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an your life be explained with 

words like: ordinary, normal, 

average, on par and sufficient? Or 

is there an ambition, a mission, a 

motivation and a great underlying cause 

that characterizes your life? Are you 

‘radically’ di!erent because of the grace 

found in the Gospel of Jesus?

Radical, a Southern Seminary Give Me 

An Answer conference, will examine the 

intrinsic relationship between theology 

and mission and what that means for a 

Christian like you. Event speakers include 

David Platt, Kevin DeYoung, R. Albert 

Mohler Jr., and Russell D. Moore and 

worship will be led by singer/songwriters 

Shane and Shane and Grammy nominated 

Christian hip-hop artist FLAME.

For more information and early 

registration visit events.sbts.edu



A few weeks ago, a prominent reli-
gious television host declared that a 
man might be justified in divorcing 
his Alzheimer’s-afflicted spouse as 
long as the man enlisted someone 
to look “after her” and to provide 
“custodial care.” The television host 
defended his declaration by de!ning 
such diseases as “a walking death” 
wherein the diseased person is already 
“gone.” Appealing to the husband’s 
need for “some kind of companion-
ship,” the host declared that forbid-
ding such a divorce was “the last 
thing” he would do.1 

I was not exactly in unbiased cir-
cumstances when I first heard this 
news. I was sitting beside a dying man 
in my parents’ living room. "e dying 
man was my father.

Less than a month earlier, the phy-
sician’s assistant had clicked through a 
half-dozen scans of my father’s cranial 
cavity. An undetected tumor in his le# 

lung had sown four, perhaps !ve, cancerous lesions in his 
skull. Viewed from that inadequate perspective in which 
the body is a machine to be repaired if possible and dis-
carded if necessary, no hope remained. Seen from the 
standpoint of the resurrection, these results signaled 
that a time was approaching when the “last enemy to be 
defeated” would rend my father’s spirit from his $esh 
(1 Cor 15:26) until that future moment when the risen 
Christ returns for his own.

At that point, my mother made a decision. Not 
yet knowing if her husband’s body would persist many 
months or a few weeks, or what pain might mark his 
!nal hours, she chose that she would care for him to the 
end. If necessary, she would do this alone. She chose to 
walk this path without question or hesitation. From her 
perspective, nothing less could uphold the vows that she 
had a%rmed nearly six decades earlier, when she herself 
was barely sixteen: “For better or for worse.” “In sickness 
and in health.” “Until death do us part.”

In this way, my mother, my wife and I, some siblings, 
and a niece began a journey alongside my father down 
that long dark hallway marked “Death.” He would not 
die in a sterile cell amid a conglomeration of medical 
experts. He would pass from this life among all the 
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earthy oddities of home, surrounded by a community 
of amateurs—”amateurs” both in the modern meaning 
of “non-experts” and in the etymological sense of those 
who do what they do out of love. 

And so, I watched as a country pastor who previ-
ously devoured multiple books every week became 
incapable of assessing whether his newspaper was right-
side up. Calloused !ngers that had turned raw lumber 
into furniture and shaped simple chords on the neck 
of a guitar now clenched into gristly knots. Sentences 
once spoken with an inescapable Ozarks twang disin-
tegrated into unaccented grunts and !nally into silent, 
liquid stares.

It was during these weeks of waiting and watching 
that I first heard the religious broadcaster’s advice. I 
readily recognize the distinctions between the relatively-
rapid course of brain cancer and the slower processes 
of such diseases as Alzheimer’s and dementia. And yet, 
this sense that one is dealing with a soul that is already 
gone remains quite similar. By this point, my father’s 
existence no longer even quali!ed as “a walking death.” 
Walking had given way to a wheelchair, and wheeling a 
chair was quickly giving way to li#ing and turning, feed-
ing and diapering.

When the religious broadcaster allowed for divorce in 
such circumstances, his unspoken assumption seems 
to have been that, once a terminal illness has stolen 
every possibility of companionship from a spouse, 
the vow to remain together until “death do us part” 
has been ful!lled. “Death” is thus de!ned in terms of 
the dying partner’s potential for a reciprocal relation-
ship. When all such potential has ceased, “death” has 
already occurred.

Others have addressed how such advice makes a 
mockery of the gospel and reveals a defective view of the 
human body.2 But there is an underlying, underexplored 
layer of thinking that enabled this faulty reasoning in 
the !rst place. What Pat Robertson’s line of reasoning 
revealed was a fundamental confusion regarding two 
very di&erent concepts: co!enant and contract.3  

A contract joins two parties in an agreement regard-
ing a mutual obligation. If either person fails to provide 

a particular bene!t, the contract may be renegotiated. 
If marriage were a contractual agreement, the end of 
reciprocity might rightly mark the death of the rela-
tionship. But marriage is not a contract. Marriage is a 
covenant. In covenants, persons do not simply agree 
regarding a set of abstract obligations; they give them-
selves to one another in loyal love. Covenants persist 
far past the capacity for reciprocity. Covenants bind 
people together in lasting communities of spirit and 
$esh, sweat and blood.

And so, when God chose to cut a covenant with 
Abraham, he commanded the patriarch to hew five 
creatures in two, and God bound himself to Abra-
ham by passing between these halved haunches and 
heads (Gen 15:7–21). Although the descendants of 
the patriarch failed to ful!ll their part of this covenant 
( Jer 11:10), God’s faithfulness never faltered. Before 
it was all over, God went so far as to establish a new 
covenant by means of the broken and bleeding body of 
his only Son (Luke 22:20). "is new covenant stretches 
far beyond Abraham’s descendants to embrace all who 
will !nd their rest in Abraham’s cruci!ed o&spring (Gal 
3:15–18; Eph 2:11–14). 

Marriage is a divinely-designed picture of this cov-
enant that God the Father established through his Son 
(Eph 5:25–33). And thus, for the Christian, marriage 
can never be a contract negotiated for the sake of mutual 
bene!t. Marriage is a covenant witnessed in the context 
of community, then consummated by the giving of two 
bodies as gi#s to one another. “With my body, I thee 
wed,” the older liturgy declared, and this wedding of 
bodies does not end when one partner loses the capacity 
for companionship. 

What marks the finalization of the marriage vow 
is nothing less than death itself with all the sting that 
this dark enemy brings. "is is how Jesus has loved us, 
though with a single momentous point of distinction 
in light of the empty tomb: Because Christ has now 
endured and defeated the death that we deserve, not 
even death can derail his covenant with us. "e Chris-
tian’s lifelong faithfulness in the momentary covenant 
of marriage allows the world to glimpse a shadow of 
the new covenant in Christ that not even the cemetery 
can stop.



"is distinction between covenants and contracts is no 
mere academic discussion. It matters at the most mun-
dane and practical levels of life and faith. On one of my 
family’s many long trips to care for my father, a small 
voice from the back seat broke an extended silence.

“Daddy?”
“Yes, Skylar?”
Our nine-year-old stretched her head upward, and I 

saw two worried eyes in the rearview mirror.
“What if Grandpa forgets about Jesus before he 

dies? Where will he go?”
It was an understandable question. A month or two 

earlier, Skylar and I had discussed why no one could be 
saved apart from explicit faith in Jesus. Over the past 
week, she had watched my father lose the names of 
children, grandchildren, and long-time acquaintances. 
What if the same lesions that were leaching his aware-
ness of family and friends and basic bodily functions 
misplaced his memories of Jesus as well?

Several seconds slipped by before I could speak past 
the lump that had lodged in my throat. 

“Skylar,” I finally said. “What matters most is not 
whether Grandpa remembers Jesus but whether Jesus 
remembers him. God turned Grandpa’s heart to trust 
him many years ago, and Jesus will never forget him. No 
matter what, Jesus never forgets.”

That simple assurance was possible solely because 
we serve a God who operates not in terms of contrac-
tual reciprocity but on the basis of covenantal !delity. 
Christ’s commitment to his people does not depend 
on whether his bride provides him with “some kind of 
companionship.” It depends on a covenant that has been 
engraved in his $esh and con!rmed by his blood.

On the eighteenth of September, about the time my 
father would typically have !nished preaching his Sun-
day evening message, he opened his eyes and began to 
breathe in deep, ragged gasps. His last sensations in this 
life were the kisses of his wife and her assurances of love. 
She remained beside him to the end, past any time when 
he possessed any capacity to return her love. Such is the 
nature of a covenant.

On the !rst day of fall, we planted my father’s $esh 

in the stony red soil of southern Missouri. There, his 
body awaits the spring of resurrection, the consum-
mation of the new covenant, the death of death itself. 
“For the trumpet will sound and the dead will be raised 
imperishable, and we shall be changed.…"anks be to 
God who gives us the victory through our Lord Jesus 
Christ” (1 Cor 15:52, 57).

One of the legacies that my father le# my children was 
a clear awareness that there are no distinctions to be 
made between biological children and those grafted 
into the family through adoption. Our children were 
the first adopted grandchildren, and he made it clear 
through words and actions that their “grand-ness” was 
no di&erent than any of their cousins. For me, then, it 
seems !tting that so much of this issue focuses on issues 
related to adoption. First, John Mark Yeats sketches out 
a biblical vision for adoption. An earlier version of his 
article was !rst published in 2006; it is a blessing to see 
how much has changed in the few years since Dr. Yeats 
!rst presented this paper. Gunner Gundersen’s exegeti-
cal article takes an in-depth look at speci!c aspects of 
Paul’s adoption metaphor in Romans 8. Issues of healthy 
attachment and attachment disorders are significant 
concerns for many adoptive parents. Unfortunately, very 
little research has looked at attachment from any sort of 
biblical or theological perspective. Andy Stirrup’s brief 
article takes a unique perspective on attachment, see-
ing attachment patterns in God’s dealings with Israel 
during the exodus. It is hoped that this article might 
provoke more theological thought and research into the 
phenomenon of attachment. "ree articles in Equipping 
the Generations and the JFM Forum consider adoption 
from personal and practical perspectives. 

 "e remaining articles in this issue range from 
research into intentional fathering to medical guidance 
for parents regarding the perennial question of when to 
head to the hospital. Two previews of future books are 
featured as well: a section on family ministry curriculum 
from A Primer on Curriculum in the Church (B&H, 
2012) and a chapter from Voddie Baucham’s forth-
coming Equipping Family Shepherds (Crossway, 2011). 
Many thanks are due to Crossway Books and to B&H 



Academic for allowing "e Journal of Family Ministry 
to provide these previews for your perusal. As always, 
letters and submissions are encouraged. Guidelines for 
submissions are available at http://www. familyminis-
trytoday.com. "emes for future issues are printed on 
the !nal page of each issue. Additionally, if you have not 
yet subscribed to "e Journal of Family Ministry, please 
consider doing so today!

Still learning to live as God’s child,
Timothy Paul Jones, Ph.D.
Editor of "e Journal of Family Ministry

ENDNOTES
 1“700 Club,” Pat Robertson, Christian Broadcasting 

Network, September 13, 2011.
 2Russell D. Moore, “Christ, the Church, and Pat 

Robertson” (September 15, 2011): http://www.rus-
sellmoore.com; Matthew Lee Anderson, “Why Pat 
Robertson is Wrong About Divorce”: http://www.
relevantmagazine.com. 

 3My thinking about contracts and covenants has been 
substantively shaped by Elmer Martens, God’s Design 
(Grand Rapids: Baker, 1981), 72-73.



In the spring of 2002, popular talk 
show host Rosie O’Donnell revealed 
her lesbian relationship live on her 
show. In what would become the !nal 
season of the program, O’Donnell 
pushed for multiple political shi#s that 
would grant further rights for homo-
sexuals. In seeking to demonstrate the 
normalcy of her life and relationships, 
O’Donnell talked about her adopted 
children and her fight with Florida’s 
then-governor, Jeb Bush, over the 
rights of homosexual couples to adopt. 
That same spring , Angelina Jolie, 
noted actress, director, and humanitar-
ian, adopted her !rst child from Cam-
bodia. A#er shooting several !lms in 
the economically-depressed country, 

she thought it a !tting complement to her humanitar-
ian aid to change at least one life directly. Jolie, as a high 
pro!le star, went on to adopt two other children.

In many respects, adoption went mainstream in the 
!rst few years of the twenty-!rst century as Hollywood 
brought attention to the growing need for action on the 

behalf of children worldwide. High-pro!le adoptions 
created new interest in the plight of children worldwide 
and led to further adoptions by other stars as well as 
raising awareness for the need of families to become 
involved in adoption.

Where was the church in all of this? "is complex 
question begs for an answer, but in the West, conserva-
tive Christians o#en fall strangely silent, frequently hid-
ing behind a barrage of evangelical aid institutions that 
assure us that our money is well spent.

While many Christians have already stepped into 
the challenging arena of orphan care, there is too much 
at stake for us to allow the status quo to continue. In the 
space of the next few pages, I hope to present to you a 
clear summation of the biblical commands for orphan 
care. From that general heading, we will then turn to 
look at the practical, biblical foundation for adoption as 
one aspect of the scriptural mandate to care for orphans. 
"roughout the paper, we will reference moments in the 
history of adoption as well as illustrate ways in which 
evangelicals in general and Baptists in particular have 
sought to become involved. I also will draw attention to 
some of the ethical issues and concerns that must remain 
at the forefront of those involved in ministry.



While we will be discussing the practical and biblical 
nature of adoption, we need to begin by stating our 
case in relationship to orphan care. In Scripture, Paul 
restricts the usage of adoption to refer to our spiritual 
state, so we will return to this a bit later. James tells the 
believers to “care for the widow and orphan” (1:27). 
Expressing this command in terms of true religion and 
Christian practice, James is echoing more than thirty 
references in the Old Testament dealing with the con-
cept of orphan care.

In the social context of the early church, as well as 
in the Old Testament, orphans were part of the fabric 
of society. Wars, disease, or other life events isolated 
orphans and widows from the system of care tradition-
ally found within a patriarchal society. Despite the isola-
tion and probable death of orphans had these orphans 
been part of a neighboring nation, the authors of the 
biblical text give speci!c commands regarding orphan 
care. "ese commands fell under the general provisions 
of hospitality and social justice.

From the outset of the book of Genesis, we are given 
explanation regarding the role of the family. Married 
couples are to be fruitful and multiply, following the 
same pattern given to all of creation. When sin and 
death mar the beauty of creation, a new class of people 
that fall outside normal societal and familial bounds 
become the victims in a broken world–namely wid-
ows, orphans and foreigners. In the text of the Hebrew 
Scriptures, almost every instance of the term “orphan” 
(yatom) or “fatherless” is paired with that of the widow 
(almonah). Usually their care and provision is provided 
under the same regulations and restrictions of the for-
eigner or sojourner among the children of Israel.

A key example is found in Exodus 22. Beginning in 
verse 21 and continuing through verse 22, the text reads 
as follows:

Do not oppress foreigners in any way. Remember, 
you yourselves were once foreigners in the land of 
Egypt. Do not exploit widows or orphans.1 

Based on the recognition that the Israelites once suf-
fered as the lowest members of Egyptian society, they 

were never to forget that God had spared them from 
their circumstances and redeemed them to himself. 
Beyond the command to avoid exploitation of the wid-
ows and orphans comes an understanding that these 
individuals are so precious to God that he will person-
ally judge those who fail to account for their needs. "e 
discourse continues in Exodus 22:23–24:

If you do exploit them and they cry out to me I 
will surely help them. My anger will blaze forth 
against you, and I will kill you with the sword. 
Your wives will become widows and your chil-
dren will become fatherless.

"is harsh pronouncement demonstrates a couple 
of key items that need to be considered. First, based on 
verse 23, we may discern that the widows and orphans 
have direct access to God. He hears their cries and 
appeals for help and promises swift action. Second, 
avoiding upholding justice for the widow and orphan 
secures judgment—even death—upon those who look 
the other way. In the prophets, this becomes one of the 
burning indictments against the rulers of the house of 
Israel as they avoided caring for the needs of the widow 
and orphan.

In the Old Testament, the entire community is com-
manded to care for the needs of the least of these in their 
midst. In this respect, orphan care becomes the respon-
sibility of the entire community. "ere are no instruc-
tions for orphanages, not to mention homes for the 
aged, leading to the claim that adoption is a foreign con-
cept within the Old Testament worldview.2 Presumably, 
given the injunctions found in the text, children found 
homeless were taken in by extended family in order to 
maintain the hereditary rights of the child as stipulated 
in the law. Extending protection to these most vulner-
able of people, Proverbs 23:10 cautioned, “Do not 
remove the ancient boundary stones nor encroach on 
the !elds of the fatherless.”3 

Furthermore, the law stipulated that when harvest-
ing in the !eld, the people of Israel were not to return 
for sheaves of grain le# behind. At the annual grape har-
vest, the vines were to be picked once and not gone over 
twice, nor were the olive trees to be beaten twice. "at 



le#over produce served as the portion of the widow, the 
orphan, and the alien, those who did not have formal 
care in the community. (Deut 24:17, 19–21). Even dur-
ing the feasts of Shavuot and Succot, widows, orphans 
and aliens were to be taken in by individual families to 
celebrate the holiday. "e implication was that this was 
to be standard practice for all holidays (Deut 16:11; 14).

Not only was it commanded that the community 
should protect the rights of the orphans, but the popu-
lace was taxed to support the needs of those who fell 
under this category. In Deuteronomy 26:12–13, the 
nation of Israel was commanded to take up a tithe of 
their income speci!cally for the needs of the widows, 
orphans, Levites, and aliens in the nation. The givers 
of the tithe were required to make a declaration before 
God that they not only had brought the tithe to support 
those God commanded, but that they had kept all of 
God’s commands. "ey then requested his blessing on 
the entire household of faith (26:14–15).

"e rationale for these, and similar, commandments 
derives from a theological understanding of the divine 
attributes of holiness and justice. According to the 
Hebrew Scriptures, God becomes the surrogate Father 
(or surrogate husband in the case of widows) to protect 
their rights. When the cause of the wicked oppresses the 
orphan or widow, God promises swi# judgment against 
those he identi!es as his children (Ps 10:14;18; 146:9; 
Jer 49:11; Hos 14:3). In the burning indictments the 
prophets brought against the chosen people, consis-
tently God points out their absolute failure to care for 
the needs of widows and orphans. "e curse outlined 
in Deuteronomy 27:19 on Mount Ebal is prominent: 
“Cursed is the man who withholds justice from the 
alien, the fatherless, or the widow.” Books like Job and 
Psalms outline a lack of care for the fatherless as a sign of 
absolute wickedness and upcoming judgment.

Again, as we consider the biblical model for adop-
tion, we are not presented a picture of the modern West-
ern view of adoption in the Hebrew Scriptures. The 
closest thing we may connect with any modern form of 
adoption might be God’s selection of his people, Israel: 
“Israel I have chosen.” Another example would be Hosea 
taking Gomer’s children as his own. When we consider 
adoption in the Old Testament, we are not referring to 

adoption in the sense that we typically understand the 
term today. Rather, adoption is understood within the 
broader concept of orphan care. To summarize, orphan 
care in the Hebrew Scriptures is as follows:

1. Orphan care is commanded by God for the  
entire community of faith.
2. Orphan care is designed to protect the rights of  
orphans in the hereditary transfer of land.
3. A curse followed those who did not take up the  
cause of the orphan and oppressed.
4. In the definition of evil found in the con-
demnations of the prophets that were recited  
against Israel and the surrounding nations, lack  
of care for orphans almost always appears.
5. God hears the prayers of orphans.
6. God promises to be the defender and father  
of orphans.

Moving to the New Testament, Paul gives us the most 
vivid language concerning adoption as a theological 
concept. As we have seen in the prior section, the idea 
of adoption as one set of parents taking on the child of 
another, not closely related to the orphan, is not clearly 
found. Instead, the concept of orphan care in the con-
text of working towards divinely orchestrated social jus-
tice is the main theme. Interestingly, Jesus picked up on 
this ancient concept when he proclaimed to his disciples 
that he would not leave them as orphans ( John 14:18). 
James also carried the Deuteronomic commands into 
the New Testament era as he boldly proclaimed that 
caring for widows and orphans signifies true religion 
( James 1:27).

Knowing his Gentile audience, however, Paul shi#s 
the image away from social justice or hospitality in a bib-
lical framework to a word picture of redemption drawn 
from the Roman legal system. "e Romans understood 
the nature of the need for orphan care as much as any 
other society, and many orphans became servants of the 
Empire through forced service in the military (if of age) 
or temple prostitution (if younger). Legally, Roman law 
allowed individuals who were citizens of Rome to adopt 
the children of slaves as their own. "is legal adoption 



translated the adoptee from poverty and obscurity to 
full rights and status as heir to the adopting parents.4 

For Paul, there was no more powerful picture of 
what God had done through Christ for the Gentiles 
in particular and all believers in general. To the church 
in Ephesus, Paul writes that God elected us to be the 
children of God before the foundation of the world. 
How was that to happen for the Gentiles? According to 
Ephesians 1:4–5, he loved us and predestined us to be 
adopted as his heirs through the work of Jesus Christ, 
who paid the price and freed us from slavery. 

Consider the letter to Galatians where Paul writes 
that before Christ, we were helpless slaves to the law of 
sin and death. But that changed because of Christ. In 
powerful language, Paul paints the picture of our trans-
lation from slave to rightful heir.

So also, when we were children, we were in slav-
ery under the basic principles of the world. But 
when the time had fully come, God sent his Son, 
born of a woman, born under law, to redeem 
those under the law, that we might receive the 
full rights of sons (Gal 4:3–5).

Again, this is forensic language, indicating a price 
has been paid to change the identity of the believer from 
slave to heir. "e text continues: 

Because you are sons, God sent the Spirit of his 
Son into our hearts, the Spirit who calls out, 
“Abba, Father!” so you are no longer a slave, but 
a son; and since you are a son, God has made you 
also an heir (Gal 4:5–7).

How can the courtroom imagery be stated any more 
clearly? God has worked a legal transaction through the 
substitutionary death of his own son, Jesus Christ, to 
enable our adoption as his very own children.

Next, there is a key passage, where Paul extensively 
utilizes and underscores this concept in Romans 8:12–
9:5. Here, Paul begins talking about the Christian’s iden-
tity in Christ, and again testi!es that we are no longer 
slaves, but are now children of God. Again, how does this 
happen? Just as Paul outlines in Galatians 4, it is through 

the Spirit that we receive the “Spirit of adoption” that 
allows us to cry out, “Abba, Father!” In fact, it is the 
Spirit himself that testi!es that we are God’s children.

In this context, I have recognized that the Pauline 
imagery parallels the adoption of one of my own chil-
dren. At the birth of my son, his body craved cocaine. 
Throughout the pregnancy, his birth mother took 
drugs, including cocaine, to feed her addiction. This 
addiction passed through the uterus to my son so that, 
at birth, his body was !lled with the poisons his birth 
mother introduced to her body. For three months, as 
his body proceeded through detoxi!cation, he experi-
enced tremors and other withdrawal symptoms. He had 
no choice about his condition or the poisons his birth 
mother pumped into his little body in utero.

Similarly, Paul paints the picture of us as depraved 
humans. "ere is nothing in us and of us that is good, 
holy, or deserving. In fact, much like my son, we are 
like “crack babies” born with cravings for evil and the 
depraved things of this world because it is what our bod-
ies tell us to crave.5 Without intervention, we will su&er 
and die. Without someone to break the bonds of what 
we crave, our desire will continue to grow and consume 
us. "e shed blood of Christ breaks the power of origi-
nal sin and frees us from the curse of sin and death. Even 
more amazing, however, is that as we stand before the 
judge of the universe, he sees the work of Christ and 
makes a legal proclamation that we are his own.

I never understood this image until I stood before a 
judge in the Cook County family courthouse in Chicago. 
"ere, standing with our attorney—our advocate—we 
waited as the judge looked over the paperwork to deter-
mine our suitability as parents. Satis!ed that we had met 
the requirements, he made a proclamation that “Baby 
Girl Winters” would from this point forward be known 
as Briley Starr Yeats, daughter of John Mark and Angela 
Yeats. Following his judgment, we applied for a new birth 
certi!cate for our daughter. No longer were her natural 
birthparents indicated as the parents; instead, her mother 
was now legally listed as Angela Yeats and her father as 
John Mark Yeats, just as the judge had ordered. Even 
though our daughter may not re$ect me physiologically, 
she is by all accounts my child, and she receives all of the 
rights and responsibilities that her adoption entails.



In the same manner, the Holy Spirit gives testi-
mony that the requirements for adoption have been 
met through Jesus Christ (Rom 8:14–18). "ereby, we 
become the children of our heavenly Father, who in fact 
is also the judge. His proclamation settles the issue once 
and for all and legally changes our spiritual identity so 
we can call out, “Abba, Father!” If this grace were not 
already beyond comprehension, we also become co-
heirs with Christ of the inheritance that our Father has 
laid up for us for all eternity. Paul carries this image for-
ward in Romans 8, discussing the fullness of our adop-
tion being revealed in heaven (8:23). He thereby sets the 
tone for the full outworking of this concept in Romans 
9–11, particularly in Romans 9:4, where he identi!es 
the Jews as those God adopted !rst (cf. Exod 4:22).

On this New Testament basis, especially as given 
by Paul, we may identify our heritage and adoption as 
God’s own children. How humbling is this concept and 
how blessed are we that God through his Son would tes-
tify through his Spirit that we are the children of God. 
As J.I. Packer eloquently defined the New Testament 
concept, salvation is “adoption through propitiation.”6

In 1852, Charles Loring Brace, a Yale-trained Presby-
terian pastor, began working with the poor on what 
became known as Roosevelt Island. Seeing the needs of 
countless children—the survivors of which were repeat-
ing their parent’s patterns of heavy drinking, crime, and 
so on—he decided to do something about it. He created 
the Children’s Aid Society (CAS) and began working 
with evangelical churches throughout New York State 
to relocate children with Christian families willing to 
take in a child. For many of these children, this was the 
!rst glimmer of hope that had yet appeared in their life. 
In fact, this early foster care system became a boon to 
farmers and aided many children in becoming inte-
grated members of society in their adult years.

