nature after his glorious ascension. This makes me rejoice in the great love of God and makes me think of the revelation of the coming glory with a heart on the fire of longing.
Pray for me,
Philemon a sinner
17 March 1966 

The text of St. Athanasius is in Against the Arians 1:42
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