Brace created a movement that lasted for almost 75 
years. Called “Orphan Trains,” Brace and his organi-
zation would purchase tickets for children to ride the 
rails from New York City to far o& locations in places 
like Kansas and Michigan to gain a new home. "ese 

trains became the means for children to escape horrible 
circumstances and childless families or families needing 
extra hands to work the farm to bring more children 
into their life. For children without parents, Brace and 
the CAS would send information about the children 
weeks in advance to local churches, who screened the 
candidates for suitability. As the train would pull into 
the station, the parents that were deemed !t would go 
and look at the adoptable children who were placed on 
boxes so the crowd could see them, thus, the etymol-
ogy of the phrase, “up for adoption.” "ere were some 
serious shortcomings and $aws in Brace’s ministry. Yet 
his goal was commendable: to place children without 
hope into evangelical families, in the hope that the new 
context would alter the life of the child and eventually 
transform society.7

Similarly, in the earliest expressions of evangelical-
ism found in the Pietistic and Moravian movements, a 
concern for children along with their discipleship and 
growth, especially for children without a home, marked 
the movement. As historian W.R. Ward once quipped, 
early evangelicals could be spotted simply wherever 
there was an orphanage.8 Taking the claims of Scripture 
seriously, the evangelical movement simply obeyed the 
commands of the text and took care of the widow and 
the orphan.

"is, of course, provides a source of confusion for 
Christians today. Many evangelical churches seem to 
avoid social ministries outside of what they can give 
through the isolationist collection plate, and they avoid 
the simple task of caring for orphans. (Dare we even 
mention widows here, another glaring problem!) "e 
Old Testament mandates orphan care, and the New Tes-
tament modeled that care and bequeathed us a theologi-
cal model of redemption developed from that mandate. 

In 2006, Democrat Representative Julie Bartling 
remarked that most people in South Dakota are in 
favor of a ban on abortions. Stunning some of her con-
stituents, she stated, “I think South Dakota has always 
been what I call a pro-life state.…I think it’s ready to 
step up and be in the forefront and make some of these 
!rst moves.”9 While South Dakota does not carry out 
that many abortions, statistically speaking, imagine if 
this law actually passed. First, the church would rejoice, 



and rightly so. Any battle won defending the lives of 
innocent babies deserves celebration! But, in effect, 
would we lose?

Let us assume that the abortion rate remained con-
stant since the last data was taken on abortions in this 
one state. When these data were last released, South 
Dakota had 1,070 lives ended through abortion for 
the year.10 Let us assume that just over half of the birth 
mothers decided to parent their children, since abortion 
was no longer an option. What happens to the remain-
ing children? Hopefully, the birthparents made an adop-
tion plan. If they did, an agency would help them in 
placing the child for adoption. If they did not, chances 
are the child would wind up a ward of the state, join-
ing thousands of children already awaiting permanent 
homes in their state-run system.

Where are the churches in all of this? Many of us 
assume that we are contributing to ongoing work at chil-
dren’s homes. It is true that, if you are a Southern Baptist, 
your Cooperative Program dollars support the ministries 
of several children’s homes in several states. Frequently, 
our children’s homes work closely with their respective 
state governments to take children who are not adopt-
able due to severe emotional trauma or other issues.

But do not breathe easy yet. In 2007, the Florida 
Baptist Children’s Homes assisted with eighty-!ve fos-
ter homes, thirty-eight adoptions and the placement 
of 182 children in residential care. As a result of these 
ministries, Florida Baptists saw 50 people accept Christ 
as their Lord.11 In Oklahoma Baptist Children’s Homes 
2006 annual report, they served 309 children, placing 
approximately 150 of them in residential care.12 "is is 
great and sacri!cial work on the part of both of these 
states, but the cost to run these programs entered into 
the tens of millions of dollars in order to aid a relatively 
small number of children, compared to the vast need.

To demonstrate the desperate need of a new 
approach, consider the following facts:13 

1. "ere are 3.4 million “double orphans”—chil- 
dren lacking both parents—in Asia.
2. Over 400,000 orphans in Latin America over- 
whelm their social services.
3. 10.3 million orphans fend for themselves in  

sub-Saharan Africa; 15.7 million African chil- 
dren have lost at least one parent to AIDS.
4. More than 400,000 children are in the United  
States foster care system; approximately 107,000  
children of these children are available for  
adoption.
5. In the state where I live, a social worker stated  
that there are more than !ve thousand children  
whose parents’ rights have been terminated by  
the courts and are awaiting adoption.

The statistics seem overwhelming—but there is 
more. Since the 1980s, U.S. Americans have consistently 
adopted between 118,000 and 125,000 children per 
year. Yet these numbers are a bit deceiving. Until the 
mid-1990s, over more than seventy percent of adop-
tions were kinship adoptions. This means that out of 
these adoptions, the vast majority were step-parents 
adopting step-children or uncles and aunts adopting 
their nieces and nephews. At best, only 40,000 or so 
children were being brought home in traditional adop-
tions each year! Thankfully, some of the percentages 
have changed, but the number of actual adoptions 
remains relatively stable.15 

To further complicate the problem, infertility is 
on the rise across the United States. Physicians do not 
know why, but the numbers of those actually able to 
carry a child to term is falling.16 Infertility hurts. It hurts 
in an indescribable way. It creates an ever-present ache 
of longing combined with the blackness of despair for 
many barren parents. Few rays of hope seem to pen-
etrate this maze of confusion. One in !ve couples know 
this hurt. My wife and I know this hurt. People in your 
church are currently feeling this hurt.

Yet seeking the counsel of Scripture in this maze of 
confusion and doubt is o#en the last task that hurting 
couples undertake. Trusting in science and technology, 
they seek medical remedies. "ese remedies are not only 
costly, but physically dangerous and ethically question-
able, if one believes that life begins at conception. "e 
processes of super-ovulation and in vitro fertilizations 
can result in ten or more embryos being formed out-
side of the womb. Frequently, physicians decide which 
babies appear most viable and inject those, arbitrarily 



discarding the rest. For some people, the thought of 
tossing the fertilized eggs away is immoral, so they cryo-
genically freeze the eggs. "is has led to a new dilemma 
since the freezers of fertility clinics are !lled with con-
ceived children, sustained in a frozen purgatory of our 
own making.17 For those who are injected with the fer-
tilized eggs, doctors may inject six or more embryos to 
ensure success of at least one attaching to the uterine 
wall. Most of the embryos do not attach. In fact, there is 
only a 33% chance that the embryos will attach, leading 
many couples to repeat this process multiple times at a 
cost ranging from $10,000 to $12,000 per cycle, in a 
non-insurance covered process.18 

Occasionally, more than one of the embryos will 
attach to the uterine wall and most fertility doctors will 
evaluate the progress of the children until the eighth 
or ninth week, at which time most will counsel their 
patients to abort all but one or two of the embryos. "is 
is done in the hope of ensuring a successful completion 
of the pregnancy. Christians should be appalled and 
question where we are within the providence of God 
when believers pursue such remedies.

With the Scriptural mandates in mind, what is the 
church to do? Please allow me to o&er eight suggestions 
for how we might bring about a revival in the biblical 
practice of adoption:

1. Recognize that adoption is a calling. Not every 
Christian will adopt nor should every Christian 
adopt. "at being said, every Christian can and 
should help in some way. Doctors may help fami-
lies with the burdensome medical and physical 
examinations that must be completed before 
bringing a child home. Churches may create 
adoption-friendly atmospheres where adopted 
children are welcomed and celebrated. Sunday 
School classes and friends, through adoption 
showers, may help to meet the sudden needs of 
families bringing a child home. Unlike a typical 
birth, there is not always a nine-month gestation 
period in which to prepare for a new family mem-
ber. For those families adopting older children, 

they often do not know the children’s precise 
needs until the children enter the home. Even 
then, it may be a financial strain to meet those 
needs immediately. 
2. Get involved in the world of orphan care. Take 
mission trips to other countries and work with their 
orphanages. See what you and your church can do 
with your regional Baptist Homes for Children.
3. If you are a pastor, become an advocate for 
adoption from your pulpit and from your study. 
Take this brief study on adoption and examine 
it from a scriptural standpoint. Teach your peo-
ple about the scriptural images of adoption and 
orphan care. Know where to refer couples con-
sidering adoption. Of the !ve pastors from whom 
my wife and I sought counsel, a#er discovering 
we were unable to conceive, not one was able 
to provide counsel about adoption, the biblical 
framework for adoption, or even where to obtain 
such information. Pastors and church leaders 
must learn about the infertility issues that a&ect 
thousands of young adults across this country. 
Incorporate infertility and adoption issues into at 
least one session of your pre-marital counseling. 
Be certain that your preaching re$ects the reali-
ties, hopes, and fears of infertility and adoption 
as you exegete the text of Scripture.
4. Get involved financially. The cost to adopt a 
child domestically through an agency frequently 
exceeds ten thousand dollars; when expenses for 
multiple flights across the ocean are included, 
international adoptions can range from seven 
thousand dollars to well over twenty thousand.19 
5. Know that Christian churches are now in 
competition with the world for the hearts and 
souls of the orphans. Homosexual groups are 
working hard to legalize adoption for same-sex 
couples; they are more than happy to take in chil-
dren while the church sleeps. Rosie O’Donnell 
boldly stated on her show in 2002 that if the 
nation would allow gays and lesbians to adopt, 
they would alleviate the strain on the system.20 
Could this be yet another role of the church we 
are allowing others to !ll?



6. Teach your people about the sacredness of 
human life and the potential destructive power of 
our expectations in relation to procreation. God 
is the God of life. 
7. Listen for God to call you to do more.
8. Pray.

Adoption is frequently romanticized and idealized 
with little consideration of the real cost. "e challenges 
and concerns are real, but the purpose of this article is 
simply to aid church leaders in beginning the consider-
ation of the scriptural role and mandate for God’s peo-
ple in orphan care. What if the churches in America saw 
that our walk does not correlate with our talk in rela-
tion to pro-life issues? What if !ve thousand Christian 
couples in the metro area where I live would say that 
they believe God is calling them to adopt and the adopt 
children throughout the state? What if those same 
Christian couples raised those !ve thousand children 
and they in turn raised their children to trust Christ?

Christopher Padbury caught the vision. He and his 
wife began the adoption process in their church years 
ago. "ey saw how central their community of faith was 
throughout the process. As the pastor, he began to call 
on his church to consider adoption as a calling from God 
and a mandate from Scripture. Eventually, he and his 
church family founded Project 127 to help members of 
their church to adopt children. Despite a snowstorm 
the night of their first formal meeting with the state’s 
welfare workers, 250 people came to hear what God was 
doing through this unique ministry. At that point, God 
turned the heart of the church around and they began to 
adopt children from the county where they are located. 
By 2007, they had 206 families involved in the process of 
adopting with sixty-eight having actually adopted. What 
is their goal? It is quite simply the eradication of the fact 
that 875 children remain in Colorado’s social system.21

As the number of homeless children grows in Africa, 
China, and around the world, what would God have 
you do? Scripturally, we already have a mandate and an 
example. "e problem of orphan care is global. Chris-
tians are called to stand against the rising tide of com-
mercialism and individualism, placing our focus where 
God has had his focus all along : the eyes of God are 

upon the children.
ENDNOTES
 1All Scripture references are taken from "e Holy Bible, 

New Living Translation (Wheaton, IL: Tyndale 
House, 1997).

 2Michael J. Broyde, “Adoption, Personal Status, and 
Jewish Law,” in The Morality of Adotpion: Social-
Psychological, Theological and Legal Perspectives, ed. 
Timothy P. Jackson (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2005), 
128–29.

 3See also Job 24:2–4.
 4Michael Green, Evangelism in the Early Church 

(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2003), 167. See also John 
Francis Brosnan, “"e Law of Adoption,” Columbia 
Law Review 22 (1922): 332–42.

 5For a further development of this idea, see Robert A. 
Peterson, Adopted by God: From Wayward Sinners to 
Cherished Children (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R Publish-
ing, 2001), 37–38.

 6“[W]ere I asked to focus the New Testament mes-
sage in three words, my proposal would be adoption 
through propitiation, and I do not expect ever to meet 
a richer or more pregnant summary of the gospel than 
that.” J.I. Packer, Knowing God, 20th anniversary ed. 
(Downers Grove, IL: Intervarsity Press, 1993), 214.

 7For more on Brace, the CAS and the social condi-
tions that promoted the Orphan Trains, see Stephen 
O’Connor, Orphan Trains: the Story of Charles Loring 
Brace and the Children He Saved and Failed (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2004) and Marylyn Holt, 
"e Orphan Trains: Placing Out in America (Lincoln, 
NE: Bison Books, 2004).

 8As cited in Brian Stanley, ed. Christian Missions and 
the Enlightenment (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2001), 3.

 9Michael Foust, “South Dakota House passes ban on 
abortion, challenging court’s Roe v. Wade decision.” 
Baptist Press, http://www.bpnews.net/bpnews.
asp?ID=22627 (accessed 10 March 2006).

10http://www.abortionfacts.com/statistics/age.asp 
(accessed 13 September 2007).

11“2007 Report to the Associations” by the Florida Bap-
tist Children’s Homes, http://fbchomes.org/html1/
download.html#reptassn (accessed 7 September 
2007).



12“2006 Annual Report” by the Oklahoma Baptist 
Children’s Homes, http://www.obhc.org/NetCom-
munity/Page.aspx?pid=727&srcid=508 (accessed 7 
September 2007).

13“UNICEF Data on Orphans by Region to 2010,” 
http://chnm.gmu.edu (accessed 30 September 2011); 
“AFCARS Report: Preliminary Fiscal Year Estimates 
as of June 2011,” http://acf.HHS.gov (accessed 30 
September 2011).

14For more data, see the U.S. Department of Health and 
Human Services statistics from 2001, http://naic.acf.
hhs.gov/pubs/s_adoptedhighlights.cfm (accessed 24 
February 2006).

15Ibid. In 2000, just over 54% of all adoptions in the 
states shi#ed to traditional adoptions.

16George Creatsas, George Mastorakos and George P 
Chrousos, “Setting Reproductive Health Priorities 
to Meet the Needs of the New Millennium,” in The 
Young Woman at the Rise of the 21st Century: Gyneco-
logical and reproductive issues in health and disease, eds. 
George Creatsas, et al. (New York: New York Acad-
emy of Sciences, 2000), xiii.

17John C. Mayoue, “Legal and Ethical Challenges of 
Embryonic Adoption,” in "e Morality of Adoption: 
Social-Psychological, "eological and Legal Perspectives, 
ed. Timothy P. Jackson (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
2005): 262–82. For more on adopting these cryo-
genically preserved embryos, see www.snow$akes.org 
(accessed 24 July 2007).

18Gilbert Meilaender, “A Child of One’s Own: At What 
Price?” in The Reproductive Revolution: A Christian 
Appraisal of Sexuality, Reproductive Technologies and 
the Family, (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2000): 36–45. 
For the !nancial and rate of success, see www.social-
fertility.com/ivf-cost-information.html (accessed 15 
January 2008). According to Dr. R.E. Anderson of the 
Southern California Center for Reproductive Medi-
cine, the younger the patient undergoing the IVF pro-
cess, the greater the opportunity for success. In the 
under 35 bracket, Anderson’s group saw 62% carry an 
infant to term or longer than 12 weeks. But the num-
ber drops from there with only 43.2% in the 35–37 
age bracket, 30% in the 38–40 age bracket and 11.8% 
in the 40 and older age bracket, www.socialfertility.

com/ivf-success-rate.html (accessed 15 January 2008).
19Groups like Stephen Curtis Chapman’s Shaohanna’s 

Hope help fund adoptions for those who want to 
adopt but have little means but there are many more 
requests than available !nances. For information on 
wide range of adoption costs, see the information 
provided by the Evan B. Donald Adoption Institute, 
“Costs of Adoption,” www.adoptioninstitute.org/fac-
toverview/costs.html, (accessed 26 August 2007).

20Dan Allen, “"e adoption option: Rosie O’Donnell 
and tens of thousands of other gay people have chosen 
to adopt children—but how many roadblocks stand in 
the way of others who want to follow their lead?” "e 
Advocate (May 28, 2002), http://!ndarticles.com/p/
articles/mi_m1589/is_2002_May_28/ai_86128324, 
(accessed 28 July 2007).

 21Interview with Christopher Padbury, June 21, 2006. 
See also http://www.project127.com/about/all-
about1.htm (accessed 24 July 2007).





They were so different just a few 
months ago when we first met. At 
four-and-a-half years old, Noella had 
already seen dozens of her orphan 
friends leave Home of Hope united 
with new families. She immediately 
and playfully connected, yearning for 
long-awaited love and lasting atten-
tion. At four years old, our round and 
deep-eyed Nathanael had just been 
transferred from another orphanage. 
He was far more interested in each 
passing “motorcar” than his new par-
ents. Sophia, our youngest at three-
and-a-half, was petrified for the first 
week, turning her head, arching her 
back, and welling up in tears at every 

affectionate approach. So she latched onto the famil-
iar—the tall Rwandan driver operating our rented Land 
Cruiser, a stout ex-military man who had launched 
heavy ordnance against the murderous majority dur-
ing the infamous Rwandan genocide of 1994. Our new 
children were loved and were being adopted, but they 
remained uncertain, insecure, and apprehensive.

How would they come to know that they are our 
children? How would they become convinced of their 
new heritage and inheritance? What would be the sign 
of their sonship, the a%rmation of their adoption? For 
now, perhaps we could employ a trilingual lawyer $u-
ent in Kinyarwanda, French, and English to translate 
for them the ra# of documents testifying to their new 
status. In the future, we could point to family resem-
blances, developed over years of absorbing aspects of our 
familial personality. Or both now and in days to come, 
we could trust that the earth-turning transformation 
between the midnight of fatherlessness and the dawn 
of sonship is proven by the brilliantly underestimated 
testimony: “Daddy!” 

How do Christians know that we are God’s children? 
What assures us of his love? How do we become con-
vinced of our new heritage and inheritance? What is 
the sign of our sonship, the a%rmation of our adoption?

Conservative evangelical theology has typically por-
trayed biblical teaching on such assurance as objective, 
rational, almost empirical. Believing and doing the right 
things provides su%cient evidence of our reconciled rela-



tionship and our spiritual renewal. Orthodoxy and ortho-
praxy are the marks of the true believer, and these marks 
are observable and veri!able. Personal assurance is based 
almost solely on doctrinal accuracy and spiritual fruit.

Even in Reformed circles the testimony of the 
human spirit is o#en represented as being exclu-
sively the product of a re$ective process, and not 
at all the result of a spontaneous conviction which 
issues, without any consciousness of argumenta-
tive procedure, from living spiritual a&ections.1 

Certainly Scripture teaches right belief and right 
practice as necessary grounds for assurance, but is it pos-
sible that Christian assurance is based on more than 
these evidences? Could there also be a subjective per-
sonal basis for assurance, not contradicting the objec-
tive means but supplementing these means? In Romans 
8:15–16 Paul assures the Christians in Rome: “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!’ "e Spirit himself bears 
witness with our spirit that we are children of God.”2 
What does Paul mean? Is it possible to describe this 
internal testimony of the Holy Spirit regarding our 
adoption into the divine family? And how might one 
explain the assurance that it produces?

In this article I aim to describe the dynamics of the 
internal testimony of the Holy Spirit, a testimony that 
resounds in the hearts of God’s adopted children. "ere 
are !ve pertinent questions regarding the dynamics of 
this testimony in Romans 8:16: (1) Who is giving the 
testimony? Is it a single or joint witness? (2) What is 
the content of the testimony? What is the testimony 
about? (3) Who is the recipient and bene!ciary of the 
testimony? To whom and for whom is the testimony 
expressed? (4) What is the goal of the testimony? What 
is it meant to accomplish? (5) What is the nature of the 
testimony? "at is, what are its inner workings, and how 
can they be described?

I will begin by noting some limitations and o&ering 

a caveat regarding terminology. "e primary substance 
of the article will be an in-depth exegesis of Romans 
8:16, attempting to answer the defining question 
regarding the number of witnesses Paul has in mind—
one (the Holy Spirit) or two (the Holy Spirit and the 
human spirit). I will then seek to identify and explain 
the content, recipients, goal, and especially the nature of 
the Spirit’s inner witness before giving some concluding 
and clarifying thoughts.

The internal testimony of the Holy Spirit is a two-
pronged issue. Graham Cole describes: 

"e expression “witness of the Spirit” covers two 
di&erent but related ideas. "e concept is found 
in Scripture in Paul’s letter to the Romans, where 
assurance of our relationship to God appears to 
be in view; and historically, Calvin wrote of the 
internal testimony or witness of the Spirit in rela-
tion to our confidence that Scripture is indeed 
the word of God. Both are concerned with an 
epistemic claim, and in that lies their similarity.3 

Many theological treatments appropriately address 
both aspects of the internal testimony of the Spirit: (1) 
the Spirit assures us of the veracity of God’s scriptural 
revelation and (2) the Spirit assures us of the certainty 
of our spiritual adoption. However—though both 
aspects of the internal testimony concern the Holy 
Spirit, assurance, and epistemology—the two testimo-
nies are separate matters. I will limit my examination 
to the internal testimony of the Spirit in Romans 8:16 
(paralleled in Gal 4:6–7) regarding our adoption as 
God’s children.4 I will not deal with (1) the testimony 
of the Spirit that the Bible is the Word of God; (2) 
the doctrine of assurance as a whole; or (3) a detailed 
examination of all passages related to the internal tes-
timony of the Holy Spirit.

O#en the study of pneumatology seems to laugh at lan-
guage. Jesus said to Nicodemus in John 3:8, “"e wind 
blows where it wishes, and you hear its sound, but you 



do not know where it comes from or where it goes. So it 
is with everyone who is born of the Spirit.” How do you 
describe the wind?

The search for precise and accurate descriptors is 
challenging in any theological study, but the terrain is 
uniquely grueling when describing the Holy Spirit and 
his work. "e ditch on the right is !lled with concrete 
rational expressions that leave little room for personal, 
mysterious, supernatural dynamics of the Spirit’s pres-
ence and ministry. The ditch on the left is filled with 
ambiguous sub-rational expressions that long ago 
stepped off the ledge of Scripture and into the thin 
air of speculation.5 Staying on the narrow middle road 
demands careful steps and constant illumination.

Further, the internal testimony of the Spirit is one 
place along the pneumatological path where precise 
language can become particularly di%cult. Attempts 
to describe this internal testimony are at best a rope 
bridge and at worst a high-wire. "e intensely spiri-
tual nature of the internal testimony combined with 
the slenderness of the biblical evidence makes it 
difficult for one to find accurate, balanced, bibline 
terminology to describe it.6 John Yates sees this chal-
lenge re$ected in the scholarly discussion: “Numerous 
attempts have been made to make the witness of the 
Spirit more explicable. All seem to have serious dif-
!culties.”7 A correspondent of Bernard Ramm writes, 
“My own complaint against most writers on the Holy 
Spirit is that they know too much.”8 The danger of 
“knowing too much” threatens every writer who 
attempts a full and nuanced treatment of any aspect 
of pneumatology.

Nevertheless, the tenor of Paul’s statement in 
Romans 8:16 makes it clear that this internal testimony 
of the Spirit regarding our adoption and sonship in the 
divine family is an unspeakable gi# worth pondering, 
defining, embracing—and expressing. As long as we 
construct parallel fences of humility to guard ourselves 
from plunging into le#-ditch speculation or right-ditch 
intellectualism,9 it is better to shu'e our way over to 
the edge of revelation and gaze into the richness of the 
Spirit’s work than to retreat to the $at plains of sheer 
rationality. My goal is to proceed with a mood that is 
both cautious and exploratory.

Romans 8:15–16 is the only New Testament passage 
that clearly asserts the testimony of the Holy Spirit 
regarding the believer’s adoption into God’s family. Still, 
one central question lingers as we attempt to describe 
this testimony: Is Paul portraying one internal witness 
(the Holy Spirit testifying to the human spirit) or two 
internal witnesses (the Holy Spirit testifying with the 
human spirit)?

"e phrase in question is summarturei t# pneumati 
h$m#n (“testi!es with/to our spirit”). Here the Greek 
dative case may indicate association (“with our spirit”) 
or direct object (“to our spirit”).10 In other words, Paul 
may be describing either a joint testimony in which the 
Holy Spirit and the human spirit co-testify to the real-
ity of one’s adoption or a single testimony in which the 
Holy Spirit somehow testi!es to the believer about the 
reality of his adoption. I will call these two interpreta-
tions the “joint-witness” and the “single-witness” views. 
Both the translations and the scholarly literature favor 
the joint-witness view,11 but the single-witness view also 
has supporters.12

How does this exegetical question a&ect our under-
standing of the internal testimony? Under the joint-
witness view, both the Holy Spirit and the human spirit 
testify about the believer’s status as an adopted child of 
God, but it is unclear who is receiving the testimony. 
Under the single-witness view, the Holy Spirit is testify-
ing to the human spirit regarding the believer’s status 
as an adopted child of God, but it is unclear how the 
believer receives this witness. This issue is central to 
understanding the nature of the witness and will there-
fore occupy much of our attention.

Summarturei
The meaning of the key phrase t# pneumati h$m#n 
(“with/to our spirit”) depends on the context in gen-
eral and the verb summarturei in particular. Neither the 
joint-witness or single-witness meaning is inherent in 
the phrase itself.

The compound verb summarture# combines the 
verb marture# (“to bear witness”) with the pre!x sun- 
(“with”). Simple linguistic addition produces the de!-



nition “to testify with,” giving the joint-witness view 
the apparent advantage of an “accompanying dat[ive] 
of association.”13 In other words, if the compound verb 
summarture# inherently denotes dual testimony (“to tes-
tify with”), the ensuing phrase t# pneumati h$m#n must 
mean “with our spirit” instead of “to our spirit.” Further 
argumentation is rendered almost unnecessary.

However, verbal pre!xes can provide more nuance 
than simple modi!cation. "rough centuries of usage 
a pre!x might morph into a verbal intensi!er, adding 
to the root meaning by amplifying rather than modi-
fying. For example, esthi# (“to eat”) was intensi!ed in 
katesthi# (“to devour”).14 Daniel Wallace believes that 
summarture# followed precisely this pattern. “Lexically, 
though [summarture#] originally bore an associative 
idea, it developed in the direction of merely intensifying 
[marture#].”15 How would we distinguish an intensi-
!ed testimony from a normal testimony? Perhaps by its 
vigor, certainty, or unassailability.

"ese morphological and etymological observations 
keep both doors of interpretation open because the verb 
summarture# allows for two possible meanings: (1) the 
compound meaning “to testify with” or (2) the intensi-
fied meaning “to testify to / affirm / confirm.” Walter 
Bauer’s lexicon (BDAG) con!rms this semantic range by 
de!ning summarture# as “to provide supporting evidence 
by testifying,” that is, “to con!rm” or “to support by tes-
timony.”16 With the verb open to either emphasis, the 
exegetical and contextual arguments take center stage.17 

First, Old Testament law required at least two witnesses 
to confirm a matter. “A single witness shall not suffice 
against a person for any crime or for any wrong in con-
nection with any o&ense that he has committed. Only on 
the evidence of two witnesses or of three witnesses shall a 
charge be established” (Deut 19:15). Personal assurance 
of our spiritual adoption is biblically justi!ed because the 
testimony is con!rmed by the dual witness of the Holy 
Spirit and our own human spirit. "is is one of the more 
prominent arguments for the joint-witness view,18 though 
Wallace notes that one must decide whether this dual 
testimony is directed toward God or the believer.19 

Second, Roman law required that an adoption be 

con!rmed by the testimony of multiple witnesses. Wil-
liam Barclay describes Roman adoption as “serious” and 
“complicated” and asserts that we cannot appreciate the 
significance of Paul’s statement unless we understand 
the legal steps of the adoption process.

The adoption ceremony was carried out in the 
presence of seven witnesses. Now, suppose the 
adopting father died and there was some dispute 
about the right of the adopted son to inherit, one 
or more of the seven witnesses stepped forward 
and swore that the adoption was genuine. "us 
the right of the adopted person was guaranteed 
and he entered into his inheritance. So, Paul is 
saying, it is the Holy Spirit himself who is the wit-
ness to our adoption into the family of God.20 

MacArthur agrees that “just as the witnesses to a 
Roman adoption had the responsibility of testifying to 
its validity, so the indwelling Holy Spirit Himself is con-
stantly present to provide inner testimony to our divine 
adoption.”21 Although the parallel breaks down quickly 
due to the differences between legal requirements in 
Roman adoption and the unique spiritual characteris-
tics of divine adoption, it is still possible to see a general 
correspondence between the eyewitnesses necessary for 
Roman adoption and the two spiritual witnesses neces-
sary in the joint-witness view of Romans 8:16.

"ird, some suggest that Paul uses summarture# to 
signify dual witnesses in his other two usages of the term 
(Rom 2:15 and 9:1).22 "ese are the only other occur-
rences of summarture# in the New Testament.23

Rom 2:14–15: For when Gentiles, who do not 
have the law, by nature do what the law requires, 
they are a law to themselves, even though they 
do not have the law. "ey show that the work of 
the law is written on their hearts, while their con-
science also bears witness, and their con$icting 
thoughts accuse or even excuse them…

Rom 9:1–2: I am speaking the truth in Christ—I 
am not lying; my conscience bears me witness in 
the Holy Spirit…



William Hendriksen identifies a joint witness in 
each passage. In 2:15, testimony is given by (1) the writ-
ing on man’s heart and (2) the voice of his conscience. In 
9:1, the two testimonies are provided by (1) Paul him-
self and (2) his conscience.24 "omas Schreiner agrees 
that Paul is presenting a dual witness in both passages:

[2:15] Gentiles who do not have the written law 
have a twofold witness to the moral norms of the 
law. First, the commands of the law are written in 
their hearts, and second, the conscience also testi-
!es to the validity of those moral norms, in that it 
condemns or approves of the behavior practiced.25

[9:1] "e prepositional pre!x [sun-] in the parti-
ciple could be interpreted as intensive, but more 
likely it should be understood as an appeal to an 
independent witness. "e conscience is contem-
plated as a confirming entity that substantiates 
Paul’s claim to truthfulness.26

Although these dual-witness interpretations of 
summarture# in limited Pauline usage do not guarantee 
a parallel joint-witness meaning in Romans 8:16, they 
are an important part of the lexical-contextual argument.

Fourth, sun-pre!xed words permeate the immedi-

ate context, most of them bearing an associative sense. 
Gordon Fee calls this “sudden and repeated occurrence” 
a “linguistic phenomenon.”27 Sinclair Ferguson sees the 
pattern as con!rmation that summarture# is referring to 
dual witnesses in 8:16.28

Robert Jewett makes the same linguistic-contex-
tual argument based on the four sun-pre!xed words in 
8:16–17 alone:

In view of the fourfold reiteration of the [sun-] 
component verbs, revealing explicit authorial 
intent to emphasize the mutuality produced by 
the Spirit, it is inappropriate to reduce the seman-
tic range of [summarture#] (“bear witness with”) 
for apologetic reasons. It is preferable to accept 
Paul’s idea that both the apportioned Spirit 
granted to believers and the “spirit itself ” con-
!rm that believers are “children of God,” despite 
the “logical di%culties in conceptualizing this in 
modern terms.”29

Fifth, a comparison of the parallel passage in Gal 
4:6–7 indicates that the Holy Spirit himself produces 
the cry “Abba! Father!” which is expressed by God’s 
adopted children.

List Of Sun-Pre!xed Words Near Rom 8:16

Verse sun-Pre!xed Word Translation (ESV)

8:16 summarturei “(the Spirit himself ) bears witness with (our Spirit)”

8:17 sugkl$ronomoi “fellow heirs with (Christ)”

8:17 sumpaschomen “(provided) we su&er with (him)”

8:17 sundoxasth#men “we may (also) be glori!ed with (him)”

8:22 sustenazei “(the whole creation) has been groaning together”

8:22 sun#dinei “in the pains of childbirth [together]”

8:28 sunergei “(all things) work together”

8:29 summorphous “conformed” (to the image of his Son)”

9:1 summarturous$s “(my conscience) bears me witness”



Gal 4:6–7: And because you are sons, God has 
sent the Spirit of his Son into our hearts, crying, 
“Abba! Father!” So you are no longer a slave, but a 
son, and if a son, then an heir through God.

Rom 8:15–17a: 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!” "e Spirit himself testi!es 
with our spirit that we are children of God, and 
if children, then heirs—heirs of God and fellow 
heirs with Christ.

In Romans 8:15 the intimate cry “Abba! Father!” 
comes from the believer by the “Spirit of adoption,” but 
in Galatians 4:6 the cry comes directly from “the Spirit 
of his Son” whom “God has sent…into our hearts.” Fer-
guson believes that this comparison explains how the 
joint testimony functions in Romans 8:16: “"ese two 
statements are best harmonized by recognizing that the 
cry ‘Abba, Father’ is seen by Paul as expressing the co-
ordinated witness of the believer and the Spirit.”30

First, although Old Testament law required at least two 
human witnesses to confirm a matter (Deut 19:15), 
multiple witnesses are not needed to con!rm a divinely-
created reality like spiritual adoption. Further, the 
divine witness of the Holy Spirit should not have to be 
con!rmed by a second witness. Wallace objects that the 
appeal to Deuteronomy 19:15

seems to presuppose that the Spirit’s testimony 
is not good enough if offered by itself…But 
elsewhere in the NT a single testimony is o#en 
acceptable, especially one o&ered by God. Indeed, 
the vast bulk of texts in which the Spirit bears 
witness rest the claim made on that witness alone; 
no other witness is necessary.31

Deuteronomy 19:15 demands multiple witnesses 
in order to establish a criminal accusation. Yet it is rea-
sonable to assume that certainty regarding spiritual-
redemptive realities can be achieved in other ways. 
Moreover, the demand for multiple witnesses is based 
on the volatile, debatable circumstances surrounding 
criminal charges. It is realistic, however, to conclude 
that a single divine testimony is enough to substantiate 
a matter like spiritual adoption.

Second, even if a second witness were required to 
verify our spiritual adoption, the human spirit seems 
like a poor choice in light of basic biblical anthropol-
og y as well as the context surrounding Romans 8. 
Charles Cranfield protests, “But 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.”32 "éo Preiss 
agrees that we should not “entrust the certitude of sal-
vation to the moving sea of the religious life of man.”33 
Even though Leon Morris admits that summarture# 
bears a “strict” joint-witness sense (“testi!es with”), he 
too asserts that it must instead bear “the simple sense 
‘bear witness’” in Romans 8:16 because even the soul 
of a man in Christ cannot declare himself to be a child 
of God.34 Contextually, Paul labors to establish the 
inherent depravity of man in Romans 1:18–3:20 and 
the helplessness of his own $esh in Romans 7:14–25.35 
How can such a frail, misguided human spirit serve as 

Summary of Evidence for the  
Joint-Witness View

Type of Evidence Evidence

Biblical-Historical OT law required at least  
two witnesses to con!rm  
a matter.

Secular-Historical Roman law required multiple 
witnesses for adoption.

Lexical-Contextual Paul uses summarture# for 
joint witnesses in 2:15 and 
9:1.

Discourse- 
Contextual

Heavy saturation of sun-
pre!xed words in immediate 
context.

Pauline Parallel  
& Harmonization

Harmonization of Gal 4:6–7 
with Rom 8:15–16 reveals 
that the Spirit’s cry and our 
cry function together as a 
joint witness.



an e&ective joint witness alongside the third person of 
the Trinity regarding such a stunning spiritual reality 
as divine adoption?

[W]here else does the Bible promote such a radi-
cal inequality in the co-witnesses? (This would 
be like Walter Cronkite and some three-year-old 
concurring on the details of a newsworthy event.) 
In particular, the Holy Spirit’s witness does not 
need a second opinion. Our testimony is unnec-
essary. To suggest otherwise is like saying, “God 
says—and I can back him up on this…”!36

Third, the obvious vitality of the Spirit’s testi-
mony in 8:16 warrants a pre!xed intensi!er like sun-. 
Although the presence of other sun-pre!xed words in 
the immediate context is good evidence for a joint-
witness meaning in 8:16, it is also reasonable to see 
how a single intensi!ed divine testimony !ts the deep 
familial relationship explained in 8:15–16. Paul may 
have chosen this intensi!ed form of marture# to com-
municate the utter certainty of the Spirit’s testimony 
and the deep assurance it produces as it resonates in the 
heart of the believer.

Fourth, postulating two witnesses leaves the recipi-
ent of the witness unclear. If both the Holy Spirit 
and the human spirit are a%rming the validity of the 
believer’s adoption, who is receiving their testimony? 
If God the Father is the recipient, why does he need 
the Holy Spirit to give con!rmatory evidence that we 
are his children? If the human spirit is the recipient, 
how does it receive its own testimony? In contrast, see-
ing the Holy Spirit as the sole testi!er and the human 
spirit as the recipient brings clarity. We have confi-
dence that we have been adopted into God’s family 
because the Holy Spirit directly assures us that we are 
his children.

Fi#h, some argue that Paul uses summarture# in 2:15 
and 9:1 to refer to a single witness, not dual witnesses. 
For example, Douglas Moo leans towards a single-wit-
ness translation of summarture# (“testi!es to”) in these 
other two occurrences even though he takes the joint-
witness view of 8:16 (“testi!es with”).37

It is impossible to prove that Paul had in mind either the 
Mosaic law requiring multiple witnesses (Deut 19:15) 
or the Roman law requiring seven witnesses when he 
wrote Romans 8:16. Of the two, it is less likely that Deu-
teronomy 19:15 is the backdrop. Deuteronomy 19:15 
occurs in a criminal context, and collaborating witnesses 
are necessary because human witnesses are always fallible, 
potentially biased, and easily bought. Yet when a divine 
witness is testifying (as in Rom 8:16), there should be no 
need to appeal to another witness (especially a human 
witness). "is reality does not disallow other witnesses, 
but it would render them unnecessary. Moreover, Deu-
teronomy 19:15 is an old covenant requirement that does 
not necessarily apply to a unique spiritual reality (adop-
tion) in the New Testament.38 "erefore, if multiple wit-
nesses are not required to con!rm our spiritual adoption, 
why would Paul imply such a requirement by echoing 
Deuteronomy 19:15? God does not need human wit-
nesses to con!rm the validity of his adoptive act.

It is also unlikely that Jewish adoption functions as 
the main historical background. "e basis for adoption 

Summary of Evidence for the  
Single-Witness View

Type of Evidence Evidence

Biblical-Histori-
cal-"eological

Deut 19:15 does not !t: (1) 
multiple witnesses are unnec-
essary to con!rm realities like 
spiritual adoption; 
(2) divine testimony does not 
need outside con!rmation.

"eological- 
Contextual

Human spirit is inadequate to 
provide con!rming testimony.

Contextual- 
Linguistic

Force of the Spirit’s testimony 
warrants the intensi!ed sun-
pre!xed verb.

Contextual- 
"eological

Single-witness view clari!es 
the recipient (human spirit).

Lexical- 
Contextual

Paul uses summarture# for a 
single witness in 2:15 and 9:1.



appears in the Old Testament, but formal, technical 
adoption is absent.39 Adoption as a legal convention 
did not exist in Old Testament law, and the word never 
occurs in the Old Testament. The Roman adoption 
process presents the more probable backdrop.40 Cran-
!eld acknowledges that the backdrop is not exclusively 
Greco-Roman but still asserts that “Paul may reasonably 
be assumed to have had Greek or Roman adoption in 
mind” because “adoption as a legal act was not a Jewish 
institution.”41

With the Greco-Roman background in mind, when 
would it be especially important for a witness to con-
!rm the validity of a Roman adoption? When issues of 
inheritance arose. “Now, suppose the adopting father 
died and there was some dispute about the right of the 
adopted son to inherit, one or more of the seven wit-
nesses stepped forward and swore that the adoption was 
genuine. "us the right of the adopted person was guar-
anteed and he entered into his inheritance.”42

"e relationship of adoption to inheritance is signif-
icant because in 8:17 Paul takes our spiritual adoption 
to its logical end: if we are God’s children, then we are 
also God’s heirs. In the same way that the testimony of 
a Roman adoption witness certi!ed the adopted child’s 
right to inherit, the internal testimony of the Spirit cer-
ti!es the believer’s right to inherit.

It is important to admit several signi!cant di&erences 
between the testimony required for Roman adoption 
and the testimony Paul mentions in Romans 8:16. "e 
comparison does break down in at least three places: 
(1) multiple witnesses are necessary for a Roman adop-
tion because witnesses are !nite and fallible whereas the 
Holy Spirit’s testimony regarding our divine adoption is 
infallible; (2) witnesses are required to con!rm a Roman 
adoption because the father dies at some point and ques-
tions of inheritance arise, but God our Father never dies; 
and (3) the witnesses for a Roman adoption were neces-
sary to convince outsiders that the adoption was legal, 
but the witnesses in Romans 8:16 are meant to provide 
assurance for the divinely adopted child. "ere are dif-
ferences in (1) the quality of the witness(es), (2) the need 
for the testimony, and (3) the purpose of the testimony.

These differences can make it difficult to see the 
witnesses of Roman adoption as a proper analogy for 

the witness(es) of divine adoption in Romans 8:16. 
However, an analogy is required to connect at only one 
point—the point of comparison the author is trying to 
make. In this case, there are actually four general con-
necting points: (1) adoption; (2) testimony; (3) con!r-
mation/assurance; and (4) inheritance.

What are the rami!cations of this discussion for the 
two views? First, admitting that Deuteronomy 19:15 
may not be the backdrop of Romans 8:16 does not hurt 
the joint-witness view or help the single-witness view. 
Even if multiple witnesses were unnecessary in Paul’s 
mind, he still could have asserted multiple witnesses in 
Romans 8:16. Second, although the Roman adoption 
process is the more probable backdrop since techni-
cal Jewish adoption did not exist, Cranfield suggests 
that the discussion is super$uous since “it is clear that 
the Spirit’s testimony referred to here is thought of as 
addressed to the adopted son himself and not to any 
other party.43

"e Spirit provides testimony in order to assure the 
adopted child and not the state (in general) or the pre-
siding judge (in particular). "erefore, whether or not 
Paul was thinking of the Roman adoption ceremony 
does not signi!cantly impact the interpretation of the 
passage. Further, if Paul were analogizing strictly from 
Roman adoption to spiritual adoption, seven witnesses 
would be necessary. Because he does not say this, the 
debate is still open as to whether one or two witnesses 
are in view. "is is not to say that the discussion of his-
torical background is meaningless, but rather inconclu-
sive. Both the joint-witness view and the single-witness 
view are possible with Roman adoption as the backdrop. 
Other arguments are more signi!cant and convincing.44

Summarture
It is fairly clear that Paul uses summarture# in Romans 
2:15 and 9:1 to refer to joint testimony. In Romans 
2:15, three witnesses testify to the Gentiles that the 
Gentiles know right from wrong: (1) the law inscribed 
on their hearts, (2) their conscience con!rming the law 
through internal testimony, and (3) their thoughts con-
victing or acquitting them. Even if the conscience and 
the thoughts are seen as one witness-bearing entity, this 
entity is still bearing joint-testimony with the Gentile 



heart which has been inscribed with the moral law. In 
Romans 9:1, Paul makes a bold declaration which his 
conscience con!rms as true. Two witnesses are clearly 
in view. "ese two clear usages of summarture# do not 
mean that summarture# must also denote two witnesses 
in 8:16, but it does raise the probability.

Sun

It is remarkable that there are eight sun-pre!xed words 
bearing an associative sense from 8:17–9:1. "ere are 
four sun- pre!xes in 8:16–17 alone, three with an obvi-
ous “together-with” meaning (the debated word is sum-
marturei).

auto to pneuma summarturei t# pneumati h$m#n 
hoti esmen tekna theou. ei de tekna, kai kl$ronomoi· 
kl$ronomoi men theou, sugkl!ronomoi de Christou, 
eiper sumpaschomen hina kai sundoxasth"men.

"e 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 su"er with him in order that 
we also may be glori!ed with him.

Fee does not overstate the case when he calls this a 
“linguistic phenomenon.”45 Nevertheless, I found no sin-
gle-witness proponent who responded to this noticeable 
feature of Paul’s discourse.46 "is strong presence of other 
sun-pre!xed words does not establish an associative, joint-
witness meaning for summarturei in 8:16, but it certainly 
makes it much more likely. "e ideas of mutuality, togeth-
erness, and association flood Paul’s thought in verses 
16–17 and over$ow into the second half of Romans 8.

Although it is feasible that Paul is using summarture# 
as an intensified form to emphasize the strength and 
certainty of the Spirit’s testimony, it is unlikely in light 
of Paul’s usage of summarture# elsewhere (2:15 and 
9:1) and the fact that none of the other sun- prefixes 
in the immediate context function as intensi!ers. "is 
favors the joint-witness view. As a side note, the associa-

tive sense (“to testify with”) is inherently intensifying 
because the addition of a collaborative witness always 
strengthens the testimony given.

Some object that our human spirit has no standing to 
strengthen and confirm the testimony of the divine 
Spirit,47 but this objection does not accurately represent 
the joint-witness view. Paul is not saying that our spirit 
testi%es with the Holy Spirit but that the Holy Spirit testi-
%es with our spirit. "is re$ects the grammatical order of 
8:16 where Paul speci!cally says that the Spirit is con!rm-
ing the testimony of the human spirit, not the other way 
around. Paul assumes the internal witness of the believer 
and asserts the con!rming internal witness of the Spirit. 
“What our own spirit assures us to be true is strengthened 
by the powerful inward testimony of God’s Spirit.”48

Further, those who emphasize the human spirit’s 
inability to testify on its own behalf may be undervalu-
ing the transforming work of regeneration. Certainly 
the human spirit is frail and fallible, but the con!dence 
of the redeemed human heart can be well placed. For 
instance, we can infer from John that though the heart 
can be misleading at times, it can also be accurate.

Little children, let us not love in word or talk but 
in deed and in truth. By this we shall know that 
we are of the truth and reassure our heart before 
him; for whenever our heart condemns us, God is 
greater than our heart, and he knows everything. 
Beloved, if our heart does not condemn us, we 
have con!dence before God (1 John 3:18–21).

Although our assurance of divine adoption should not 
be based on the testimony of the human spirit alone, it is 
not as though the joint-witness view puts too much stock 
in the human spirit or calls believers to the witness stand 
to verify what the Spirit has already declared. Instead, the 
Spirit con!rms what the human spirit senses to be true. 
"is does not make the Holy Spirit and the human spirit 
equal in witness-value. "e verb summarture# does not 
require exact equality between the witnesses.

Franz Leenhardt asserts that “Paul certainly does 
not attribute to the spirit of man the knowledge of 



our adoption” but gives no theological reasons why 
Paul would not make such an attribution.49 Ferguson 
responds by arguing that this weakness of the human 
spirit is the very reason why the internal testimony of 
the Spirit is so precious.

The fact is that the Christian’s own spirit does 
display an awareness of sonship, as the rest of 
the New Testament makes clear (e.g. 1 Jn. 3:1&.), 
amazing though this is. "e problem is that even 
this awareness is o#en weakened, and God’s chil-
dren may even find themselves doubting their 
gracious status and privileges. What Paul is say-
ing, however, is that even in the darkest hour 
there is a co-operative and a%rmative testimony 
given by the Spirit.50

"e argument that the human spirit cannot testify 
to the validity of its own adoption falls $at. It is hard to 
imagine the human spirit being ignorant, unwilling, or 
unable to testify of its own adoption. No one immedi-
ately discounts a child’s declaration of sonship based on 
the fact that he is a child. Why not? Because the declara-
tion of sonship is natural and instinctive.

Does the joint-witness view leave the recipient of the 
witness unclear? Not necessarily. Although the single-
witness view clearly shows that the Spirit testi!es to the 
believer, the joint-witness view still presents the believer 
as the bene!ciary of the Spirit’s testimony. Surely God 
the Father is not the recipient of the testimony because 
he is already well aware that the person in question is 
his child.51 "erefore the human spirit, even if not the 
“recipient” in a courtroom sense, is certainly the bene!-
ciary. "e testimony gives the believer assurance, and in 
this sense the testimony is directed to him. "e question 
of how the witness is received is a di%cult issue for both 
views and cannot be used against one view alone.

The enlightening harmonization of Galatians 4:6–7 
with Romans 8:15–16 is one of the strongest supports 

for the joint-witness view because it helps explain how 
the joint-witness functions. I will deal with this harmo-
nization below as I discuss the nature of the witness.

The background question is less significant than it 
seems on the surface. It is unlikely that Paul is echo-
ing Deuteronomy 19:15 and implying that multiple 
witnesses are necessary to certify our divine adoption. 
"is does not remove the possibility or even the rel-
evance of dual witnesses, but it does remove the neces-
sity. "e Roman adoption process is probably the main 
background, yet this connection does not require that 
Paul portray a certain number of witnesses in his theo-
logical presentation. Roman adoption required seven 
witnesses, so a strict analogical connection is impos-
sible (that is, Paul does not describe seven witnesses in 
Romans 8:16). Other arguments are needed to estab-
lish one of the two views.

When these other arguments are examined, the 
joint-witness view clearly has stronger support than 
the single-witness view. Even though summarture# can 
mean either “testify with” or “testify to,” the former 
meaning is more likely in this case for several reasons. 
Paul (and the New Testament as a whole) employs 
summarture# only two other times, and both times 
he refers to joint testimony (Rom 2:15 and 9:1). "e 
reference in 9:1 is especially significant because of 
its close proximity to 8:16. Likewise, there are eight 
other sun-pre!xed words in the context, all bearing 
some sort of “together-with” sense. Some argue that 
the human spirit has no business confirming what 
the Holy Spirit has already said, but this objection 
(1) reverses the order of the testimonies, (2) under-
estimates the ability of the regenerated soul to com-
prehend and declare its own transformation and 
sonship, and (3) ignores the value of a son’s instinctive 
knowledge of his relationship with his father. Finally, 
the harmonization of Galatians 4:6–7 and Romans 
8:15–16 reveals that the Spirit’s cry and our cry func-
tion together as a joint witness. "is will be addressed 
below as I attempt to explain the nature of the inter-
nal testimony. First, however, several other important 
questions must be answered.



"e content of the joint testimony is clear: “"e Spirit 
himself bears witness with our spirit that we are children 
of God” (hoti esmen tekna theou). "e hoti introduces the 
content clause which follows. In context, Paul’s state-
ment does not emphasize the event of adoption but 
rather the ongoing family relationship and the status 
of sonship (notice the consequent legal status “heirs” 
in 8:17).

Some suggest that Paul purposefully uses tekna 
(“children”) instead of huioi (“sons”). Frederick Godet 
proposes that tekna emphasizes “personal dignity and 
independence” and “the position of honor” while huios 
(in 8:14) stresses “community of life” and “the rela-
tion of nature.”52 Richard Lenski suggests that huios is 
ampli!ed by tekna, with huioi emphasizing adoption 
and tekna emphasizing regeneration.53 Morris admits 
that the difference is “probably not significant,” but 
he allows that tekna includes daughters.54 None of 
these distinctions is likely, however. Moo calls tekna 
“no more than a stylistic variant” based on the fact 
that “[teknon] and [huioi] are used to almost the same 
extent to describe Christians or the people of God.”55 
Paul uses the expression “sons of God” !ve times (Rom 
8:14; 8:19; 9:26; 2 Cor 6:18; Gal 3:26) and “children 
of God” four times (Rom 8:16, 21; 9:8; Phil 2:15).56 
Further, both phrases (“sons of God” and “children of 
God”) obviously include daughters. Paul is emphasiz-
ing our current and continual relationship to God as 
his children, not some particular aspect of our rela-
tional status.

Although the internal testimony itself focuses on 
the fact that we are God’s children, Paul infers that “if 
[we are] children, then [we are] heirs” (Rom 8:17a). 
Grammatically, inheritance does not seem to be part 
of the testimony itself, but rather its natural and logical 
inference. Being a son or daughter includes by de!nition 
the right to inherit.

However, receiving this inheritance is not without 
conditions. It is based upon our association with Jesus 
as the su&ering Christ. We are fellow heirs with Christ 
“provided we su&er with him in order that we may also 
be glori!ed with him” (Rom 8:17b). Our joint inheri-
tance and glori!cation assumes our joint su&ering.57

Some demand that there be a clearly-stated recipient of 
the internal testimony, perhaps due to the judicial lan-
guage of the Spirit’s testimony58 and the accompanying 
courtroom imagery. In an earthly trial, all testimonies 
would be directed either to a judge or jury, depending 
on a given culture’s courtroom procedure. "e judge or 
jury’s decision to convict or acquit the accused crimi-
nal is based on their level of certainty regarding the 
case. However, there is no stated or implied judge in 
Romans 8:16. Moreover, it seems unnecessary for the 
joint testimony to be directed to God (for the purpose 
of assurance), because he already knows that the person 
in question is his child.

The testimony is given instead to provide the 
believer with assurance. It is therefore best to conclude 
that though there is no stated recipient of the testimony, 
the believer is the implied bene%ciary of the testimony. 
The testimony is given to him indirectly. He himself 
senses and expresses that he is a child of God as the 
Spirit within him provides con!rming testimony of this 
permanent and privileged status.59

"e internal testimony of the Holy Spirit does not make 
us God’s children; it makes us aware that we are God’s 
children.60 Yet the goal of the Spirit’s testimony goes 
beyond simple awareness to assurance and confidence. 
And even assurance stops short of the ultimate goal: the 
intimate, unhindered relationship that assurance pro-
duces. “"e Spirit himself bears witness with our spirit 
that we are children of God” so that we might know 
and love him with an utter con!dence that we belong 
to him as his precious children and that he is irrevers-
ibly for us (Rom 8:31) as a loving, caring, protecting, 
powerful father. Without assurance there is no intimacy, 
because unhindered love cannot exist in an atmosphere 
of intimidation, hesitation, and uncertainty. Christian 
assurance cultivates an atmosphere of intimacy.

Finally, we come to the million-dollar question. What is 
the nature of the testimony of the Holy Spirit? How is it 
given and received? How should it be described? Can it 



be described? John Yates conveys the challenge: “When 
the current literature describing the witness of the Spirit 
is examined one is struck by the varieties of ways in which 
the experience is described.”61 My own research bears this 
out. "e list of potential vocabulary is remarkable: inner, 
inward, personal, experiential, intimate, private, secretive;62 
objective, rational, trans-rational, supra-rational; emo-
tional, mystical, subjective, spiritual, stimulative; sensa-
tional, phenomenological, impressionary; %lial, familial, 
instinctive, intuitive. How should we explain the inner 
workings of this internal testimony?

"e best answer lies in the harmonization of Galatians 
4:6–7 with Romans 8:15–16. At this point it is helpful to 
reproduce the earlier comparison of the two passages.

Gal 4:6–7: And because you are sons, God has 
sent the Spirit of his Son into our hearts, crying, 
“Abba! Father!” So you are no longer a slave, but a 
son, and if a son, then an heir through God.

Rom 8:15–17a: 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!” "e Spirit himself testi!es 
with our spirit that we are children of God, and 
if children, then heirs—heirs of God and fellow 
heirs with Christ…

"e lack of a connecting word (asyndeton) between 
8:15 and 8:16 is noteworthy.63 It gives added weight 
to what is being said and reveals a tight connection 
between the cry of “Abba! Father!” (end of v. 15) and 
the testimony of the Spirit (beginning of v. 16). Com-
paring Romans 8:15–16 with Galatians 4:6–7 reveals 
the nature of this connection.

In Galatians 4:6 the indwelling Holy Spirit cries out 
“Abba! Father!” but in Romans 8:15 the believer is the 
one expressing the same cry. This juxtaposition sheds 
light on Paul’s meaning. "e Holy Spirit is “the Spirit 
of [God’s] Son” (Gal 4:6). When God sends the Spirit 
into our hearts, the Spirit instinctively expresses the inti-
mate cry “Abba! Father!” Yet he does so in conjunction 
with our spirit which expresses the same cry. Ferguson 
writes, “"ere is one cry, but that cry has two sources: 

the consciousness of the believer and the ministry of the 
Spirit. "us the Spirit bears witness along with our own 
spirits that we are God’s children in the cry which comes 
from our lips, ‘Abba, Father.’”64 Cole writes, “"e very 
fact that the Christian can pray as a child of the Father 
rather than address God like a slave addressing a master 
is evidence of the Spirit’s witness and adoption.”65

The testimony of the human spirit mentioned in 
Romans 8:16 is actually the “Abba! Father!” cry found 
in the previous verse (8:15). In other words, the believer 
testifies that he is a child of God by instinctively cry-
ing out to his Father. Yet he cries out by means of the 
indwelling Spirit of the Son whose own instinctive, 
synchronized cry con!rms that the believer is indeed a 
child of God. Ramm agrees that 

both the divine Spirit and the human spirit cry 
the same thing, Father. These are not two cries 
but one cry. "ey are like two forks of the same 
pitch which vibrate sympathetically and har-
moniously together. We both cry; we both cry 
Father—it is the same cry, the same content, to 
the same God.66 

William Shedd provides more explanation as he 
portrays a similar dynamic:

There are two persons actually concerned: the 
believer, and the third Trinitarian person. "e lat-
ter co-witnesses with the former, and con!rms the 
testimony of the believer’s consciousness…Yet all 
this occurs in the unity of a single self-conscious-
ness. The human spirit is not conscious of the 
Divine Spirit, as of an agent other than and distinct 
from itself. This is enthusiasm, in the bad sense. 
"e Holy Ghost is indeed an agent distinct from 
and other than the human soul; but there is no 
report to this e&ect, in the immediate conscious-
ness here described. "e believer would not have 
known that there is another person than himself 
concerned in this con!dent personal assurance of 
adoption, had it not been taught to him. His own 
mind makes no report of two agents, or persons. 
"e witness of the Spirit is not a doctrine of psy-



chology, but of revelation. At the same time…it is 
not a doctrine repellant to human reason.67 

Shedd makes a vital point: It is not as though the 
believer is able to distinguish between his own cry of 
“Abba! Father!” and the Spirit’s cry of “Abba! Father!” 
They are conveyed by a single expression. Yet this 
instinctive spiritual cry toward God is one basis of the 
believer’s assurance. “It may be said that the Spirit of 
God testi!es through our spirit, but also to our spirit.” 
Paul “conceives of the two as most intimately related, 
the one as grounded in the other.”68 Fee asks, “How do 
‘we’ know that we are God’s children? Because by inspir-
ing us to cry ‘Abba-Father,’ the Spirit of God thereby 
bears witness with us (= our own spirits) that we belong 
to God as his children.”69 In other words, “by our crying 
out to God the Spirit thus bears witness with our spirits 
that we are God’s children.”70

"e fact that believers have the compelling desire 
to cry out in intimate petition and praise to their 
loving Father, along with their longing for fellow-
ship and communion with God, is evidence of the 
indwelling Holy Spirit, which indwelling proves 
one’s salvation and gives assurance of eternal life.71

The internal testimony of the Holy Spirit blended 
with the internal testimony of the believer’s spirit is not 
the measured testimony of a courtroom but the sponta-
neous expression of a child. It is more a spiritual instinct 
than a reasoned conviction. On the one hand, it is sen-
sible to think that it can be sti$ed by habitual or uncon-
fessed sin since Scripture is clear that sin drives a wedge 
into our relationship with God (Ps 32:3–5; 66:18). On 
the other hand, it is not rational, empirical self-examina-
tion that produces this deep, personal assurance. Instead, 
this assurance is generated by the instinctive coordinated 
cry of “Abba! Father!” made by the indwelling Holy 
Spirit and the redeemed human spirit.

Frederick Bruner highlights the distinction between 
having salvation and sonship (justi!cation and adop-
tion) and knowing that you have salvation and sonship.72 
There is a difference between legal righteousness and 
intimate relationship. "ere is a di&erence between hav-

ing a father and knowing your father. "ere is a di&er-
ence between the certainty of a judge’s declaration and 
the certainty of a father’s embrace.

In the Reformed tradition we have typically envisioned 
assurance as the product of a long process of reflec-
tion on our doctrinal beliefs, spiritual fruit, and Chris-
tian maturity. Yet this is not what Paul has in mind in 
Romans 8:16.73 "ough charges of subjectivity and mys-
ticism die hard, there is a bit of both in Paul’s pneuma-
tology at this point.

Even conservative scholars allow this. They call 
the internal testimony of the Holy Spirit a “spiritual 
instinct”74 which is found “at the subjective level of spiri-
tual and emotional perception” because “more than our 
intellect is involved.”75 It is a “subjective assurance”76 pro-
duced by a “!lial consciousness”77 that “transcends human 
comprehension”78 and “a&ects the deepest and innermost 
part of our beings.”79 This is because God is capable of 
“interacting with those less tangible elements of human 
existence which we call mind and spirit”80 and provoking 
an “experiential phenomenon”81 like the “Abba! Father!” 
cry. "e internal testimony registers “at the very center of 
our being, where nothing can be deeper. Only the Spirit 
can touch us here—touch us really, profoundly, perma-
nently.”82 It is “not a datum available to psychologists 
or philosophers,” and it is unavailable to them precisely 
because “spiritual realities must be spiritually discerned.”83 
It is “the result of a spontaneous conviction which issues, 
without any consciousness of argumentative procedure, 
from living spiritual a&ections.”84

Ultimately the text describes a religious experi-
ence that is ine&able, for the witness of the Holy 
Spirit with the human spirit that one is a child 
of God is mystical in the best sense of the word. 
Some veer away from this idea because of its sub-
jectivity, but the abuse of the subjective in some 
circles cannot exclude the “mystical” and emo-
tional dimensions of Christian experience.85

"e witness of the Spirit cannot be objecti!ed ratio-
nally and the assurance it produces cannot be empiri-



cally justified. John MacArthur seems to make this 
mistake when he equates the witness of the Spirit with 
other observable means of assurance, thereby juxtapos-
ing subjective assurance and objective assurance. First he 
accurately says that “the indwelling Holy Spirit Himself 
is constantly present to provide inner testimony to our 
divine adoption,” but then adds that

Paul does not have in mind just some mystical 
small voice saying we are saved. Rather, he may 
be referring to the fruit of the Spirit (Gal. 5:22–
23), which, when the Spirit produces it, gives 
the believer assurance. Or, he may be thinking 
of the power for service (Acts 1:8), which when 
experienced is evidence of the Spirit’s presence, 
thus assuring one of salvation. When believers are 
compelled by love for God, feel deep hatred for 
sin, reject the world, long for Christ’s return, love 
other Christians, experience answered prayer, dis-
cern between truth and error, long for and move 
toward Christlikeness, the work of the Holy 
Spirit is evidenced and those believers have wit-
ness that they truly are children of God.86

MacArthur mixes together the subjective and objec-
tive means of assurance, yet such a blend does not accu-
rately represent the Spirit’s internal testimony in Romans 
8:16. Paul gives no empirical means of assurance here. 
"is is not to deny other objective grounds for assurance 
such as righteous living (1 John 1:7), confession of sin 
(1 John 1:9), love for the brethren (1 John 2:9–10), and 
good works ( James 2:14–26). “"e Spirit’s witness that 
we are God’s children cannot be separated from obedi-
ence to the Father.”87 Neither is this internal emphasis a 
denial of the importance of embracing central doctrines 
(1 Cor 15:12–19; 1 John 4:1–3). Instead, the point is 
that the internal witness itself cannot be subjected to 
empirical examination. Neither should it be devalued 
due to this intensely personal, subjective nature.

"e witness of the Spirit is personal but not individu-
alistic; private, but not anarchist; unseen, but producing 
visible fellowship; subjective, but not leading to subjectiv-
ism.88 It produces persuasion but cannot be equated with 
persuasion, since one can be persuaded yet wrong (Matt 

7:21–23). It is an experience but is not synonymous with 
experience because its very structure and content is not 
primarily learned by experience but revealed in Scrip-
ture.89 J.I. Packer clari!es this aspect of experience:

I should add that the Spirit’s witness is not ordi-
narily “an experience” in the sense in which 
orgasm, or shock, or bewilderment, or being 
“sent” by beauty in music or nature, or eating 
curry are experiences—dateable, memorable 
items in our $ow of consciousness, standing out 
from what went before and what came a#er, and 
relatively short-lived. "ere are, to be sure, “expe-
riences” in which the Spirit’s witness becomes 
suddenly strong…But what such “experiences” 
do is intensify a quality of experience that is real 
in some measure for every believer from the !rst. 
Paul speaks of the Spirit’s witness in the present 
tense…implying that it is a continuous opera-
tion that imparts permanent con!dence in God. 
Though not always felt as vividly as it is some-
times, and though overshadowed from time to 
time by feelings of doubt and despair, this con!-
dence remains constant and in the !nal analysis 
insuperable. "e Spirit himself sees to that!90

"e witness of the Spirit is not unrational or irratio-
nal. Rather, it is supra-rational.91 It bears cognitive con-
tent (“we are children of God”) but penetrates deeper 
than mere cognition.

A witness is meant to provide trustworthy testi-
mony in order to establish certainty, thereby producing 
and cultivating con!dence, assurance, and security. In 
Romans 8:16 such assurance saturates our relationship 
with our heavenly Father. Without such confidence, 
intimacy shrivels into hesitation, insecurity, and appre-
hension if not distance, separation, and outright fear.

"e internal testimony of the Spirit is not the only 
basis of Christian assurance, but it is a signi!cant and 
neglected species within the family. "e danger of mis-
identifying the testimony is no warrant for deempha-
sizing or denying it. On the other hand, this particular 
type of assurance is not something to be searched out 
or sought. “In seeking the Father in prayer the assur-



ance comes, the witness of the Spirit takes place. But to 
seek assurance of adoption per se may be to miss it. Real 
assurance comes when the focus is elsewhere.”92

Assurance rightly arises from accurate theological 
convictions and careful self-examination, but assurance 
is also designed as a symphony and not merely a science 
lab. The Spirit sings the melody of adoption and the 
adopted heart resounds with the harmony of sonship. 
Yes, we are increasingly assured of our standing before 
God by the growing precision with which we follow the 
director, play the notes, and blend with the orchestra. 
But with the internal testimony of the Spirit, we are also 
assured as our freshly-tuned hearts follow the rhythm 
and echo the song.

"e internal testimony of the Holy Spirit in Romans  
8:16 is the simultaneous testimony of the indwelling 
Holy Spirit and the human spirit heard in the adopted 
child’s instinctive cry of “Abba! Father!” It is a recurring 
expression that issues from deep within the redeemed 
soul, providing constant subjective assurance that the 
believer is indeed a child of God.

Now their names are Ember, Isaiah, and Brooklyn. "ey 
are adjusting to our ways, settling into our home, and 
interpreting our affection. They do not yet speak our 
language or understand all that has happened to them. 

But they do say, “Daddy!”
They have not read the oversized “Act of Adop-

tion” document inscribed in French or the notariza-
tions stamped by the Ministry of Gender and Family 
Promotion or the immigration paperwork that pre-
ceded the printing of their passports. At times they 
struggle to understand our expressions of love, 
instruction, and discipline. 

But they do say, “Daddy!”
"e court is appeased, the papers are signed, and the 

transfer is permanent, though they cannot begin to com-
prehend how their status has changed. Full understanding 
of their adoption is years away, and their !nal inheritance 
is likely decades future. But the midnight of fatherlessness 
has been answered brightly by the dawn of adoption. 

How do we know? 
"ey cry, “Daddy!”
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“All of us, from cradle to grave, are 
happiest when life is organized as a 
series of excursions, long or short, 
from the secure base provided by 
our attachment !gures.”1

As a teacher of the Old Testa-
ment, I cannot help re$ecting on the 
provision that God made for Israel’s 
children to be securely attached to 
him—attached in such a way that the 
Israelites would begin to venture out 
on his behalf, increasingly busying 
themselves with the mission of God, 
then regularly returning to find rest 
and energy for the next excursion (see 
John 4:32).

Although we read in Deuteronomy 6:7 and else-
where that the sons of Israel were to teach the Lord’s 

commandments to the next generation, Old Testament 
history demonstrates that not every generation was 
obedient to this task. We are le#, then, wondering to 
what degree the Israelites ful!lled this task, and more 
to the point, what did the various generations know 
about their God? We might expect the !rst generations 
to know the Ten Commandments and the stories of 
the patriarchs. Later generations could consider cer-
tain details from the period of the judges as well as 
episodes from the earliest days of the monarchy. Later 
still, certain psalms and proverbial sayings could have 
been included in a child’s or adult’s repertoire. Yet the 
reality is that we are limited in our capacity to know 
exactly what each generation of Israelites taught the next 
generation. A brief survey of commentaries reveals that 
there are those who do not believe the !#h command-
ment was directed towards children at all, leading one 
to wonder at what point did an Israelite begin his or her 
schooling in the Lord.2 



In the brief article that follows, we will consider four 
occasions on which God specifically mentions ques-
tions that it was anticipated the children of the Israel-
ite nation would ask.3 Four times in the earliest books 
of the Old Testament, God gave specific instructions 
regarding what parents were to tell, to teach, or to 
explain to their children in response to certain questions 
or circumstances.4 Two occasions fall within the book of 
Exodus, and there is one occasion each in Deuteronomy 
and Joshua. "e instructions in Exodus are tied to the 
celebrations of the Passover and of Unleavened Bread. 
"e teachings in Deuteronomy and in Joshua are of a 
more occasional nature that could conceivably happen 
at any time.

It has been noted how the details of what is to hap-
pen on each of these four occasions remind us that chil-
dren were expected to be active participants in the life of 
the covenant community.5 What has not been noted is 

how what is said might relate to Israel’s sense of attach-
ment to the Father who had adopted Israel as his !rst-
born son (Exod 4:22–23; Deut 7:6; Hos 11:1; Rom 9:4).

Daniel Hughes draws on John Bowlby and Mary Ain-
sworth, two forerunners in the study of attachment 
theory, to identify six components of an attachment rela-
tionship.6 He identi!es the attachment relationship as:

1. persistent or ongoing; not temporary.
2. directed towards a speci!c person.
3. emotionally signi!cant.
4. directed towards maintaining contact with  
 the other.
5. characterized by distress during involuntary  
 periods of separation.
6. characterized by seeking security and comfort.



It is my thesis that these components can be found 
in the four instructions that God provided to all Isra-
elite parents for all Israelite children and ipso facto to 
all Israelites.

All four passages give prominence to the notion that 
the relationship God establishes with Israel is persis-
tent. It is not limited to a particular developmental 
stage within childhood, nor even to the duration of 
childhood. "ese instructions made sure that the rela-
tionship was well established and continually nour-
ished from cradle to grave.

Exodus 12:24: “Keep this command perma-
nently as a statute for you and your descendants.”

Exodus 13:10: “Keep this statute at its appointed 
time from year to year.”

Deuteronomy 6:24: “"e LORD commanded 
us to follow all these statutes and to fear the 
LORD our God for our prosperity always.”

Joshua 4:7, 24: “These stones will always be a 
memorial for the Israelites…so that you may 
always fear the LORD your God.”

Bowlby and Ainsworth focused on the importance 
of attachment in the early stages of life, but more recent 
studies show that attachment continues to be important 
throughout our lives, even as the attachment !gure may 
change. God made clear to the Israelites that they pos-
sessed, through him, a secure base and platform for life. 
Even when an Israelite child grew up and became a par-
ent, God o&ered himself to them in an unchanging way: 
“so that you may always fear the LORD your God,…for 
you and your descendants.”7

Bowlby and Ainsworth both focused on attachment 
to a mother figure, but attachment is far broader 
than this one relationship. "roughout the story of 
salvation, God o&ers himself to Israel to be their ulti-

mate “other,” the attachment !gure in whom all other 
relationships are interpreted and relativized. On the 
basis of these four passages we would have to say that 
God’s expectation is that this should begin in early 
childhood. "e idea that God should be viewed as the 
father of his covenant people is foreshadowed in the 
first chapters of the story but only made explicit in 
Exodus 4:22–23.8 

Although the description of Israel as God’s !rst-
born son in Exodus 4 is a corporate term, we can see 
that three of these passages speak in terms of a per-
sonal, particular, and individual attachment. Notice 
carefully how, in the following excerpts, the second-
person pronoun (though ambiguous in English) is sin-
gular in Hebrew.

Exodus 12:24: “Keep this command perma-
nently as a statute for you [singular] and your 
[singular] descendants.”
 
Exodus 13:9: “Let it serve as a sign for you [sin-
gular] on your [singular] hand and as a reminder 
on your [singular] forehead, so that the law of the 
LORD may be in your [singular] mouth; for the 
LORD brought you [singular] out of Egypt with 
a strong hand.”

Deuteronomy 6:20: “When your [singular] son 
asks you [singular].”

Joshua 4:5: “Each of you [singular] . . . one for 
each of the Israelite tribes.”

"e fourth passage does not bring the instruction 
to the level of each and every person, but it does stress 
how each and every tribe was involved. For an ancient 
society that conceived identity in collective terms, this 
too pointed to a degree of speci!city and particularity. 

Both Exodus passages feature the celebration of Pass-
over and Unleavened Bread. Although Passover is iden-
ti!ed as a pilgrim feast in Exodus 34:25, the instructions 
in Exodus 12–13 suggest that Passover was a domestic 



festival. "e paradox may be resolved if we suppose that, 
while Passover was celebrated at home, it was immedi-
ately followed by the community-focused and centrally-
located celebration of Unleavened Bread. Regardless of 
how they were celebrated, what we can con!dently say 
in this context is that, since both were occasions for fes-
tivity, they would have been intertwined with positive 
emotional memories for participants.

Exodus 12:26–27: “’What does this ritual mean 
to you?’ you are to reply, ‘It is the Passover…He 
struck the Egyptians and spared our homes.’”

Exodus 13:8–9: “’This is because of what the 
LORD did for me when I came out of Egypt.’ 
Let it serve as a sign for you on your hand and as 
a reminder on your forehead, so that the law of 
the LORD may be in your mouth; for the LORD 
brought you out of Egypt with a strong hand.”

Deuteronomy 6:21: “’We were slaves of Pharaoh 
in Egypt, but the LORD brought us out of Egypt 
with a strong hand.’” 

Joshua 4:23: “...which he dried up before us until 
we had crossed over.”

More important than the potential emotional 
weight of a festival is the startling fact that all four 
texts look back to dramatic past events in which “we” 
participated. History is deliberately cast in the form of 
autobiographical memory. "is is a memory in which 
the child is invited to share. "rough the sharing of this 
memory, they also share in the experience. As they share 
the experience, they are invited to relive the event and to 
participate in its emotional content as well as its histori-
cal value. "ese texts seem to presuppose a relationship 
that includes a deep emotional component. It is a rela-
tionship with one who was there for us and who came 
through for us in the most spectacular ways in the times 
when we were most in need. "ose within the relation-
ship are invited to remember and to relive these rescues 
in ways that would serve to strengthen the emotional 
ties between the saving God and his people.9

While the first characteristic of an attachment rela-
tionship was that it is a lasting relationship, this fourth 
point indicates that the contact should be regular and 
frequent. The Exodus teachings are certainly regular, 
but—since these exchanges only took place at the feasts 
of Passover and Unleavened Bread—they can hardly be 
considered frequent. "e Deuteronomy text places the 
relationship in the context of day-by-day life in the land, 
while the words in Joshua point to a lasting monument. 
Both suggest the expectation of frequent connection.

Exodus 12:25: “You are to observe this ritual.”

Exodus 13:10:  “Keep this statute at the 
appointed time from year to year.”

Deuteronomy 6:23–24: “...in order to lead 
us in and give us the land that he swore to our 
fathers.…for our prosperity always and for our 
preservation.”

Joshua 4:7: “... these stones will always be a 
memorial for the Israelites.”

Perhaps Israelite children might have asked about 
the stone cairn mentioned in the book of Joshua if they 
passed by it on a journey or especially if they stopped 
near it. However, we ought not to imagine that this 
stone pile was a common holiday destination! "e jour-
ney need not have been a physical one. "e instruction 
certainly allowed for physical journeys, but the journey 
might equally take place in a child’s imagination.10 "ere 
is surely a suggestion here that this is a story that should 
come up from time to time, at home, in the !elds, on 
the way back from market, whenever the occasion arose: 
whenever a child noticed any stone pile or tried to recall 
where the ancient ancestral boundaries lay, when old 
sandals were thrown away or a newborn child received 
the name Joshua, and so on. "e stress of the passage is 
that, whenever this part of Israel’s history is being re-
told, the detail about the stones should not be omit-
ted. "ere is a slight but a real chance that the children 



might pass by these stones at some point in their lives 
and be encouraged at how the truthfulness of the story 
resonates with the validity of the memory. More to the 
point, the mention of the stones should trigger a ques-
tion which will allow the child to be active in the story-
telling process and not just a passive listener.11

"e Deuteronomy passage likely had even more day-
to-day relevance than the passage in Joshua. A parent 
might not choose to recount the crossing of the Jordan 
River or the arrival in the Promised Land every day of 
a child’s life, but we can expect that there were many 
occasions when a child struggled to see the value of a 
particular law. It is at this point that the parents were to 
explain in general terms how the laws were given as part 
of God’s gracious gi# to direct life in the land, then to 
go on to address the particular law that was a source of 
confusion for the child.

None of the four passages connects directly with this 
aspect of the attachment relationship since the law is 
presented in a way which assumes faithful love and loyal 
obedience.12 Elsewhere explanations are o&ered about 
how God will respond to disobedience, which is seen as 
a rejection of one’s attachment to God. Within the Deu-
teronomic text, which explores how Israel responded to 
God’s call, we do see that Israel did indeed endure dis-
tress when they wandered away. Nevertheless, that his-
tory also shows that, even as Israel was unfaithful, God 
remained faithful to his covenant with his !rstborn.

In many ways this is the most straightforward of the 
characteristics of an attachment relationship to dem-
onstrate from the four texts. "is in itself is notewor-
thy because, as Hughes points out, while the previous 
!ve characteristics are true of any relationship involv-
ing inter-subjectivity, this last element is unique to the 
attachment relationship.13

Exodus 12:25, 27: “When you enter the land 
that the LORD will give you… as he promised. 

... ‘He passed over the houses of the Israelites in 
Egypt when he struck the Egyptians and spared 
our homes.’”

 Exodus 13:5: “He would give you, a land $ow-
ing with milk and honey”

Deuteronomy 6:21, 23–24: “We were slaves of 
Pharaoh in Egypt… the LORD brought us out 
of Egypt with a strong hand … in order to lead 
us in and give us the land that He swore to our 
fathers.…for our prosperity always and for our 
preservation.”

Joshua 4:23: “... which he dried up before us 
until we had crossed over.”

All these memories connected each generation of Isra-
elites to the larger story of salvation, with its movement 
from captivity to release, from con!nement to freedom in 
a good and spacious land, from enslavement by a system 
that valued them only as a resource to being a treasured 
possession showing the world what it means to be the 
people of God. In Egypt, their lives were dominated by 
brick quotas and oppression, but God brought them into 
a new land for their prosperity and preservation.

Already, we have seen that these passages point to 
the fact that Israel was to give regular and frequent 
attention to their relationship with God. Now, in these 
portions of the texts that we are examining, it is clear 
that these patterns were also to remind Israel of the sure 
and certain source of their security and comfort.14

"e character of the relationship that God desired with 
the children of Israel exhibited all the hallmarks of an 
attachment relationship. "ere is still one more element 
that we need to consider, however. In a secure attach-
ment relationship, not only does the relationship need 
to be characterized by the strongly affective qualities 
considered above but also by the attachment !gure sup-
porting the individual’s growth and exploration of his 
or her environment.15 In these four texts, God guides his 
people into a new land, commissioning them to explore 



their environment as his representatives. "ey do not 
just go out; they are sent out with the reassurance that 
he will look a#er them as they go, much like the follow-
ers of Jesus who are sent to “every nation” with the assur-
ance that Jesus would be “with [them] always” (Matt 
28:18–20).

Exodus 12:25, 27: “when you enter the land”

Exodus 13:5: “he would give you, a land $owing 
with milk and honey”

Deuteronomy 6:21, 23–24: “to lead us in.”

Joshua 4:23: “... which he dried up before us 
until we had crossed over.”

All four of these passages, and the larger episodes of 
which they are a part, feature Israel heading into the 
unknown under God’s watchful eye to accomplish 
God’s purposes. All four episodes required Israel to leave 
behind familiar patterns of living and structures that 
they might have looked to for security. Taken together, 
the four passages suggest that, from the beginning of 
their history as a nation, God was inviting each new 
Israelite generation to become securely attached to him.
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Children need parents for healthy 
development, especially spiritual for-
mation, and their father’s role in this 
is much greater than has often been 
thought. While this may seem intui-
tive to many, the spiritual formation 
of children and the perceived level of 
paternal in$uence on children devel-
opmentally, especially spiritually, has 
been historically marginalized. Fortu-
nately there has been a recent rise in 
research on these matters. 

It was the goal of this study to 
assess theory, empirical research, and 
insights from Scripture. Guiding this 
goal was one overarching question: 
How can fathers have a positive in$u-
ence in the relational spiritual for-
mation of their children? Subsidiary 
questions were addressed within two 
domains: the relational spiritual for-
mation of children and intentional 

paternal involvement. "e !rst question was, (1) How 
do parents in$uence the spiritual formation of their chil-

dren? Multiple meaningful principles arose in response 
to this question. Relationally, children are co-pilgrims 
in a spiritual journey, particularly with their parents, 
from whom they predominately develop their attach-
ment styles and God concepts. Additionally, attachment 
theory and research point to children’s need for a secure 
base from which to develop properly. Although children 
express their spirituality di&erently than adults, their 
spirituality is nonetheless very real, and children are 
capable of complex ideas about God. Children share in a 
bi-directional communication with adults. Parents and 
other central mentors in the faith community should 
talk with and not to children spiritually. Additionally, 
children as young as three years old are sensitive to the 
intentionality of adults in their actions and adults’ use of 
symbols with respect to referents; this aids in children’s 
decision-making and understanding of more complex 
concepts. Lastly, a child’s spiritual formation is not nec-
essarily linear; children are formed spiritually as learning 
leads development mediated by mature mentors within 
the community. 

Additional subsidiary questions were (2) To what 
degree are fathers involved in their children’s spiri-
tual formation? and (3) How do fathers in$uence the 



spiritual formation of their children? Several notable 
points emerged. Being a great father requires intentional 
involvement—intentionality heightens one’s in$uence 
in the life of another person, all other things being equal. 
Children without high paternal involvement, and par-
ticularly those with paternal absence, are developmen-
tally disadvantaged in many areas. Fathers’ involvement 
increases when they have a sense of generativity—when 
they see that they and their children have a divine pur-
pose. Fathers with higher religiosity have better relation-
ships with their children. Lastly, marriage satisfaction 
and harmonious relationships in the extended family 
correlate positively with paternal involvement. 

Lastly, to address the fourth subsidiary question—
(4) What guidance does the Bible give to fathers con-
cerning the spiritual instruction and nurture of their 
children?—a survey of Old and New Testament prin-
ciples, as well as more focused study of Ephesians 5:22–
6:4, supplied several truths for coordination with the 
earlier empirical results. Scriptural instruction identi-
!es fathers as primary leaders in training their children. 
"is paternal leadership is seen in both New Testament 
teaching and the Old Testament principles upon which 
the New Testament teachings are founded. 

In a key passage, Ephesians 5:21–6:4, Scripture 
conveys the principle that fathers are to take the lead 
in exemplifying Christian unity as they discipline and 
instruct their children in the Lord. Accordingly, several 
characteristics of rightly-ordered familial relationships 
were highlighted. First, the passage needs to be under-
stood in light of an overall theme of the letter, which 
is Christian, uni!ed relationships lived out practically. 
Second, fathers, mirroring Christ, are to take respon-
sibility in leading the home by sacri!cially loving their 
wives and nourishing their children spiritually as pri-
mary disciplinarians and trainers. Lastly, though fathers 
are leaders who are charged in the discipline and cor-
rection of their children, fathers are to instruct with 
compassion and not with overbearing harshness.

Culminating the study, based on bringing together 
empirical findings with biblical principles, multiple 
implications for fathers and their positive in$uence on 
the spiritual formation of their children were provided 
to assist fathers in this area. "ey were grouped as (1) 

motivation for involvement, (2) practical conversations 
with children, (3) creation of a safe place, (4) stoking 
the !re/rekindling the relationship with the spouse, and 
(5) involvement in children’s formal education. Implica-
tions for single mothers and church leaders as well as 
suggestions for future research were also presented.

ENDNOTES
 1Adapted from Steve Clark, “Intentional Fathering : 

Fathers’ Positive In$uence on the Relational Spiritual 
Formation of Their Children” (Ed.D. diss., Talbot 
School of "eology, 2011).



We are launching a series of health-
related articles to encourage those 
developing parenting skills. We hope 
to help them increase confidence in 
their ability to observe their children, 
and discern when circumstances are 
changing. All children have occasional 
illnesses or injuries, most of which are 
not serious and which parents will 
know how to handle without medical 
assistance. But, occasionally, an issue 
will arise that makes them wonder if 
they should call for help. What are 
the worrisome signs, the developing 
medical picture that needs profes-
sional attention? The advice offered 
in this article presumes the child has 
had regularly scheduled health evalu-
ations that include measurements for 
growth, evaluation of nutritional sta-
tus, necessary vaccinations, and evalu-
ation of intellectual milestones. "is 
preliminary assumption allows us to 
address those “crisis moments” when 
parental con!dence wavers.

This initial article will focus on 

children under two years of age who communicate more 
accurately with symptoms than with words. "e younger 
the child, the less ability to handle illnesses, so the deci-
sion about when to seek medical care becomes more criti-
cal. We’ll re$ect on some of the most common situations 
that arise in the under-two group that cause anxiety and 
confusion for parents, especially after-hours when the 
doctor’s o%ce has closed. How does a three-month-old 
or six-month-old let parents know he or she is sick? "ey 
can’t “tell” anyone in the typical fashion, but their bodies 
generally provide helpful clues such as fever, gastrointes-
tinal distress (nausea, no appetite, vomiting, diarrhea), 
rashes, breathing changes, and general “fussiness.” Pain 
is one of the trickiest symptoms to decipher and is o#en 
communicated by irritability, or response to touch, but 
the littlest ones may not be able to make this clear.

Unexplained fever is the most common symptom that 
challenges parents whether to call or to take the child 
to the doctor, or a#er o%ce hours whether to head to 
the Emergency Department or ambulatory care center. 
Despite the general caveats that most children tend to 
get well and that most fevers are viral, climbing tempera-
tures always cause concern. One cannot predict how 
high it might climb or what is really causing the tem-
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perature elevation. 
In the younger child, fever is particularly signi!cant 

due to an immature immune system, and incomplete 
vaccination protection. Tiny ones have less physical 
reserve, so feeding and $uids can become challenging to 
maintain, and the baby can get sick quickly.

A genuine fever would be higher than 100.4 degrees 
F (38 degrees C) taken by rectal thermometer. In high-
risk groups, such as children under three months of 
age, axillary, oral, and even “ear-check” thermometers 
are unsatisfactory. Fever is a symptom of an underlying 
problem. All children, three months old and less need 
to be seen by a physician for a temperature greater than 
100.4 degrees. For older children, if the temperature 
goes up, and stays up for four hours without an adequate 
explanation and/or response to appropriate doses of 
acetaminophen or ibuprofen, a call to the doctor is war-
ranted. As an aside, the use of aspirin for fever control 
is highly discouraged, despite what many grandmothers 
say, because of the link to long-term neurologic compli-
cations. Parents should even exercise care in dosing with 
acetaminophen or any other medications in children of 
this age and weight. Do not exceed recommended dos-
ages without your doctor’s direction. 

Returning to considerations of fever, usually infec-
tion is to blame, with the most common o&enders being 
ear infections, respiratory issues, and gastrointestinal 
problems. All of these are common and treatable with 
prompt evaluation. Several potentially dangerous infec-
tions, such as Respiratory Syncytial Virus (RSV) in 
the !rst month of life, herpes simplex virus (HSV, the 
“fever-blister virus”), and meningitis can overwhelm 
small children. "e expertise of a physician is crucial in 
di&erentiating between the serious and not-so-serious 
causes of infection in children less than three months of 
age. Bacterial infections can be responsible for fevers as 
well, and these, when properly diagnosed, can be e&ec-
tively treated with appropriate antibiotics at calculated 
dosages. Antibiotics are designed to treat bacterial infec-
tions and are ine&ective in dealing with viral infections; 
so, your doctor may not prescribe medications in many 
instances. Often the fever is a parent’s first clue that 
something is wrong, especially in younger patients. For 
the slightly older child, parents can look for other help-

ful signs which might indicate whether the child needs 
to be seen by the doctor. In addition to the fever, if you 
note that your child has a sti& neck (won’t move around 
or complains of neck pain when moving), lethargy, rap-
idly progressive rash, or other underlying medical condi-
tions, you should talk with your doctor. Additionally, if 
your child is on medications that suppress the immune 
system (such as steroids) a call to the doctor is in order 
regarding these new symptoms as well. 

Rashes can sometimes provide helpful clues toward 
diagnosis, but at other times, rashes may not develop 
until after the fever has already come and gone. Take 
notice if the rash is $at, raised and red, or blistered with 
pus-!lled bumps. Ask yourself whether any of the com-
mon illnesses are going around the family or among 
friends (rubella, varicella/chicken pox, Fi#h’s disease, 
or hand-foot-mouth). Each one of these infections 
is viral and a highly contagious illness, generally self-
limited, but potentially a danger to younger children 
and pregnant women. Rashes can be vague and non-
speci!c. Some children can even get them from simply 
having a fever, or from contacting something unrelated 
to medical illness causing an allergic reaction. If the rash 
involves eyes, mouth, nose or genitals, the child needs 
to see a physician to rule out more serious conditions. 
Similarly, if the rash progresses rapidly with new lesions 
(spots) forming virtually “before your eyes,” the child 
should be seen by a doctor quickly. An important note 
to remember: diagnosing rashes over the telephone has 
such a high possibility for error and creates so much 
potential legal risk that most doctors will simply advise 
to take the child to the emergency room or to an open 
ambulatory center. While this may seem like “overdoing 
it” or be labeled as “defensive medicine,” being appro-
priately diagnosed is clearly worth the e&ort. I [WRC] 
have had patients take photos of rashes with cell-phone 
cameras and send them to me for diagnosis, even from 
overseas! To properly evaluate most rashes, the physi-
cian must see the patient and examine the rash, includ-
ing the surrounding areas. If your doctor recommends 
transporting the child to a hospital, understand that he 
or she is being careful to assess your child’s illness. 



Gastrointestinal symptoms are so common in chil-
dren that parents should patiently observe if the vomit-
ing simply indicates the child has eaten too fast, or if 
it’s a symptom of something more signi!cant going on. 
Virtually all babies “spit up” with the milk or formula 
oozing out their mouths and onto your shoulder! Genu-
ine vomiting has some force behind it, and projectile 
vomiting, where the material actually erupts out of the 
child, does require evaluation by a doctor. On occasion, 
vomiting gives a critical clue to an underlying problem 
that can be successfully treated when caught early. "e 
presence of more than a small streak of blood in either 
the vomited material or diarrhea should prompt evalu-
ation by a doctor. In the case of a nursing mother with 
cracked nipples, a bit of blood in the vomit may result 
from the feeding process. 

More o#en, however, vomiting and diarrhea in chil-
dren represent either a viral infection or food allergy. 
When accompanied by fever, close observation is war-
ranted. Children under two years of age cannot tell you 
that they are becoming dehydrated, but parents can 
observe the “input and output.” Is the infant or toddler 
drinking $uids and still making urine? (Wet diapers may 
be your best clue to the $uid status in the midst of these 
gastrointestinal troubles.) If there is no output, or the 
urine becomes very dark and concentrated despite your 
best e&orts with $uids (milk, water, electrolyte solutions 
for kids) a doctor call and visit are certainly in order. 
A few other signs that your child might be developing 
dehydration include sunken appearing eyes, lack of tears 
when crying, and lips or mouth cracked due to dryness. 
Each of these should prompt a call to the doctor. New-
borns and breastfed infants all have very loose bowel 
movements, but in the case of gastrointestinal infection, 
the “output” can become copious and watery, making it 
di%cult for the child to remain hydrated.

General observations are genuinely important. If 
the child with fever and gastrointestinal problems is still 
acting normally, responding as usual, then he or she is 
probably okay. If, however, the child becomes lethargic, 
his or her coloring doesn’t look “just right,” develops 
labored or uncomfortable breathing, or demonstrates 
irritability when touched, even if the temperature isn’t 

particularly high, these changes could herald a serious 
problem and de!nitely warrant evaluation by the medi-
cal team.

When you take your child to see the doctor, he or 
she will likely do a thorough evaluation including blood 
work, and urine tests (not easy in a child, so getting the 
specimen may require a catheter or small needle stick). 
X-rays and spinal taps may be appropriate depending 
on the age of the child and the symptoms when evalu-
ated. A good physical exam of ears, nose, throat, listen-
ing carefully to the chest for sounds indicating asthma, 
infection, and heart rhythms will o#en point the doctor 
in the right diagnostic direction. Certain maneuvers can 
help determine if the child is having pain, and locate it. 
The doctor will examine the child by pushing on the 
tummy, maneuvering the legs, and observing the posi-
tion that makes the child the most comfortable. So, if 
you take your child to be seen, expect your doctor to 
do his or her diagnostic best. Making a proper diagno-
sis takes time and e&ort when the child can’t articulate 
speci!c symptoms. 

All children will get a cough, runny nose, sneezing. Yet 
when might these symptoms represent something more 
than the common cold, or when might “just a cold” be 
causing enough distress that seeing a doctor is warranted?

"e lungs are delicate, exquisitely-designed organs 
designed to deliver vital oxygen to the blood for deliv-
ery to the tissues while expelling carbon dioxide, bal-
ancing the blood’s acid-base equilibrium. Every breath 
takes into this magni!cent system whatever is $oating 
in the air around the child. When everything works cor-
rectly, the process is smooth, essentially silent. A cough 
represents an actual cleansing process to move foreign 
material from the depths of the lungs outward, so, sup-
pressing the cough may be unwise until a diagnosis is 
made. A runny nose may be from airborne allergens or 
from a viral infection, such as a simple cold. As long as 
the drainage is clear and thin, most babies can clear their 
nostrils pretty well. (Unlike adults with larger mouths 
and throats, babies normally breathe through their 
noses. If they get “stu&ed up,” they are forced to breathe 
through their mouth, which leads to an increase in the 



e&ort required to breathe. "is can lead to “tiring out” 
the child from all the extra e&ort leading to signi!cant 
medical problems. Nasal syringes can help signi!cantly, 
but certainly require almost continuous e&ort.)

As much as we parents like to have something to 
do actively for our sick children, avoid using cough and 
cold medicine preparations. The American Academy 
of Pediatrics, strongly recommends against the use of 
over-the-counter cough and cold medicines in all chil-
dren younger than six years of age, especially in those 
younger than two years old. "ese medicines have been 
shown not to help, and in some situations even have 
serious side e&ects for children. When used, the dosages 
are o#en weight dependent, and most are unsafe for the 
under-six-month group

When the lungs are involved in a disease process, 
they work and sound di&erently. Asthma, which is com-
mon in children (although di%cult to diagnose formally 
in children under two years old) causes the airways to 
constrict or tighten, making the flow of air more dif-
ficult and tiring. In addition, when the air tubes that 
make up the lung passages squeeze down, breathing 
makes noise, known as wheezing. Sudden wheezing in 
patients, or wheezing that is unresponsive to previously 
prescribed therapies, calls for medical evaluation. 

Infection in the lungs o#en causes the accumulation 
of $uid in the tiny air sacs at the end of the tubes that 
bring the air in and out. When air moves through, this 
fluid makes a sound, a rattling noise called a “rale” or 
“crackle.” While stethoscope skills are certainly useful, 
you can simply put your ear on the child’s chest while he 
or she breathes and listen to the breathing sounds. (Do 
this !rst when the child isn’t sick so you know what nice 
air $ow sounds like.) If it sounds crackly, like the sound 
made by rubbing a few strands of hair together right out-
side your ear, it is worth having a doctor evaluate your 
child. Problems such as brochiolitis (inflammation of 
the smaller tubes in the lung), pneumonia, as well as 
other conditions, may show up as fever and crackly lung 
sounds. If the child has a stu&y nose, however, you will 
be able to hear that noise transmitted all the way down 
into the lungs; so, remember to do the overall evalua-
tion of the child. If your child is bouncing around like 
normal, the illness is certainly more likely a cold than 

pneumonia. If the cold lasts several days, the child’s body 
defenses can decrease, and the possibility of a more seri-
ous secondary infection can arise. Count the number of 
times the child breathes in a minute, and watch the chest 
to see if it moves smoothly and symmetrically. Breathing 
rates that are too fast, or a chest that moves in jerking 
motions, can signify worsening status. (Newborns aver-
age about 45 breaths/minute; infants usually less than 
40 breaths/minute; preschoolers less than 30 breaths/
minute, monitored over several minutes) Other concern-
ing signs which warrant evaluation by a doctor include 
bluish discoloration of the lips or !ngers, $aring of the 
sides of the nostrils, grunting sounds, retractions (a fancy 
word for the skin sucking in between the ribs or under 
the rib cage), or the use of extra muscle (such as those 
in the neck) to assist breathing. If anything strikes you 
as unusual in the breathing pattern, or if the child really 
struggles or works hard to catch his or her breath, it is 
de!nitely worth a call to the doctor.

Physicians regularly receive calls from panicked parents 
because a child has fallen from a lap, or turned over for 
the first time and plunged right off a changing table! 
"is common yet terrifying experience has the added 
fear of being thought of as an abusive or neglectful par-
ent if the child is taken to the Emergency Room. Relax! 
This situation arises for many parents, and unless a 
repetitive event, the injuries produced are generally mild 
and quickly distinguished from genuine abuse. 

If someone witnessed the fall, note how far the child 
fell. How did he or she land? On hardwood $oor, tile, 
carpet? What was the child’s (not your!) initial reaction? 
(Immediate screaming is actually a reassuring sign.) If 
the baby loses consciousness and cannot be aroused, cer-
tainly call 911 for rapid evaluation. Assure yourself that 
the normal breathing pattern has resumed. Ordinarily, 
most falls from laps, chairs, and changing tables do not 
cause loss of consciousness. You can watch the child, and 
if he settles down quickly, you can continue to observe 
behavior, the breathing pattern, responsiveness, and ease 
of wakening. Look for the bruise, if present, and pre-
cisely where it is located. "e child’s fontanelles (the so# 
spots on the top and back of the infant’s head) should be 



so#, non-tender, and not changing in size. Any change 
from normal does require a trip to the doctor. Urgent 
medical care should be sought for any child who is per-
sistently or extremely fussy or lethargic a#er the event, 
loses consciousness, develops persistent vomiting, or 
develops scalp swelling somewhere other than the fore-
head. If you can feel an irregular ridge under or near the 
bruising that you had not noticed before, this might 
represent a small fracture and needs to be evaluated. 

Usually, a baby or small child will settle down when 
held, and present no new symptoms such as vomiting 
or persistent crying. Parents can continue to watch the 
child for any changes. If it is bedtime, the child can be 
put down, but parents will find reassurance in awak-
ening the child every hour or two to be sure no new 
symptoms have emerged. "is also provides safety for 
the child. Remember: Don’t be too hard on yourself, or 
your spouse.

Children are a precious gi# from God. We, as par-
ents, are entrusted with the incredible stewardship of 
their care and nurture. When medical issues arise, par-
ents should already have a relationship with a medical 
practice for routine care so they have someone they can 
call for advice in the sorts of unpredictable situations 
we have outlined here. In any case where you, as the par-
ent, feel concerned for the welfare of your child, do not 
hesitate to seek medical help. 

A special word of thanks to my son Bill for bringing his 
considerable expertise as a Pediatric Critical Care special-
ist to this forum.





W. Ryan Steenburg: What are the 
theological implications of literal 
adoption, and then what are the 
spiritual implications of adoption? 

K. Erik Thoennes: The most 
powerful theological element of this 
issue for me has been paralleling 
God’s position in the adoption meta-
phor for the !rst time of my life. I’ve 
known God loves me. I’ve known that 
He chose me from the foundation of 
the world. But I’ve always been on 
the other side of that metaphor. Even 
though I was never adopted, I saw it 
from the side of the adoptee. Now, 
to be the one who has adopted—the 

father who adopted—these two little girls has been just 
amazing in my comprehension of what it means to be 
chosen by God and adopted by God, welcomed into his 
family. I love what J.I. Packer gets at in Knowing God: 
"at it’s a great thing to be declared righteous by God. 
It’s a great thing to be forgiven by God, still greater to 
be declared righteous by God, but even greater to be 
adopted by God into his family. So to play the role of 

God the Father in this adoption metaphor in life has 
been wonderful for my understanding of the gospel, 
especially because my girls have such a hard time believ-
ing that I love them forever, that I love them with a true 
love of a father and I won’t abandon them the way their 
birth families did. I spend a lot of my time trying to help 
them believe this. And so, just as I have a tendency with 
God to doubt and wonder if he really loves me that way, 
that much, and that permanently, to be rehearsing the 
grand !nale of the gospel of adoption in that way, that 
gospel core that is rehearsed in human adoption, has 
become a powerful practice that I’m grateful for.

WRS: How did adoption change your marriage or 
your relationship with your wife as you went through 
the process?

KET: "ere was that phase where we had adopted 
our girls in our hearts but it was still in a legal process. 
We had to wait almost a year before we could actually 
consummate the adoption by going and picking them 
up at the orphanage in Taiwan. But during that year 
we would send them pictures of what’s to come—their 
room, us, the church family, their grandparents, the 
friends that they would have when they came. We were 



giving them all these glimpses of their life to come to 
bring about a greater sense of security. Preparing with 
my wife to help these girls believe that they belonged to 
us was amazing. 

I remember at one point they sent us an updated 
picture of our daughter and they had cut her hair, really 
severely, giving her a haircut that obviously was easy to 
maintain, not concerned about her femininity or what 
she would want. I can remember being angry that they 
did that to my daughter’s hair. Yet I had never seen her 
in the flesh; we had never actually been in the same 
room together. I remember I asked the social worker to 
make sure they didn’t do that again. To share that desire, 
that burden, that effort to communicate, that sort of 
permanence and love, with my wife has been a great 
privilege for us both as we rehearse the gospel together. 
It’s o#en we’ll look at each other and say, “"ere will be 
nothing better we do in life than what we’ve done in 
rescuing these girls.” 

To see my wife’s amazing love for these girls and 
mothering wisdom has been a joy. It’s called my man-
hood out of me in so many ways. It’s tragic to me that 
adoption is o#en seen as something women are more 
inclined toward because they have that nurturing 
instinct. Men should have a powerful rescuing instinct, 
a protective instinct that needs to drive us to this more 
than it does! I once heard a preacher put it this way: if 
you and your wife were walking by a burning building 
that had children inside, and she said, “Go save the kids 
in there!” and you said, “Oh that’s just your nurturing 
instinct talking”—that would be absurd! But we can do 
that with kids who need a home and a family. 

WRS: Is there something to be said for international 
adoption and going to the ends of the earth? 

KET: One of my big concerns is that we as Chris-
tians not go down the road of favoring one approach to 
the same ministry over another, whether it’s domestic 
adoption or infant adoption, or international adop-
tion, or adopting older or special needs kids. "ere are 
beautiful and powerful truths that are born out any-
time we seek to serve self-sacri!cially. We have loved the 
opportunity to care for girls who are thrown away and 
devalued. "ere’s not a one-child policy in America that 

in$uences people to favor boys much more than girls. 
But, in a world where girls have been horribly marginal-
ized, and abused, and oppressed, we have been called 
to have a heart for girls and to have a heart for older 
children because they have far less likelihood of being 
adopted. "e international piece of it has been beautiful 
for us as well because the Great Commission outweighs 
national loyalty. It’s been beautiful to have two girls 
who are of a di&erent race than me, as well as a di&erent 
national and cultural background, become my daugh-
ters. It’s been a beautiful thing. At times, I pray that God 
might lead our girls back to Taiwan, or to some other 
Asian country, as missionaries.

WRS: What would be your words of encouragement 
or even words of exhortation to the couple consider-
ing adoption?

KET: At times you wonder if there are people out 
there trying to make adoption as hard as they possibly 
can! There is something good about that, because it 
does weed out the faint-of-heart. You do need a strong 
backbone and plenty of perseverance just to get to the 
child. One of the most helpful things I did early on in 
the process was to listen to a sermon that John Piper 
preached called “Adoption, the Heart of the Gospel: 
Eight Similarities Between God’s Adoption of Us and 
Our Adoption of Children.” It was so helpful to me 
because one of the eight ways was: it’s costly. God’s 
adoption of us was costly. It cost him his only Son; it 
couldn’t have been more costly. Every time I was weary 
or frustrated with the costliness—whether it was !nan-
cial cost, emotional cost, or the cost of time—I would 
think of the gospel again and the cost of God adopting 
me and I was strengthened.

Sometimes, we count the cost not in light of what 
God calls us to and his abilities to enable us to do those 
things, but we count the cost the way consumers do 
when they buy a used car. "ey want to buy the car, but 
only if they get the best possible deal. It was pretty pow-
erful for us as we went through the process of adopting 
our girls to feel the riskiness of all the potential prob-
lems we were inheriting. We didn’t create the di%culties 
in my daughters’ lives; we inherited them. We adopted 
not just these girls but all the di%culties, all the sadness, 



all the tragedy, all the di%culties that their lives came 
with. I want people to count the cost, yes, but to count 
the cost with great hope in God’s ability to provide and 
with a wonderful God-sized vision for what he can and 
wants to do. 

(uite frankly, I think many of us in the American 
church are wimps. I remember going through the pro-
cess and becoming pretty wimpy, and at times fearful, of 
what this would mean for our life with our second adop-
tion, as well as our !rst. Yet I remember my wife came 
home with our second daughter’s !le from the adoption 
agency. And I was thinking of all the ways that she could 
mess our lives up. I started looking through her !le, and 
I saw she desperately needed dental care. And I thought 
about the fact that we had a great dentist a quarter of a 
mile from our house, who speaks Chinese, which is the 
only thing my daughter spoke and how much she was 
going to need a dentist to talk her through the dental 
care she needed. I saw that she desperately needed edu-
cation, that she had none before she came. And my wife 
has a PhD in Education, and I’m an educator and we live 
in an amazingly educational environment. I thought, 
“Well, we can meet that need.” She needed a safe place 
to live and safe people to live with. And I said, “We can 
provide that.” And most of all, I thought, “She needs a 
family to show her the love of Christ and tell her about 
Jesus, and we certainly can do that.” And my mental-
ity shi#ed to what this little girl’s needs were and how 
amazingly equipped we were to meet those needs. 

"is pulls you out of that “used car” mentality: that 
I want the best—I want to do this—but I want the 
best deal. Instead, you start saying, wait, there are real 
needs here and we actually are quite able to meet them. 
I would want to call Christians to live courageously in 
this way, especially men. Sadly, the typical scenario is a 
woman leading the way in this and the husband drag-
ging his feet instead of being a man driven by desire to 
show the love of a father to a needy child. 

I’ve never done anything that has felt more manly 
than to adopt these two little girls—and that includes 
dancing with them and having tea parties, and learning 
to hula hoop. That may not sound manly to you, but 
I have been part of rescuing these two little girls and 
both of them have trusted Christ. "ere is something 

profoundly manly about the role that I have played in 
this, and womanly about the role my wife has played. 

WRS: Have you found other families in your congre-
gation following their pastor in this?

KET: Well, we certainly weren’t the first. We fol-
lowed others in our church who were ahead of us in this 
process. But my wife and others in our church started 
an orphan ministry called Project Hope, which is one of 
the best things that has happened at our church. "ere 
are about twelve or fourteen families that are at some 
point in the process right now in our church and there’s 
an army of single people and young people and grand-
mothers who are part of this ministry, as well. That’s 
what I think is so important for us to realize: this is the 
kind of ministry that is not just for those who actually 
go and do it. It’s like missions—it’s not only for the 
ones who actually go, it’s for every Christian to have 
a Great Commission mentality. Children who come 
from hard places need brothers and sisters, aunts and 
uncles, grandmothers and grandfathers in the family 
of God to help raise them. "e entire church can really 
embrace this. 

We’ve got a woman in our church who was actu-
ally bothered because our church started to move down 
this road because she had a bad experience with a foster 
brother when she was a teenager. Our church member’s 
family had friends who had taken the foster brother into 
their house, and when he was there he set their bath-
room on !re. So that was her perception of orphan care 
and foster care. God has done a powerful work in her 
life. She actually just wrote a rap song about this experi-
ence that she performed for our church that had most 
of us in tears when she was done with it. Her rap talked 
about being called to the things that are costly, and may 
cost you your bathroom getting torched. If Christians 
aren’t the ones who are willing to do that, who is?





A Theology for Family Ministries. By Michael and 
Michelle Anthony. Nashville: Broadman & Holman 
Publishing, 2011, 240 pp., $34.99.
While reviewing this book I was also engaged in con-
versation with two church leaders who were searching 
for insights into this very discussion: how do we practi-
cally adjust to the changing needs of families to promote 
spiritual formation in families without compromising 
Scripture’s timeless principle?

A "eology for Family Ministries is a practical work 
committed to present current family dynamics (what is), 
to articulate the timeless message of Scripture regarding 
the family faith community and the family’s role in the 
historical and contemporary church (what ought to be, 
orthodoxy) in order to assist families in living out God’s 
will (what ought to be, orthopraxy).

Section 1 (Chapters 1-3), “Changing Faces of the 
North American Family,” addresses the current makeup 
of today’s family, developmental issues, lack of focus 
on spiritual development, and major challenges that 
children face today. Michael Anthony sets the tone by 
claiming “gone are the days of simple answers for simple 
dilemmas. "e greater question is, What is the church 
doing to help, encourage, and support these families 

who !nd themselves at life’s edges?” (17). Karen Jones 
suggests that, though developmental issues are receiv-
ing some attention today, very little is done regarding 
spiritual development. Fathers in particular have all but 
abdicated this responsibility. Being aware of develop-
mental propensities is helpful in raising our children 
spiritually but, ultimately, prayer surrendering one’s 
children to God is essential. Freddy Cardoza personally 
identi!es with and statistically reveals current challenges 
of children and family, unpacks the social mess in what 
he calls a cultural exegesis, then appropriates Scripture. 
The healthy church family needs to go to needy and 
broken families to help them to develop spiritually as 
families: they will not come to us.

In section 2 (Chapters 4-9), “Forming a Biblical 
"eology of Family,” the contributing authors do a tre-
mendous job in providing Old and New Testament sur-
vey of key passages that establish a biblical theological 
basis or mantle for family ministry. The family is the 
foundation for spiritual discipleship and marriage is a 
foundation for healthy families. God created families 
to teach and to represent his kingdom and principles 
to the world. Grandparents themselves o&er a wealth 
of experience and holy habits to be modeled. Parents 



can use milestones (such as cognition/conversion, bap-
tism, communion, evangelism, and service) to cement 
and to gauge their children’s spiritual formation while 
acknowledging that measuring success externally can 
be di%cult. "e section concludes with a discussion of 
biblical principles of family ministry, then surveys his-
torical models and examines contemporary models for 
the future (156). A model of family ministry should be 
based upon parental (and especially paternal) responsi-
bility, generational interdependence, and a centeredness 
in the gospel (178). 

In the last section (Chapters 10-12), “Family Min-
istries in the Local Church,” biblically-based practical 
advice equips parents as spiritual leaders of the home. 
Michelle Anthony states, “although many parents agree 
that the spiritual mantle has been given to them by 
God, they often do not feel prepared or equipped to 
pass on their faith to their children” (185). "is !nal 
section emphasizes the entire tone of the book, that par-
ents need to see their children’s spiritual formation as 
paramount and parents need to pursue their own rela-
tionship with God to be in a place to speak into their 
children’s lives. 

Overall, the flow and content of the book is well 
done and grace-filled. Having spent several years 
researching intentional paternal involvement in the 
relational spiritual formation of their children, I can 
attest that many parents feel inadequate in this area and 
desire to be equipped and supported. "is work helps 
to raise awareness, explains current family situations 
with compassion, and provides theological foundations 
reminding leaders of the importance of family to God 
and of its central role in spiritual formation. 

At least one improvement could be made (not count-
ing several copy-edit issues): Despite several references 
to paternal leadership, very little discussion is given to 
the historical and current status of paternal involvement 
or theological insights speci!cally directed at the role of 
men. Given theological discussion pertaining to other 
relationships in the spiritual formation of their children 
(family, marriage, grandparents, etc.) surely a theology of 
fathering of sorts should have been included. 

Steve Clark, Ed.D.
Moody Bible Institute, Spokane, WA.

Gospel-Powered Parenting. By William P. Farley. 
Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R Publishing, 2009, 234 pp., 
$12.99.
Given the self-centeredness and self-sufficiency mod-
eled by many individuals today, it is a challenge to get 
parents to see their role through gospel-focused lenses. 
Farley writes from a decidedly Reformed perspective; he 
is not, however, primarily a trained theologian or educa-
tor (186). Farley writes as a husband, a father, a grand-
father, and a pastor. Thus, this book is written as one 
might expect a pastor to write to parents, with fathers 
of traditional families as his primary intended audience 
(13-14, 125-43).

"e message throughout Gospel-Powered Parenting 
is that the gospel is su%cient to answer the questions 
that parents may have as they attempt to raise their 
children in a God-honoring way (13). Gospel-Powered 
Parenting is not a “how-to” book that provides lists of 
parenting techniques (51, 69). Gospel-Powered Par-
enting is a “why to” book, in the sense that it speaks to 
why parents !rst need to trust the gospel to shape them-
selves as parents, and then to rely on the su%ciency of 
the gospel to empower them, as parents, to reach their 
children’s hearts (40).

Gospel-Powered Parenting helps parents to see their 
own sinful e&orts as parents from an eternal perspec-
tive (54) and to see the hearts of their children—as well 
as the sins of their children—through the eyes of God 
(76). Chapter 4 (“A Holy Father”) and chapter 5 (“A 
Gracious Father”) give parents a clear understanding 
of how both the wrath and grace of God can and must 
shape parents and parenting. "e instruction for parents 
to image the gospel for their children through their mar-
riages (chapter 6) is powerful, and strong. "e discus-
sion about biblical masculinity (chapter 7) provides a 
solid voice calling husbands and fathers to be Scripture-
centered servant-leaders to their wives and children. 

"e research for this book could have been sharper. 
Several times Farley references secondary and tertiary 
popular articles, books, and web resources, rather than 
grounding his arguments in primary—and readily acces-
sible—primary sources (cf., 26-27, 40, 54-55, 69, 129, 
148, 180, 207). Additionally, Farley occasionally speaks 
in sweeping generalities that seem to be illustrative of 



his own experience, rather than providing solid research 
or biblical exegesis. Farley champions the merits of cor-
poral punishment as the !rst and primary means to dis-
cipline children. From a biblical perspective, there is 
little doubt that spanking is advocated. Yet, is spanking a 
child at “the !rst act of rebellion…without further com-
mand” (167) always best? If a key goal of spanking is to 
get a child to “confess the speci!c sin for which they are 
being disciplined,” and the child does not confess, is it 
really appropriate to start the whole spanking process 
over again, as Farley suggests? (169). Farley does say that 
“sometime before adolescence,” spanking should be a 
“thing of the past” (188). Yet Farley o&ers no substantial 
discussion about the potential dangers of unfettered use 
of corporal punishment.

Despite these potential weaknesses, this material 
will prove helpful in getting parents to view themselves, 
their marriages, their children, and ultimately parenting 
through gospel-centered lenses.

Tony Higgins, Ph.D.
Adjunct Professor

Brewton-Parker College

Before You Hire a Youth Pastor: A Step-By-Step Guide 
to Finding the Right Fit. By Mark DeVries and Jeff 
Dunn-Rankin. Loveland, CO: Group Publishing, 
2011, 124 pp., $7.99.
Before You Hire a Youth Pastor: A Step-By-Step Guide to 
Finding the Right Fit is a much-needed resource for local 
churches. DeVries and Dunn-Rankin put the entirety 
of the candidate search into perspective by asking ques-
tions that help the church make needed evaluations 
before, during, and after the search process. Accord-
ing to the authors, “When the youth ministry is built 
solely around the person in the role of youth pastor, you 
can count on a major disruption to your youth minis-
try every three years” (iii). Drawing from their years of 
experience with Youth Ministry Architects, DeVries and 
Dunn-Rankin lay out a collection of concise chapters 
that serve as steps for a team to !nd a sustainable !t for 
their church. 

"e authors spend the !rst four chapters focusing on 
structuring a solid search team and clarifying the current 
system. “A solid search process…begins with the search 

for the right people to serve as part of the Search Team” 
(4). Helpful insights are provided to be sure the right 
people are included as well as clear responsibilities for 
each member. "e focus here is on the current structure 
of the ministry and volunteers, with an excellent evalua-
tion tool provided in the appendix for determining who 
will be involved in what areas of ministry. 

While questions and tools do assist in determin-
ing a volunteer structure as well as where to look for a 
candidate, they fall short of encouraging a clear under-
standing of the vision for the youth ministry. As part of 
a successful search including “building the dance $oor,” 
readers may sense some gaps in terms of their unity 
regarding what youth ministry actually is. The book 
does not need to do this work for the team, but it could 
encourage them to consider whether their church is (for 
example) program-driven or family-based, family-equip-
ping or any other variety of youth ministry philosophy 
before they begin searching for the ideal candidate.

In the !nal six chapters, DeVries and Dunn-Rankin 
lay out details regarding how to !nd and evaluate can-
didates. They also provide a series of appendices that 
include resources, tracking sheets, sample interviews, 
sample letters, and more. 

In this final section, search teams are encouraged 
to begin early with the !nancial picture to determine 
what they will be able to offer a candidate. However, 
the !nancials are apparently not shared with a potential 
candidate until the o&er is made. Waiting this long to 
discuss !nances could cause undue stress to the process 
for the candidate being considered. Search teams might 
consider alternative times for sharing this information, 
especially if they have started early in analyzing what the 
church would be able to sustain.

"e strongest point of Before You Hire a Youth Pastor 
is the continued emphasis on the need for search teams 
to slow down. "e most important piece of advice the 
authors give is “don’t settle” (6). Along the way, there 
are excellent evaluative questions and stories to slow 
down the process. However, it would have been help-
ful to also provide a thread throughout that focused on 
the guidance of the Holy Spirit. Slowing down allows 
opportunity for people to seek God !rst and foremost 
rather than simply seeking a youth minister; the authors 



miss an opportunity to shift attention to this crucial 
priority. We all need a constant reminder that discern-
ing the best !t for ministry requires not simply our own 
logic but the guidance of the Spirit.

Andrew A. Hedges, M.Div.
Associate Pastor of Family Ministry

MorningStar Baptist Church

#e Indispensable Youth Pastor. By Mark DeVries and 
Je" Dunn-Rankin. Loveland, CO: Group Publish-
ing, 2011, 173 pp., $15.99.
Jesus presents this question in Luke 14:28: “Suppose one 
of you wants to build a tower. Won’t you !rst sit down and 
estimate the cost to see if you have enough money to com-
plete it?” Counting the cost before making the leap is the 
process through which DeVries and Dunn-Rankin take 
youth workers in "e Indispensable Youth Pastor. "e book 
is not near-sighted in its approach but rather provides a 
bird’s eye view of the reality of life in youth ministry. 

In Section 1, youth workers are prepared to land 
their dream job. DeVries and Dunn-Rankin get per-
sonal by calling the readers to be in youth ministry even 
before they are paid to do youth ministry. During this 
time, potential youth workers can evaluate the di&er-
ence between wanting to be with teens and shepherding 
a ministry for teens. "e main ingredient here is helping 
the reader develop a keen self-awareness. "e authors 
further guide candidates down the interview process, 
asking excellent discernment questions to determine 
a good !t before getting too far into the process. "e 
book also provides insights into how to relate to church 
members as well as questions to ask the search commit-
tee. Chapter 17 is perhaps the best of this section which 
draws the candidate to consider seriously the spiritual 
component of “landing” a position. 

"e second section covers details o#en unconsidered 
by the new minister. DeVries and Dunn-Rankin readily 
admit problems and conflicts as part of life in youth 
ministry. Yet, they skillfully guide the youth worker 
through clarifying expectations, listening, slow change, 
and the concept of intuitive leadership. They rightly 
put into perspective the place of the youth worker in 
the greater church. “Our job as youth workers is not to 
sell the church on our vision of youth ministry. Our job 

is to steward the church’s vision” (74). "e authors fur-
ther deal with the complaining of many youth workers 
with the reality that “when you step into a hospital, you 
don’t complain that there are sick people there” (110). 
Every church has its problems, and so does every youth 
worker. Relationships with the pastor and leaders as well 
as adjustments to expectations are laid out as key. 

"e third section really speaks to the heart by provid-
ing insights on how to love the ministry in which you 
serve. DeVries and Dunn-Rankin provide an outstanding 
word on seasons of ministry as well as working through 
personal weaknesses. "ey also encourage youth workers 
to let go of the idea that the whole church needs to be 
involved in youth ministry and focus rather on sharing 
and repeating positive stories of those involved in the min-
istry. An essential component of this section is pointing 
youth workers to God as their provider in a practical way 
as opposed to focusing on the money or ministry they 
don’t have. Each of these thoughts are meant to provide 
hope and focus for a youth worker who is just beginning or 
trying to determine if their season of ministry is complete.

While the authors provide one chapter (Chapter 31) 
dealing with parents, it would have been advantageous 
either to have expanded upon a youth worker’s consid-
eration of their support of parents or to have provided 
pointers to further resources that would go into greater 
detail in this area. DeVries and Dunn-Rankin consistently 
call youth workers to keep from being self-focused; how-
ever, even this constant call may tend to bring attention 
back to self as opposed to serving the bride of Christ. On 
the other hand, the authors do set forth a clear framework 
that does not encourage a youth ministry to function in a 
vacuum but instead places it in connection and relation-
ship with the greater church family.

The Indispensable Youth Pastor is a desperately-
needed work for anyone going into, transitioning, or 
continuing in youth ministry. "e brief chapters make 
reading easy, and the organization allows it to function 
as a handy text for referencing certain aspects of the job. 
Most importantly, they call every youth worker to count 
the cost before making the leap.

Andrew A. Hedges, M.Div.
Associate Pastor of Family Ministry

MorningStar Baptist Church



Gospel-Centered Family. By Ed Moll and Tim Ches-
ter. Purcellville, VA: The Good Book Company, 
2009, 93 pp. $9.99.
In Gospel-Centered Family¸ authors Ed Moll and Tim 
Chester seek to find a middle ground between two 
competing philosophies of parenting: parenting that 
emphasizes the subjectivity of parenting styles in each 
family unit, and parenting that places supreme value 
on adhering to biblical absolutes (5-6). For them, the 
middle ground is grafting the family into the biblical 
narrative of the gospel—God’s story of redemption cul-
minating in the restorative work of Jesus Christ. "ey 
note, “The Bible story can become the story of what 
God designed your family to be, what goes wrong in 
your family and how God can put your family right 
again through His Son, Jesus” (5). What arises from this 
gospel-centered focus is a set of principles and relevant 
applications which the authors set forth in a logical and 
practical way. 

Gospel-Centered Family is comprised of four sec-
tions: a gospel-centered family, a grace-centered family, 
a word-centered family, and a mission-centered fam-
ily. These sections are then divided into several short 
chapters that center on particular biblical principles, 
articulating numerous suggestions for parents to put 
into practice daily. "e authors helpfully recognize that 
people live in diverse family contexts (e.g., single parent, 
divorced, remarried) and provide broad principles to 
accompany these family units in the journey towards 
gospel-centeredness. 

Included in the chapters are biblical texts and inter-
pretive questions for readers to deepen their under-
standing of each teaching. "ough this could have led 
to an array of subjective interpretations, the authors 
explain biblical texts from an unabashedly conservative, 
evangelical perspective. 

Refreshingly, Moll and Chester hold both parents 
and children accountable in the journey towards a gos-
pel-centered family. Regarding the parents’ example, 
they note, “We can’t convert our children…But we 
can ensure our children realize what matters to us. We 
can communicate the surpassing value of Christ. We 
can teach them the importance of serving others. We 
can model a life lived for the glory of God” (20). "e 

authors also emphasize the importance of parents’ devo-
tion to Bible study, including children in this process 
(62-63), and repeatedly exhort parents to temper their 
discipline with love and acceptance based on God’s 
character. With regard to children, the authors believe 
sin is the root of childhood misbehaviors, and that rem-
edying the sinful inclinations of a child’s heart must be 
the paramount concern for parents (37-43). Children 
are to engage Scripture from an early age, recognize they 
belong to both their biological family and Christian 
family, and should be active in prayer and service to 
family, the church, and to all people. 

A few concerns do exist. Since the book is divided 
into short, practical chapters, the book is limited in its 
theological scope and tends to look at Scriptures in a 
simplistic manner. Readers might do well to pair this 
work with another that is more theologically-driven. 
Also, because the book is rich with applications, readers 
may be tempted to follow these suggestions verbatim, 
forgetting that these are principles that families may $esh 
out in di&erent ways.

In the concluding chapter, the authors note, “A fam-
ily that’s turned inwards is not a gospel-centered family. 
"e gospel is good news. It’s the message we share with 
others, beginning with our neighbors and extending to 
the ends of the earth (Acts 1 v 8)” (89). Gospel-Centered 
Family is an easy-to-read book aimed at parents seeking 
to reorient their parenting styles around the good news 
of the gospel and to practice its implications in everyday 
life, inside and outside the family. In this, the book suc-
ceeds admirably.

Ben Espinoza
Graduate Student 

Asbury "eological Seminary

#e Legacy Path: Discover Intentional Spiritual Par-
enting. By Brian Haynes. Nashville, TN: Randall 
House Publications, 2011, 144 pp. $11.99.
Brian Haynes, Lead Pastor at Bay Area Baptist Church 
in League City o&ers a model for parenting called the 
“legacy path,” which he de!nes as “an intentional way to 
lead the next generation to faith in Jesus in the way trod-
den by others” (3). He goes on to note, “the legacy path 
changes the culture, as we know it, moving our children 



and grandchildren toward life in God’s way” (3). From 
the outset, Haynes admits he is no expert on parenting 
but rather “a fellow sojourner who is struggling to be 
a godly, biblically driven, husband and parent” (xiii). 
Honesty, insight, and biblical obedience characterize 
this well-written manual on spiritual parenting.

In the beginning chapter, Haynes builds a strong 
theology of legacy, emphasizing God’s character traits 
as the master planner, shepherd and guide, and ever-
dependable Father. God thus serves as our supreme 
example for parenting. In chapters two through four, 
Haynes builds foundational practices for parents to 
embrace while on the legacy path. Haynes describes 
the role of parents in the process of the legacy path, 
describing the spiritually formative practices of unceas-
ing prayer and diligent study of the Scriptures. Haynes 
rightfully asserts that the main obstacle parents have to 
overcome in their spiritual leadership of their children 
is their own mediocre relationship with God (17). "e 
author then describes practices of simplicity, time man-
agement, dealing with the issue of stay-at-home parents 
in an exceptionally realistic manner by acknowledging 
that this may look di&erent from family to family (37-
38). "ese practices undergird the legacy path model 
and create a family environment based on Scripture, 
prayer, and quality family time.

For Haynes, the legacy path model consists of seven 
“legacy milestones” which “serve as markers of progres-
sion in the spiritual formation journey” (60). When 
these milestones are attained, “growth is celebrated as 
praise for how God is working in the person and as 
motivation to continue on the path” (60). "ese seven 
milestones are baby dedication, the child’s commitment 
to faith in Christ, preparation for adolescence, commit-
ment to sexual purity, passage into biblical manhood or 
womanhood, high school graduation, and life in Christ 
once the child has progressed into adulthood. Haynes 
describes these seven milestones with a heavy empha-
sis on theology. Haynes weaves personal narratives 
throughout these sections as he re$ects on his experi-
ences with his family and the tensions that they have 
wrestled with together.

Haynes’ research into original meanings behind 
words and concepts within Scripture is evident. For 

example, Haynes explains that the word for “hate” in 
Hebrew literally means to be distant. "is changes the 
way we understand a verse such as Exodus 20:5 (6). 
Haynes also interlaces imagery from the land of Israel 
throughout his writing, enlightening readers with a bet-
ter understanding of biblical times and moving beyond 
traditional Western interpretations of passages. 

Haynes deals with sex in a mature and honest way. 
Milestone three, preparing children for adolescence, 
o&ers helpful advice for parents during this crucial time 
of adolescent development (68-73). Haynes’ section on 
milestone four, commitment to purity, gives a robust 
explanation of sexual immorality and even builds a brief 
theology of sex (78-87). Haynes moves beyond the tra-
ditional notion of sexual immorality, noting “purity is 
multi-dimensional. It is not just physical but it is also 
mental, emotional, and spiritual” (80). "is milestone 
also emphasizes the importance of the adolescent !nd-
ing his or her identity in Christ, a necessity in a Chris-
tian’s personal spiritual development.

Haynes’ authenticity is evident in The Legacy Path. 
Haynes acknowledges that he and his wife struggled over 
whether or not she should stay home and raise the chil-
dren (38). Also, Haynes deals honestly with the cultural 
notion that “life is all about you,” noting “when it’s all 
about you, then you will have sex before marriage…you 
will get divorced when things are di%cult,” and “you will 
spend money you don’t have on material possessions to 
find happiness” (71). Surprisingly, Haynes includes a 
chapter entitled “What If It Doesn’t Work?” which is 
based on Luke 15 and provides comfort to parents whose 
children have walked away from the legacy path.

"e Legacy Path o&ers parents a way of parenting 
that builds on foundations of Scripture, prayer, and 
family cohesiveness. Haynes doesn’t promise an easy 
model for parenting, but he does provide a biblical 
model for doing so. He consistently urges parents to 
take their time moving through the legacy milestones, 
emphasizing the tender heart which parents must dem-
onstrate to their children through compassionate and 
honest discussions.

Ben Espinoza
Graduate Student

Asbury "eological Seminary



Walls: Why Everybody’s Stuck (And Nobody Has to 
Be). By Ryan Rush. Carol Stream, IL: Tyndale House 
Publishers, Inc., 2011, 272 pp. $14.99.
In life, all of us experience debilitating experiences that 
hinder our spiritual lives, leaving us feeling stuck and 
with no plan of escape. "ough we sometimes want to 
de!ne these unbearable circumstances as walls, accord-
ing to Ryan Rush, they’re not the source of our true 
immobility. According to Rush, a true “wall” is not a 
physical or emotional circumstance, but rather “an 
unhealthy mind-set that keeps you from living life as 
God intends” (21). Rush’s text seeks to define these 
walls, shows how to break through them by the power 
of God’s promises, and articulates how to live as a “wall-
breaker.” Though it sometimes reads like a self-help 
book, Walls simply encourages correct, biblical thinking 
that moves us beyond our temporal circumstances and 
brings us closer to God. "e goal of breaking through 
these walls is not simply liberation, but rather “to know 
God himself, to experience the intimacy with him that 
is the ultimate ful!llment” (100).

"e backbone of Walls is Rush’s personal trial revolv-
ing around the !rst years of his daughter’s life, which 
were marked by a serious illness. "is story is the inspira-
tion for the book and is the source of Rush’s passion for 
helping people defeat their own walls.

Rush is “convinced that there is a whole new world 
awaiting those who are courageous enough to face their 
walls head-on, deal with them honestly, and take the 
steps toward a Faith Breakthrough” (18). Rush argues 
that tearing down walls “starts with a discovery of God’s 
promises: discovering a passage or promise that you can 
hold onto and trust God for to make a Faith Break-
through in the near days to come. A promise that can 
prove to be the turning point in your life and life story” 
(107-108). He includes several biblical passages and 
promises that tear down walls such as disappointment, 
perfectionism, and doubt (104-107). 

"roughout the book, Rush includes heart-wrench-
ing stories of people within his own church who expe-
rienced Faith Breakthroughs by holding onto these 
promises of God. Besides contemporary examples, Rush 
looks to figures within Scripture who were delivered 
from their own walls, such as Abraham, the paralytic 

in Mark 2, and King Josiah. Though these stories are 
compelling and educative, their frequency within the 
book causes the book to be a bit verbose. Some chapters 
might have been much more concise and still have been 
just as e&ective.

Instead of championing a gospel of self-help, Rush 
champions the Word of God as the true source of libera-
tion from sinful and oppressive mindsets. He discusses a 
parishioner who sought to claim God’s promise of being 
debt-free, to which Rush responds, “Where is that prom-
ise?” and describes what promises God has given per-
taining to !nancial provision (79). Elsewhere, he notes, 
“Sometimes passages become so familiar that we forget 
their incredible power,” referring to James 1:2-3 (155).

Though applicable to all Christians, Rush’s work 
seems to have the family in mind. The true stories he 
tells between several chapters revolve around spiritual 
breakdowns and breakthroughs in families. He includes 
a chapter on raising children to be “wall-breakers” (223-
239), in which he notes that “teaching our children 
about love, grace, walls, and promises can awaken our 
homes to an entirely new level of joy and peace” (238). 
Families will bene!t from this work as they seek to cling 
to the promises of God.

Ben Espinoza
Graduate Student

Asbury "eological Seminary
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How does family ministry look in 
the context of the educational minis-
tries in a local church? And how can 
church leaders develop strong family 
ministry curriculum?

We l l ,  that  d ep en d s  o n  th e 
church—and on what the church sees 
as the purpose of family ministry.

Some congregations see “family 
ministry” or “family life education” as 
a counseling program to heal troubled 
relationships. Other communities of 
faith perceive family ministry as a 
program to provide a roster of inter-
generational events. Among others, 
family ministry or family life educa-
tion refers to how the church equips 
parents to be involved in their chil-
dren’s spiritual formation.2

No wonder, then, that whenever a 
church leader asks me how to imple-
ment family ministry, my first ques-
tion is, “What do you mean by ‘family 
ministry’?” What I find is that, for 

some ministers, family ministry describes the way that 
their preschool, children’s, and youth ministries work 
together. Others have no clue what they mean by “fam-
ily ministry,” but they have heard the term so o#en they 
are quite certain that—whatever it is—their congrega-
tion must need one, especially since the church down 
the street has one.

Why this disparity in definitions? Youth minis-
try professor Chap Clark was spot on when he said: 
“Unlike other areas of ministry focus, family ministry 
emerged without any sort of across-the-board consensus 
of just what it is.…Because of this lack of a common per-
ception of family ministry, people responsible for family 
ministry in churches are o#en confused and frustrated.”3 

This “lack of common perception” can make the 
development of family ministry curriculum di%cult for 
many churches—but don’t let that fact discourage you! 
It is possible to diminish some of these di%culties. One 
primary pathway for reducing the frustration begins 
with a simple question: “What do we expect our family 
ministry to accomplish?” Or, to put it in more clearly 
curricular terms, “What is the purpose of family minis-
try in our congregation?”

When I work with churches to develop ministries 
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for families, I frequently !nd that congregational lead-
ers have never discussed precisely what they expect 
family ministry to achieve in their church. Even when 
they have discussed their vision for family ministry, 
the primary points of consensus may center on the 
problems that they expect family ministry to solve. 
For some, the perceived problem may be parental dis-
engagement from the discipleship of children. For oth-
ers, the dilemma is the separation of generations from 
one another. Still others see the primary issue as the 
failure of students’ faith to persist past their freshman 
year of college.

In each instance, what these well-intended lead-
ers lack is a clear positive vision for what their future 
family ministry should accomplish. "ey are operating 
with con$icting goals without even knowing it—and, 
especially when it comes to curriculum development, 
that’s a problem. Curriculum requires clear objectives, 
and objectives are built on shared goals and purposes. 
Unless church leaders reach consensus on the purpose 
of family ministry, confusion and lack of clarity will 
obscure the church’s curriculum for families. That’s 
why, before guiding you through a process to develop 
family ministry curriculum, I want to help you clarify 
your purpose.

The precise curriculum for family ministry will vary 
from one congregation to the next. Although some 
common threads will characterize different curricula, 
a resource that works well in one church could result in 
dismal failure somewhere else. "at’s simply because the 
specific needs of families in different contexts can be 
very di&erent even as their central need for the gospel 
remains the same. Both the intergenerational congrega-
tion of seventy people and the mega-church where every 
event is generationally-segmented need family minis-
try—but the curricula and the required changes in these 
two congregations will be radically di&erent. "ere is no 
cookie-cutter curriculum for family ministry that will 
work perfectly in every congregation.

When it comes to the purpose of family ministry, 
however, there can be far more common ground. "e 

perceived purposes for family ministry tend to fall into 
three primary categories. All three categories are thor-
oughly biblical, and your church won’t necessarily need 
to develop a written curriculum for each of these pur-
poses. In fact, many congregations practice these pat-
terns in their communities of faith without any planned 
curricula at all! The “family life curriculum” in these 
churches is a natural rhythm of life together that has 
been twined over time into the congregational culture. 

Regardless of your church’s unique needs and cul-
ture, here’s one foundational observation that’s easy to 
overlook: Some aspects of each purpose will overlap, but 
a single curriculum is unlikely to ful!ll every purpose. 
"at’s why, before developing a family life curriculum, 
it’s essential to clarify which purpose you intend your 
curriculum to accomplish.4

When the purpose for family ministry falls into the cat-
egory of church-as-guardrail, the goal is to strengthen 
healthy households and to heal strained or shattered 
family relationships. "e church provides a guardrail—
o#en in the form of counseling—to keep families from 
falling apart. At best, this form of family ministry draws 
from a range of Scripture-tested resources (“all wisdom,” 
Col 3:16) to apply the gospel in the context of house-
hold relationships.

Although this form of family ministry is certainly 
needed, church-as-guardrail ministry does not typically 
require the development of a common curriculum for 
the entire church. "e family counselor’s “curriculum” 
tends to be customized and contextualized to !t each 
family’s needs. As a result, while recognizing the value of 
church-as-guardrail ministry, this article will not focus 
on developing curriculum for family counseling. The 
intersection of the gospel with people’s sins and strug-
gles is the curriculum for church-as-guardrail ministry. 
Although the content of the gospel never changes, the 
precise implications of this intersection will shi# from 
one counseling session to another. Church-as-guard-
rail ministry belongs in a distinct category that rarely 
requires a church-wide curriculum.



When a church’s purpose for family ministry falls into 
the category of church-as-family, the goal is to help 
God’s people to relate to one another more like a family. 
What this means is that the church nurtures members 
within a rich matrix of multi-generational relation-
ships. Children and teenagers whose parents aren’t 
believers !nd their lives intertwined with mature men 
and women who become spiritual parents and grand-
parents. Married couples mentor singles. New parents 
learn child-rearing from empty nesters. "e entire con-
gregation works together to meet the needs of widows 
and orphans ( James 1:27). Church-as-family ministry 
clearly recognizes that, inasmuch as I am a follower of 
Jesus, my family includes anyone who does the will of 
my heavenly Father (Mark 3:35). This form of family 
ministry has been summarized well as “the church’s 
empowering the people of God to relate to one another 
as if they are family, especially if they are.”5

In church-as-family ministry, every gathering of the 
church brings people together in a multi-generational 
family reunion—except that the purpose of this reunion 
is far greater than enduring a picnic with people we can’t 
stand for the sake of pleasing our earthly parents. What 
church-as-family ministry recognizes is that social or 
generational similarities are not what de!nes Christian 
fellowship. "e people of God are uni!ed and de!ned 
by Jesus himself. Jesus has bonded believers together by 
breaking the barriers between them on the basis of his 
own blood (Eph 2:14–15). As a result, those who rub 
shoulders in the shadow of the cross should be precisely 
the people that the world would never dream of min-
gling together—brothers, sisters, fathers, and mothers 
from different nations, social strata, and generations. 
That’s why the Holy Spirit of God, speaking through 
the words of Scripture, speci!cally calls for close multi-
generational connections among God’s people (Titus 
2:1–5). These are not issues of preference or conve-
nience. "ey are issues of faithfulness to God’s design 
for his people, and they are rooted in the gospel itself.

So why might churches need a planned curriculum 
to bring people together in this way? Many churches 
have so thoroughly segmented their structures that 

Christians from different generations rarely interact 
with one another. Each demographic cluster in the 
church gathers separately for worship and studies Scrip-
ture in age-segmented small groups. Yet, if a church 
completely segregates the generations, how will youth 
learn to see older men as their fathers in the faith? (1 
Tim 5:1). When will mature women train younger 
women? (Titus 2:3-5). How can the younger generation 
learn to glimpse God’s glory in the faces of the elderly? 
(Lev 19:32). Church-as-family ministry reconnects the 
generations to re$ect more faithfully God’s multi-gener-
ational vision for his church.

When the purpose for family ministry falls into the cat-
egory of family-as-church, the goal is to equip parents to 
disciple their children in the context of their daily lives 
together. What this means is that Christian households 
become living microcosms of the larger community of 
faith as families learn and live God’s Word together. 
Great Awakening pastor Jonathan Edwards described 
the Christian household as “a little church” and declared 
that “the head of the family has more advantage in his 
little community to promote religion than ministers have 
in the congregation.”6 "e thought that parents must be 
primary disciple-makers in their children’s lives did not, 
however, originate in the Great Awakening! "is expecta-
tion is woven deeply throughout the pages of Scripture.

Paul commanded fathers to nurture their o&spring 
in the “discipline and instruction” that comes from the 
Lord (Eph 6:4). In other contexts, Paul applied these 
same terms—”discipline” and “instruction”—to pat-
terns that characterized the development of disciples 
(see 1 Cor 10:11; 2 Tim 3:16; Titus 3:10). Such texts 
strongly suggest that Paul expected parents, and partic-
ularly fathers, to engage personally in discipling their 
children. This engagement includes planned instruc-
tion in the form of regular teaching of God’s Word as 
well as unplanned elements, where the truths of God are 
discussed in the context of everyday life together. "ese 
practices are rooted in every Christian’s calling to make 
disciples (Matt 28:18-20). "ere is a proximal priority in 
disciple-making which calls for processes of evangelism 



and discipleship to begin with the persons that God has 
placed closest to us. For parents, the nearest unbelievers 
or young believers are typically their own children.

When Paul penned his words to fathers in Ephesus 
and Colossae, he was also drawing from a Scripture-
saturated legacy that had already shaped the Hebrew 
people for centuries. This heritage of songs, statutes, 
and ceremonies foreshadowed the coming of Jesus and 
explicitly recognized the primacy of parents in the for-
mation of children’s faith. When Moses received the 
law of God, he passed on precise instructions regarding 
how the people must preserve these precepts: “You will 
teach them diligently to your children” (Deut 6:6–7; 
see also Exod 12:25–28; Deut 11:1–12). Even in the 
songs of Israel, parents were called to impress on their 
children the stories of God’s works. A songwriter named 
Asaph put it this way: “I will utter the sayings ... that our 
fathers have told us. We will not hide them from our 
children. ... "ey will rise and tell them to their children, 
so that they will place their hope in God” (Ps 78:1–7).

If Scripture so clearly calls parents to train their 
children in God’s ways, why might churches need cur-
riculum to equip parents for such practices? In many 
churches, church leaders have not equipped or even 
acknowledged parents as primary disciple-makers in 
their children’s lives.7 Packed rosters of age-segmented 
activities (an “implicit curriculum”) coupled with 
silence regarding parents’ responsibility to disciple their 
children (“null curriculum”) have contributed to the 
unspoken assumption that the Christian training of 
children is best le# to professional ministers. As a result, 
Christian parents need focused guidance (“explicit cur-
riculum”) to respond in obedience to God’s commands. 
Family-as-church ministry contributes to this reorienta-
tion by calling parents to function as primary disciple-
makers in their children’s lives.

Two of the primary purposes for family ministry—
church-as-family and family-as-church—frequently 
require some sort of curriculum. But which of these 
purposes should your congregation embrace? Church-
as-family or family-as-church?

Perspectives 

on Family Ministry



"e answer, of course, is both. 
"is twofold approach is the foundation for “com-

prehensive-coordinative family ministry”—ministry 
that coordinates the God-ordained function of the 
Christian household with the church’s role as a Chris-
tian’s !rst family.8 And why is all of this so signi!cant 
for curriculum development? It’s because a single cur-
riculum is unlikely to move your congregation toward both 
goals. "e two purposes support and connect with one 
another. Yet each purpose represents a distinct trajec-
tory and will likely require a distinct curriculum.

So how can congregations develop curricula that 
will guide church members toward these two pur-
poses? The first step is to recognize that curriculum 
is not the answer. If you have trusted Jesus, God has 
already equipped you with his Spirit, his Word, and his 
people ( John 16:12–14; Eph 4:11–16; 2 Tim 3:16–17; 
Heb 13:21)—everything you could ever need to follow 
Jesus! At the same time, the wisdom of God’s people 
can sometimes be systematized in written resources 
that remind us how God’s truth applies to our daily 
lives. "e goal when creating family ministry curricu-
lum is not to supplement God’s work; the work that 
God has accomplished through Jesus needs no supple-
ment (Gal 1:6–12). Family ministry curriculum is a 
tool to develop habits of life that will help families to 
embrace the su%ciency of Christ’s work in their lives at 
home and in church.

In the 1960s, an educator named William Frankena 
developed a conceptual model for the purpose of 
analyzing educational philosophies (see !gure at end 
of article). I am fairly certain that Frankena never 
intended his model to provide a $owchart for creat-
ing a family ministry curriculum. Nevertheless, as I’ve 
worked with churches, his model has proven to be 
an effective tool to guide the formation of disciple-
ship strategies. "e !nal pages of this article will work 
through Frankena’s model in five steps to equip you 
with a framework for developing family ministry cur-
ricula for your congregation.

Family ministries frequently begin with the goal of !x-
ing some particular problem. Perhaps one too many 
recent high school graduates have walked away from the 
faith during their !rst few months of college. Maybe it 
has become apparent that too few parents in the church 
are actively guiding their children’s spiritual growth. 
It could even be that the Holy Spirit has led a church 
leader to see that segregation of the generations fails to 
re$ect God’s perfect design. All of these problems rep-
resent valid concerns. Yet the development of a family 
ministry curriculum must be driven by motivations that 
run deeper than problem-centered reactions. Other-
wise, family ministry becomes perceived as a program-
matic panacea to !x the church’s problems instead of a 
Scripture-driven reorientation of the church’s priorities.

It’s at this point that Frankena’s model becomes 
especially helpful. His model begins by asking, “What 
primary disposition do we desire to cultivate?” Or, to 
ask the same question in a way that focuses speci!cally 
on curriculum development, “What is the primary aim 
that will drive this curriculum?” For those of us who 
view Scripture as God’s eternal Word, this !rst question 
helps us to focus our curriculum development on tran-
scendent truth instead of temporary problems.

If you are developing a church-as-family curriculum, 
your answer to the !rst question might run something 
like this: “Because we desire to pursue more faithfully 
God’s design for Christian community, our aim is to 
develop multi-generational practices of discipleship that 
demonstrate how Jesus has broken down the barriers 
between us (Eph 2:14-15).” 

A curriculum that’s intended to strengthen the 
family-as-church aspect of family ministry would begin 
with a quite di&erent answer. An aim similar to this one 
could provide a foundation for family-as-church cur-
riculum: “Recognizing that God designed parents to 
be primary disciple-makers in their children’s lives, we 
desire parents to engage actively and intentionally in 
guiding their children to conform every part of their 
lives to Jesus Christ (Rom 8:29; Eph 6:4).” If the fathers 
in your congregation have disengaged from their chil-
dren’s spiritual development, your aim might be a bit 



more specific: “God has called Christian fathers to 
re$ect the sacri!cial leadership of Christ in their homes; 
our aim is for every father to become a Christ-like leader 
in the discipleship of his wife and children (Eph 5:25-
33; Col 3:21).” Whatever your particular wording, root 
your answer in the truth of God’s Word and in the trans-
forming power of the gospel.

The next box in Frankena’s model contains the 
premises that support your primary aim. "ese premises 
focus on the particular realities and challenges in your 
local church; they are likely to be somewhat unique to 
your context. When developing these premises, you will 
be asking, “Given the nature of reality in my church and 
community, what specific dispositions are needed to 
move people toward the central aim?” 

If the purpose of your curriculum is to develop deeper 
church-as-family relationships, some of these dispositions 
could include a desire to connect “spiritual orphans” with 
believing families. Church-as-family curriculum might also 
seek to cultivate a recognition among the youth that they 
need Christ-centered relationships with senior citizens. 

If you are focusing your curriculum on family-as-
church, these premises will probably focus on parents. 
One of your desired dispositions might include a 
church-wide recognition of the parents’ role as primary 
disciple-makers. Another desired disposition might be 
that fathers view themselves as spiritual leaders in their 
families. "is box could also contain some desired pat-
terns of life such as family devotional times or parents 
praying with their children.

Once you’ve stated your principles and premises, you’re 
ready to develop objectives for your family ministry cur-
riculum; this process falls mostly within the third box in 
Frankena’s model. "ese objectives will provide leaders 
and learners with a clear target for their learning experi-
ence. At this point, it’s important to state speci!c, mea-
surable actions! Another way of expressing this same 
idea draws from Robert Mager’s classic book on curricu-
lum design: Base your objectives on overt performance 

not covert performance.9 For example, don’t simply sug-
gest in your objectives that parents should desire to dis-
ciple their children; that’s a hidden attitude that will 
be almost impossible to assess. State specifically what 
parents will be able to do as well as how you will know 
whether parents have gained this skill.

I am not suggesting, of course, that outward actions 
are the !nal goal for your family ministry curriculum! 
What we desire ultimately is not the cultivation of exter-
nal habits but the transformation of people’s hearts. 
Outward skill without inward renovation is likely to 
result in the same self-righteousness that Jesus con-
demned in the scribes and Pharisees (Matt 23:25-28).

At the same time, Scripture is clear that outward 
actions can demonstrate the inward reception of God’s 
Word: “Be doers of the word and not hearers only, 
deceiving yourselves,” James admonished !rst-century 
believers. “"e one who looks intently into the perfect 
law of freedom and perseveres in it, and is not a forgetful 
hearer but a doer who acts—this person will be blessed 
in what he does” ( James 1:22, 25). "e development of 
outward skills can help persons to solidify inner changes 
as well as providing a catalyst for changes yet to come.

So how can you develop clear objectives that empha-
size overt skills in your family ministry curriculum? Here’s 
a process that has worked well in several churches:



Here’s an example how this process could look as 
you work from the identi!cation of your purpose to the 
cra#ing of your objectives:

Here are a few more ideas for how you might create 
objectives that help participants in a family ministry to 
acknowledge, apply, and contextualize God’s truth in 
identi!able ways:10

"e fourth box in Frankena’s framework focuses on the 
question, “What methods will be most e&ective in my 
context?” Because of this emphasis on your particular 
context, it’s at this point that your family ministry cur-
riculum will begin to diverge most radically from the 
church down the street. 

Acknowledge

Apply

Adapt

Acknowledge

Apply

Adapt



Formulating your answer to this question could 
require administering a survey to families in your com-
munity of faith. You might need to research what has 
been e&ective in churches that are similar to yours. Con-
versations with key leaders in your congregation could 
be helpful as well. Become a missionary in your church 
and community, considering carefully what is needed 
and what is most likely to be e&ective in your context. 
Throughout these contextual considerations, do not 
forget that God de!nes “e&ectiveness” not by numbers 
on a ledger sheet but by faithfulness to his Word.

Suppose the purpose of your projected curriculum 
is to equip families to function as microcosms of the 
church. Your research might reveal that, even though 
Christian parents sense their responsibility to disciple 
their children, they are uncertain what to do. It could 
also become clear that many families are already too 
busy; so, adding another class for parents at church 
would be counterproductive. One solution might be 
to develop a curriculum for family faith-talks, coor-
dinated with the pastor’s messages; this curriculum 
would be mentioned and provided to parents in 
printed form each Sunday morning. Curriculum of 
this sort may require two levels of objectives. "e !rst 
level includes the learning that you intend children 
to experience in their homes; the second level has to 
do with the habits of family discipleship that you’re 
developing in the parents.

Another possibility could be to write a curriculum 
that trains fathers to engage in faith-walks and faith-
talks with their children; this study might replace your 
usual small-group studies for a few weeks, or it could be 
used in a monthly men’s meeting. In other churches, you 
might choose to develop a parent-equipping curriculum 
that coordinates with youth or children’s events that are 
already on the calendar. 

Notice that a family-as-church curriculum can take 
many di&erent forms—including some that don’t even 
occur in classroom settings. "is same pattern charac-
terizes church-as-family curriculum as well. O#en, the 
best context for developing multi-generational rela-
tionships is not on your church campus. For example, 
bringing the generations together for mission trips or 
other service opportunities may be far more e&ective 

church-as-family activities than any formal class in the 
educational wing. 

Even church-as-family activities that do occur on 
your church campus may happen outside the context 
of a formal class. "ese activities could include youth 
prayer times that places senior adults and teenagers 
together. It may be a “families-in-faith” program that 
matches believing families with spiritual orphans. No 
matter how your church chooses to bring the genera-
tions together, a clear curriculum will help leaders and 
learners alike to develop deeper connections as a family 
in Christ.

Once your objectives are clear and you know what’s 
needed in your context, you’re ready to begin writing 
the content for the curriculum. The format and the 
number of learning sessions will vary from one context 
to another. The content, however, must be rooted in 
the gospel in such a way that it turns the attention of 
every participant toward the vast and beautiful story of 
how God has worked with humanity through creation 
and fall, redemption and consummation. Connect 
your content with your objectives, and take the time 
to evaluate whether participants are actually achieving 
the objectives.

The development of family ministry curriculum 
is a radically counter-cultural process. Particularly in 
Western culture, people cluster together according to 
peer groups and personal interests, so church-as-family 
doesn’t happen easily or naturally. Parents tend to turn 
over the shaping of their children’s souls to trained pro-
fessionals, so family-as-church doesn’t come easily either. 
But e%ciency and ease are not the goal of gospel-moti-
vated ministry. Conformity to the character of Jesus 
Christ—the one through whom the first family was 
formed in Eden and the one who is bringing together a 
new family even now on the basis of his own blood—is 
our goal, our purpose, and our ultimate objective.
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How do you make a Christian dis-
ciple? Ask most Christians that ques-
tion and you’ll probably get responses 
like “Take them through a class,” or 
“Assign them a mentor.” It’s possible 
that few responses would point to 
Scripture. Even fewer would point to 
the New Testament book of Titus. 
But that’s precisely where we !nd one 
of the rarest and purest treasures the 
Bible has to o&er in regard to the pro-
cess of making disciples.

Before we focus on this process, 
we must understand the purpose 
behind it. Discipling our children is 
not about teaching them to behave in 
a way that won’t embarrass us. We’re 
working toward something much 
more important than that. We’re actu-
ally raising our children with a view 
toward leading them to trust and to 
follow Christ. Moreover, as members 
of a local body, we’re striving to do 
this work in conjunction with other 

families who are doing the same. "e result is a synergis-
tic thrust designed to propel our children into the next 
generation of kingdom service—and all this is done in 
utter dependence upon God’s grace to do the work. So 
we must consider the picture Paul paints in Titus from a 
much broader perspective than that of our own families 
in isolation; we must view ourselves as part of some-
thing much larger than our families.

Paul’s letter to Titus is marked by an earnest desire to 
see the gospel proclaimed, preserved, and passed on. As 
such it contains a succinct yet poignant treatise on dis-
cipleship. "is is not to say discipleship is the sum total 
of Paul’s message in this letter, but it is a crucial element. 
For Titus’s mission to succeed, he will have to “teach 
what accords with sound doctrine” (2:1) and “urge 
the younger men” (2:6); he must “in all respects…be a 
model of good works” (2:7); he must “show integrity, 
dignity, and sound speech that cannot be condemned, 
so that an opponent may be put to shame” (2:78). He is 
to “declare these things” and to “exhort and rebuke with 
all authority” (2:15), and to “remind them” (3:1).2

In other words, Titus will have to be a disciple-
maker.

Additionally, Paul makes it clear that Titus is not to 



do this on his own. He charges Titus to appoint elders 
who “hold !rm to the trustworthy word as taught” and 
who “may be able to give instruction in sound doctrine” 
(1:9). Titus must urge older women to “teach what is 
good, and so train the young women” (2:3-4), and he 
must even call slaves to “adorn the doctrine of God our 
Savior” (2:10).

An examination of the first two chapters in Titus 
reveals a pattern I like to call the “three-legged stool” of 
discipleship. "ese three supports are (1) godly, mature 
men and women in the church; (2) godly, manly pastors 
and elders; and (3) biblically functioning homes. I like 
to think of them as three interrelated gi#s with which 
God has blessed his people. This stool is designed to 
support, constrain, shape, and protect believing parents 
and their children as they grow to maturity. Each leg in 
the stool is crucial as they work synergistically in the 
discipleship process.

"e !rst leg in the stool is found in the opening para-
graph of Titus 2 (a passage that will also shed light on 
the second leg).3 Paul writes:

Older men are to be sober-minded, dignified, 
self-controlled, sound in faith, in love, and in 
steadfastness. Older women likewise are to be 
reverent in behavior, not slanderers or slaves to 
much wine. (Titus 2:2-3)

With these two simple sentences, Paul introduces us 
to the importance of godly, mature men and women in 
the church as an important tool in the disciple-making 
process. Each word in that description is important.

In Paul’s exhortation here, the !rst and most important 
quality for men and women to possess is that of godly 
character. "ese aren’t just older men and women, nor 
are they simply wise in a worldly sense of the word. 
"ese are men and women of spiritual substance.

"ere are indeed many older people in our churches 
who have “changed their ways” for the better. However, 

not all of them are godly. While some older people no 
longer live the way they used to because God has trans-
formed their lives, there are others whose lives have 
changed simply because they no longer have the time, 
energy, or opportunity to pursue the sins they continue 
to cherish in their hearts. Paul is promoting here the 
former, not the latter.

Reverence for older men and women was the norm 
in ancient near eastern cultures. As the ancient writer 
Philo noted, “Among all those nations who have any 
regard for virtue, the older men are esteemed above the 
younger.”4 When Paul refers to older men and older 
women, he is speaking not merely of their age but of 
the mature character that God forges over time as men 
and women walk with him. This is important, since 
“the value of their example will depend on their moral 
character.”5 As John Calvin noted in his comments on 
Titus 2, “Nothing is more shameful than for an old man 
to indulge in youthful wantonness, and, by his counte-
nance, to strengthen the impudence of the young.”6

Moral character is part of what God works in his 
people in sancti!cation. “For those whom he foreknew 
he also predestined to be conformed to the image of 
his Son, in order that he might be the !rstborn among 
many brothers” (Romans 8:29). By God’s grace, believ-
ers are conformed to the image of Christ. "is transfor-
mation is not something reserved for super Christians! 
"is is the essence of the Christian life for all. It’s what 
happens as God works in us “both to will and to work 
for his good pleasure” (Phil 2:13).

God’s plan is that “we all attain to the unity of the 
faith and of the knowledge of the Son of God, to mature 
manhood, to the measure of the stature of the fullness 
of Christ, so that we may no longer be children, tossed 
to and fro by the waves and carried about by every wind 
of doctrine, by human cunning, by cra#iness in deceitful 
schemes” (Eph 4:13–14).

Godliness is the relentless pursuit of the Christian 
life. “For just as you once presented your members as 
slaves to impurity and to lawlessness leading to more 
lawlessness, so now present your members as slaves to 
righteousness leading to sancti!cation” (Romans 6:19). 



Maturity in Christians is marked not by gray hair but by 
the fruit believers bear in keeping with their sancti!ca-
tion. "ese are the men and women to whom Paul refers 
in Titus 2.

Godliness and maturity are not only gi#s granted 
by God’s Spirit to the individual believer; the context of 
Titus 2 makes it clear that they’re also gi#s granted to 
the church for the purpose of discipleship and mentor-
ing. God’s design is for godly, mature men and women 
to impact the lives of younger believers. "is is crucial 
when considering what it takes to equip family shep-
herds. If we’re going to see a generation of young men 
rise to the occasion and begin to disciple their families, 
it will be due in large part to the reestablishment of the 
biblical paradigm of mature believers pouring their lives 
into younger Christians and demonstrating godliness 
and maturity by their daily lives.

It’s important to note that Paul refers both to men and 
women in this context. While there are instances in 
Scripture where men and women work together to dis-
ciple a man (Acts 18:26), the wisest biblical counsel is 
for men to disciple men and women to disciple women. 
Here Paul instructs older women to “train the young 
women” (Titus 2:4). "ere’s a clear sense of speci!city 
and propriety in his words.

It’s the women, not the men, who are charged with 
giving words of biblical wisdom to younger women, 
with a view toward encouraging them “to love their hus-
bands and children, to be self-controlled, pure, working 
at home, kind, and submissive to their own husbands, 
that the word of God may not be reviled” (Titus 2:45). 
"is means that (1) both men and women are necessary 
in the disciple-making process, (2) there are important 
boundaries to be observed, and (3) the roles of men and 
women are distinct.

Thus the work of equipping family shepherds is 
men’s work. However, those family shepherds will have 
an uphill battle on their hands if younger women do not 
receive instruction from older women in “loving their 
husbands and children” and being “submissive to their 
own husbands.”

We must restore order in the home—and this can-

not happen apart from the presence and influence of 
godly, mature men and women in the church.

"e second prong in Paul’s approach is a bit more elusive 
than the !rst, for at least two reasons.

First, it can be difficult to see how having godly, 
manly elders fits into a paradigm that calls husbands 
to live as shepherds of their own families. If men take 
responsibility in their homes, why would it matter what 
pastors are doing? While the connection may be di%cult 
to grasp at !rst glance, a closer look will make it clear.

Second, the text itself seems less than straightfor-
ward in the way this point is presented. While it’s easy to 
see that God has given elders to serve a disciple-making 
function, it may be difficult to see how this function 
goes beyond their pulpit ministry. While it’s clear what 
older women are to teach younger women, it’s less clear 
what older men speci!cally are to teach younger men. 
It’s even less clear what role elders play in this teaching.

A closer look, however, reveals that a list for men 
corresponding to the list for women in Titus 2 is actually 
found in the !rst chapter of this book, not the second. 
Of course the list found in Titus 1 is of quali!cations for 
elders but further examination reveals its application to 
young men as well, for at least three reasons.

First, the list in Titus 1 must also represent the char-
acter qualities to be taught to young men simply because 
of the straightforward fact that there’s no list for young 
men anywhere else in the letter.

Second, elders are called to be “examples to the $ock” 
(1 Pet 5:3). What sense does it make for elders to serve 
as examples if their list of quali!cations is alien to that of 
ordinary men? What exactly would they be modeling?

Finally, it’s also clear that the list in Titus 1 is like-
wise the list for young men since there’s nothing in that 
list that isn’t a proper and legitimate goal for any young 
man’s character. There’s nothing there that any of us 
would not want our own sons to learn and live out.

When we focus on Titus 1, we see that the list of 
elder quali!cations there is divided into three catego-
ries: (1) the elder’s home and family, (2) his personal 
character, and (3) his teaching ministry. A careful 
study of these categories reveals not only what elders 



are called to do, but also what they’re called to model, 
and to whom.

"e !rst category of elder quali!cations focuses on the 
elder’s family life. Paul writes that an elder is to be “above 
reproach, the husband of one wife, and his children are 
believers and not open to the charge of debauchery or 
insubordination” (Titus 1:6-7). Obviously, this is an 
area in which all Christian men are called to excel. 
Moreover, not one of us would be willing to say that 
marriage and family are areas in which we’re willing to 
compromise in the training of our sons. Hence, elders 
serve as models for younger men as to what it means to 
be a husband, father, and manager of a home.

I believe one of the greatest obstacles to biblical fam-
ily shepherding is the way we view elders. Today, most 
churches call men to the office of elder (or pastor, or 
bishop; the terms are used interchangeably in the New 
Testament) without the slightest examination of their 
family. I know senior pastors who have been voted into 
churches before their wives ever entered the door. How 
could we possibly be serious about elders modeling bib-
lical family life to the bene!t of their $ock if an evalua-
tion of the elder’s home and family is never approached?

And yet, Paul’s teaching could not be clearer, and is 
reinforced by his other writings. Paul expands on these 
family-based quali!cations in his !rst letter to Timo-
thy. "ere he adds that an elder must “manage his own 
household well, with all dignity keeping his children 
submissive” (1 Timothy 3:4). He goes on to ask this 
rhetorical question: “If someone does not know how to 
manage his own household, how will he care for God’s 
church?” (3:5). Clearly the apostle intended to empha-
size the importance of a man’s track record as a family 
shepherd in determining his suitability for leadership 
in the church.

As long as we don’t care whether a man has disci-
pled his wife and children when we’re considering him 
for leadership in the church, we’ll never require other 
men to take seriously their roles as family shepherds. 
"at’s why the !rst part of this reformation must occur 
in the pulpit.

My prayer is that pastors will take it upon themselves 

to (1) embrace biblical family religion, (2) instruct their 
churches as to the importance of the practice, (3) model 
family shepherding to their $ocks, and (4) make a con-
certed e&ort to lead the church to examine the home life 
of all future candidates for leadership.

In the meantime, let us all be about the business of 
discipling our families regardless of how long it takes 
to see this kind of revival in church leadership. Who 
knows? God may use this to raise up new leaders for his 
church, as men show themselves worthy in their homes.

In addition to an elder’s commitment to his family, he 
must also model general Christian character. Part of 
Paul’s teaching on this is from the perspective of what 
a godly man is not: “For an overseer, as God’s steward, 
must be above reproach. He must not be arrogant or 
quick-tempered or a drunkard or violent or greedy for 
gain” (Titus 1:7). Paul then moves on to the a%rmative, 
and lists what an elder should be: “hospitable, a lover of 
good, self-controlled, upright, holy, and disciplined” 
(Titus 1:8–9).

Far from being a list of mysterious requirements 
attained only by men who take vows of poverty or 
silence or celibacy, this is the stu& all godly Christians 
are made of. Granted, elders must be exemplary in these 
areas, but that’s due in large part to their mandate to be 
examples to the $ock (1 Pet 5:2).

Flowing forth from such godly character is godly 
instruction. And the instruction an elder must give is 
related to family shepherding in at least two ways.

First, elders teach the things we all need to know 
as we shepherd our families. The church is a place of 
instruction, and those who give the instructions from 
God’s Word play a crucial role in shaping the way we 
think, believe, and behave in every sphere of our lives, 
not least in our homes.

Second, elders model sound teaching for the rest 
of the $ock. Men who lead as family shepherds should 
look to their elders for guidance and instruction on how 
to teach the Word. Unfortunately, this is sometimes a 
far cry from what we’re accustomed to.



I once saw a job posting for a senior pastor on an 
online career site. I don’t remember where the church 
was, but I do remember two things about it. First, it was 
a very large church (between 5,000 and 10,000 mem-
bers). I remember this because one of the requirements 
was that an interested candidate have a track record of 
growing a church to that size. "e other thing I remem-
ber is their extremely speci!c requirements in the area 
of teaching. "ey were looking for a candidate who was 
a strong communicator and pro!cient in incorporating 
PowerPoint slideshows into his messages. What a far 
cry from Paul’s exhortation: “He must hold !rm to the 
trustworthy word as taught, so that he may be able to 
give instruction in sound doctrine and also to rebuke 
those who contradict it” (Titus 1:9).

The third and final leg of the discipleship stool is the 
biblically functioning home. This is seen directly in 
Paul’s warning in Titus 1:10-11 concerning the urgent 
need for rebuking those who contradict sound doctrine:

For there are many who are insubordinate, empty 
talkers and deceivers, especially those of the cir-
cumcision party. They must be silenced, since 
they are upsetting whole families by teaching for 
shameful gain what they ought not to teach.

The teaching ministry of the elders is therefore 
linked directly to defending the discipling ministry 
that’s carried out speci!cally in families. As Calvin notes 
about this verse,

If the faith of one individual were in danger of 
being overturned (for we are speaking of the per-
dition of a single soul redeemed by the blood of 
Christ), the pastor should immediately gird him-
self for the combat; how much less tolerable is it 
to see whole houses overturned?7

All this may sound strange to you. We’re so used to 
viewing discipleship through the lens of professional, 
generationally-segmented, age-appropriate ministry in 
the church that it’s a bit awkward to think about the 

home being such a central player. However, Paul’s words 
here are not only unambiguous, but also consistent with 
his teaching elsewhere:

Children, obey your parents in the Lord, for this 
is right. “Honor your father and mother” (this is 
the !rst commandment with a promise), “that it 
may go well with you and that you may live long 
in the land.” Fathers, do not provoke your chil-
dren to anger, but bring them up in the discipline 
and instruction of the Lord. (Ephesians 6:14)

It is fathers—not youth ministers, children’s minis-
ters, or preschool ministers—who are charged with this 
duty of discipling the next generation. Nor is this—as 
I’ve already argued—inconsistent with the centrality of 
the pulpit ministry of elders in the local church.

In fact, the home is actually the proving ground for 
elders. As Paul notes in his letter to Timothy:

He must manage his own household well, with 
all dignity keeping his children submissive, for if 
someone does not know how to manage his own 
household, how will he care for God’s church? (1 
Tim 3:4–5)

Hence, it’s impossible to overstate the importance of 
the ministry of the home in the Pastoral Epistles. Again 
and again we !nd admonitions to parents and children 
(Eph 6:4; Col 3:20), and instructions to elders (1 Tim 
3:4–5; Titus 1:6) that center around the disciple-mak-
ing function of the family, and particularly the family 
shepherd.

The importance of family discipleship in the overall 
ministry of the local church is further evidenced by the 
way in which the ministry of the home is interwoven 
into Paul’s teaching in Titus. A panoramic view of this 
short epistle makes it obvious that the home is the hub of 
Christian activity. Paul emphasizes the importance of the 
family in evaluating potential elders (1:6–7): as an out-
post to be protected doctrinally (1:10–12), as the locus 
of primary ministry for young women (2:45), and as the 



focus of the instruction of older women to the young.
Therefore, we see that in each of the three prongs 

of discipleship in the local church—(1) godly, mature 
men and women, (2) godly, manly elders, and (3) bib-
lically functioning homes—there’s a link, in one way 
or another, to the ministry of the home and the family 
shepherd. "ere is thus a synergy between strong Chris-
tian homes and strong churches, with the ministry of 
the family shepherd serving as an indispensable element 
in the health, well-being, and future of the church.

I’ve o#en quoted Richard Baxter on this matter, and 
his words are so appropriate here that I cannot help but 
do it again: “The life of religion, and the welfare and 
glory of both the Church and the State, depend much 
on family government and duty. If we su&er the neglect 
of this, we shall undo all.”8
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“I can hardly breathe,” I told my wife. 
And I meant it. We were in an old 
elevator headed to the third floor of 
a battered women’s shelter in down-
town Taipei, seconds before meeting 
our two new daughters. They were 
five-and-a-half and three-and-a-half. 
"ey were just as nervous as we were. 

The so cia l  workers  b land ly 
announced to the girls, “Here is your 
mama. Here is your papa.” They 
handed us a bag of clothes that did not 
!t and sent us on our way. 

No fanfare, no celebration, no 
instructions. It was one of the greatest 
days of our lives. It was also the cul-
mination of years of conviction, hard 

work, bureaucracy, patience, impatience, and prayer. 
"e most common question we heard through the 

whole process was, “Don’t you already have kids?” What 
people meant when they asked this question was, “Why 
would you adopt when you can obviously have kids bio-
logically?” We had three biological children. Yet it never 
crossed our mind that we should not add to our family 

through the gi# of adoption. 
Here are the factors that were the driving force 

behind our decision to adopt. (1) We are committed 
to life. For our entire marriage we have supported many 
pro-life causes. But we always felt that, if we were going 
to encourage women to give birth to their babies, Chris-
tians should be in line, ready to adopt. It was our way of 
putting our money where our mouth was.

(2) We are committed to the helpless and disad-
vantaged. James (1:27) makes it clear that one of the 
evidences of our faith is how we respond to the “a'ic-
tion” of widows and orphans. Taking care of these two 
groups is time consuming, messy, and sacri!cial. But it 
is a central part of the Christian life. We wanted to make 
sure that our family was heavily invested in responding 
in obedience to this important admonition.

(3) We are committed to biblical manhood. Men 
are called to lead, provide, and protect (Gen 1-2, Eph 
5, 1 Kings 2:1-9, 1 Pet 3, Col 3). "is is a fundamen-
tal teaching of the Bible and it does not merely pertain 
within the four walls of one’s home. Men should be 
looking for those who need protection and provision. 
"ere are fatherless children all over the world. Every 
year I meet women who are burdened for adoption 
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but their husbands won’t budge. It’s usually something 
about retirement, college costs, or when they are !nally 
able to afford that boat they always wanted. In our 
home, men are expected to lead and to give sacri!cially 
for the good of others.

(4) We are committed to the gospel. "e doctrine of 
adoption is at the heart of the gospel. We are born out-
side of Christ, but it is through Christ that we receive 
“the Spirit of adoption as sons, by whom we cry ‘Abba! 
Father!’” (Rom 8:15). Physical adoption is a daily living 
picture of this spiritual reality. It is a constant reminder 
to our family and others of the grace and mercy of God, 
his love for the lost, and his care for the fatherless.

(5) We are committed to the nations. Not every-
one is called to international adoption but the result 
is a reminder of God’s love for every “nation and tribe 
and language and people” (Rev 14:6). Every week the 
Lord adds people to his church and tells you and I to 
love them. "ey may not look like us, smell like us, have 
the same socio-economic background as us, or talk like 
us. But that’s the beauty of the gospel. Twice we have 
brought into our home children from another country 
and told our other kids, “"ey don’t talk like you or look 
like you, but here’s another one. Love them.” It has been 
one of the biggest blessings in the whole process for us 
and has dramatically shaped our view of the whole world.

Maybe the next big decision in your life will involve 
a vacation house or a boat or a car that you don’t need. 
Maybe it will involve trying to sock away even more 
money for that early retirement you have been hoping 
for. It might even involve contributing to a monument 
or building with your name on it. Or just maybe it will 
involve an old elevator in another country with your 
mind in a whirl, your heart racing, adrenaline rushing, 
and your lungs struggling inexplicably for their next 
breath. And in making that decision, it might not even 
cross your mind that you already have kids.



We were talking recently with our 
next-door neighbors, a family from 
India, when the topic of adoption 
came up. The father had some con-
fident advice for us: “Make sure you 
never tell your kids they were adopted. 
It’s best that way.”

My neighbor is a very nice fellow 
but not exactly the sharpest knife in 
the drawer: Our son is African Ameri-
can, and my wife and I are Caucasian. 
We gently explained that we will tell 
them, it’s nothing to be ashamed of, 

and we suspected it would dawn on our son before too 
long anyway.

Adoption tends to be something appreciated or 
admired in America. But in other cultures, it’s o#en a 
stigma. A friend who is a missionary to Middle Eastern-
ers once told me the fascinating story of why adoption 
is o#en a taboo for Muslims.

The prophet Mohammed had adopted a former 
slave named Zayd. When Zayd grew up he married a 

woman named Zaynab, with whom Mohammed him-
self eventually fell in love. Zayd divorced her in anger, 
and Mohammed took her as a wife. Soon afterward, 
Mohammed received a “revelation” from Allah making 
adoption illegal: “Allah does not regard…your adopted 
sons as your own.”

It is now legal for some Muslims to adopt, but there 
are a number of rules surrounding it. Adopted sons are 
to be named a#er their biological father instead of tak-
ing the surname of their adoptive parents. "e (ur’an 
tells adoptive parents that they are simply the “trustees” 
of someone else’s child. Inheritance still comes from the 
birth parents, not the adoptive family. Adoptive siblings 
can even marry each other when they are grown. An 
adoptive family can refer to their adoptive son as a “son,” 
but they know that it’s really just a name to use, not a 
legal reality.

One of the problems in Islam, I think, is that they have 
a concept of Allah as creator and ruler—but there’s no 
concept of “the fatherhood of God.” Consequently, they 
do not have a concept of being spiritually and legally 
adopted into the household of faith, which is at the cen-



ter of biblical Christianity.
"e great theologian, J.I. Packer (whose three chil-

dren are adopted), has written an attention-grabbing 
line in his classic Knowing God: “Our understanding of 
Christianity cannot be better than our grasp of adop-
tion.” Elsewhere he writes that “adoption is the high-
est privilege the gospel o&ers.” Whereas “justi!cation” 
gives us the righteousness of Christ, “adoption” makes 
us members of his family and gives us access to all of the 
family bene!ts and privileges.

But sometimes I wonder if the way we speak about 
physical, earthly adoption shows that we have not yet let 
the truths about spiritual adoption truly sink into our 
hearts and minds.

Fellow Christians will sometimes ask my wife and me 
if we know anything about our children’s “real parents.” 
We’re also asked, “Do you have any children of your 
own?” Now we know what people mean when they ask 
these questions, and we also know that they are well-
intentioned. But they are problematic nonetheless.

Russell Moore—author of Adopted for Life: "e Pri-
ority of Adoption for Christian Families and Churches—
has drawn my attention to a parallel in the New 
Testament. He has written: 

As I read through the books of Ephesians and 
Galatians and Romans, it occurred to me that 
this is precisely the question that was faced by 
the apostle Paul and the !rst-century Christian 
churches. As pig-$esh eating Gentile believers—
formerly goddess-worshippers and Caesar-mag-
nifiers and all the rest—began confessing Jesus 
as Messiah, some Jewish Christians demanded to 
know, ‘Are they circumcised?’ "e Gentile believ-
ers would respond, “Yes, with the circumcision 
made without hands, the circumcision of Christ.” 
From the heated letters of the New Testament, it 
is evident that the response was along the lines 
of, “Yes, but are you really circumcised, and you 
know what I mean.” "is was no peripheral issue. 
For the apostle Paul, the unity of the church as a 
household had everything to do with the Gos-

pel itself. And where the tribal fracturing of the 
church was most threatening, Paul laid out a key 
insight into the church’s union with Christ, the 
spirit of adoption.1

In other words, these well-intended questions reveal 
that too many of us are still accustomed to thinking that 
biology is more important than legality. "e opposite 
of “real parents” is “fake parents.” "e opposite of “your 
own children” is “children not your own.” "ere is some-
thing about “adoption” that makes us think that rela-
tionships are somehow less real.

But we must put on our gospel-centered glasses and 
ask ourselves: Am I really a child of God? Is God really 
my Father? Is Jesus really my brother? For those who 
trust in Jesus the answer is unambiguously, “Yes!”

Remember, we have no biological connection to 
Jesus. We began our lives in a di&erent household, slaves 
of a di&erent master. But we have been adopted, and our 
new legal relationship is true, real, and glorious. A right 
understanding of spiritual adoption can transform the 
way we think about physical adoption.

Have you ever stopped to think that Jesus Christ was 
himself adopted? Now we have to be careful—if we say 
that he was adopted by his eternal heavenly Father then 
we’ve expressed a heretical understanding! But at the 
same time, it’s o#en easy to forget that Joseph was Jesus’ 
earthly father—they had no biological connection but 
the relationship was very signi!cant and real.

One of the hallmarks of the liberal theology of the 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries was the “father-
hood of man” and the “brotherhood of man”—God 
is the Father of everyone, and all of us are brothers and 
sisters. But both of these notions are unbiblical. God is 
everyone’s Creator, but he is only the Father of believers.

First John 3:10 divides all of mankind into two cate-
gories: (1) “the children of God, and (2) “the children of 
the devil.”2 Now “children of the devil,” to our modern 
ears, tends to sound like a bad horror $ick, something 
outlandish. But the Bible is clear: All of us “were by 



nature children of wrath, like the rest of mankind” (Eph 
2:3). The members of our “spiritual household” were 
those who worshiped anything and everything but the 
one true and living God. God himself was our Creator. 
We remained in his image. But he was not our Father, 
and we were not his sons.

God the Father has one eternal Son: Jesus Christ. 
And before the foundation of the world he predestined 
that many of his creatures—members of the household 
of unbelief and rebellion—would receive “adoption as 
sons through Jesus Christ” (Eph 1:5). "rough the Son, 
God the Father enables us to become sons. And we now 
become members of the “household of faith” or the 
“household of God” (Gal 6:10; Eph 2:19).

Paul spells it out in Galatians 4:4-7:

But when the fullness of time had come, 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 adoption as sons. And 
because you are sons, God has sent the Spirit of 
his Son into our hearts, crying, “Abba! Father!” 
So you are no longer a slave, but a son, and if a 
son, then an heir through God.

Jesus was born for a mission: to proclaim the good 
news of the gospel of the kingdom, and to redeem those 
who were under the law. But why did he do it? Why did 
he willingly allow his body to be bruised and broken? 
Why did he choose to follow his Father’s wishes and enter 
into a time of being forsaken by his eternal Father? Why 
did the most honorable person to ever walk the planet 
subject himself to scorn and mockery? Why did the only 
sinless man take upon his back the sins of the world?

One of the reasons was to demonstrate his Father’s 
righteousness (Rom 3:25-26). But it was also so that we 
might receive adoption as sons. "ink of what this verse 
is saying: Jesus died so that you could be adopted. You 
used to be a slave to sin, impurity, and unrighteousness 
(Rom 6:16-20). But now God has made you a son. And 
if you are a son, then you are also an heir of God! God 
has sent the Spirit of his Son into your heart so now you 
can cry Abba! Father! (see also Rom 8:15).

Abba is Aramaic (probably the language Jesus 

spoke). It means something like “dearest father,” a term 
of endearment and intimacy from a child to his father. 
Scholars have scoured the Jewish literature trying to 
!nd a single example of an individual using the word 
“Father” to address God. No other examples exist. Jesus 
was the first—but not the last! We too have the awe-
some privilege of calling the Creator of the Universe, the 
Eternal I AM, our dearest, heavenly Father.

Jesus died so that we could become his brothers, his 
co-heirs, and God’s sons. Amazing love how can it be! 
No wonder Packer can say, “Our understanding of Chris-
tianity cannot be better than our grasp of adoption.”

Does the Bible tell us to adopt children? No, it doesn’t 
address that issue one way or the other. But it does tell 
us to “Give justice to...the fatherless” (Ps 82:3) and 
that God himself is “Father to the fatherless” (Ps 68:5). 
James tells us that part of “pure and unde!led” religion 
before God involves visiting orphans ( James 1:27). 
Adoption is one way that we can imitate God and ful!ll 
these commands.

What can we do to support adoption? One key way to 
start is by asking questions.

(1) Ask your local crisis pregnancy center how you 
can help or volunteer. Crisis pregnancy centers are on 
the frontlines of the battle!eld, doing everything they 
can to persuade birthmothers to choose adoption or 
parenting over abortion. Maybe they need help rais-
ing money to buy a new ultrasound machine. (When 
women actually see their baby move, they o#en realize 
that it’s a lie that this is simply a clump of cells that can 
be discarded.) So maybe you can distribute empty baby 
bottles at church and encourage everyone to !ll theirs 
up over the next month with change.

(2) Ask families that are in the adoption process 
how you can help. "ey might not need anything right 
now—but you never know until you ask! And everyone 
can use prayer!

(3) Ask the Lord if he might be leading you to start 
an orphan-care ministry in your church.

(4) Ask the Lord if adoption might be a part of your 



future. For many couples adoption is only a “second 
option”—something to consider if having biological 
children doesn’t work out. But perhaps for some of us 
the Lord will plant a desire to adopt no matter what the 
fertility situation.

(5) Finally, all of us can praise God—our Father—
for the incredible gi# of his Eternal Son and the privi-
lege of being a part of his family!

ENDNOTES
 1Russell Moore, “"e Brotherhood of Sons”: http://

touchstonemag.com. 
 2Scripture quotations are taken from The Holy Bible, 

English Standard Version ©2001 by Crossway Bibles, a 
division of Good News Publishers. Used by permission.



They call it a “paper pregnancy.” 
It’s the period of time between the 
conception and finalization of your 
adoption. There’s no positive preg-
nancy test, no hormonal upheaval, no 
morning sickness, no amazing ultra-
sounds, no growing belly, no random 
food cravings, no little feet-kicks 
coming from the womb, no agoniz-
ing labor pains or delivery. Yet each 
of these finds its reflection in the 
paper pregnancy.

Our first was nineteen months 
long.

We decided to adopt in December 
of 2005, and I picked up my wife and 
our eighteen-month-old Ugandan son 
at the airport on July 13, 2007. Our 
positive pregnancy test was the U.S. 

government’s acceptance of our application. Our hor-
monal turmoil was the onslaught of emotions that $ow 
from the ups and downs of pioneer adoptions in African 
countries. "e morning sickness came in frustrations of 
all kinds, from paperwork pains to cross-governmental 
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headaches to the dizziness and nausea caused by the 
roller-coaster of international bureaucracy. "e surreal 
ultrasound came in the first picture we ever received 
of the baby boy we were “matched up” with, and the 
periodic arrival of pictures over the months functioned 
as so many kicks and somersaults in the womb, remind-
ing us that our son was real, alive, and growing. As the 
process lengthened, the anticipation bulged, and at the 
end of it all came the agonizing labor pains of my wife’s 
second trip to Uganda and her !nal week in the capital 
city—which she will tell you was the most hectic and 
hair-raising week of her life.

Why go through this? The same question that 
women throughout the centuries have asked in the 
pangs of delivery can be asked of those who have chosen 
to walk through a predictably intense adoption. Why?

It wasn’t because we wanted a child and couldn’t 
have one on our own. We’re a young couple, and we 
actually just wanted to adopt first. Scripture doesn’t 
have a Plan B view of adoption. We’ve never discovered 
a verse presenting adoption simply as a second-rate way 
to grow a family. We’re overjoyed at friends who decide 
to adopt because they can’t have biological children, 
and their children are no less blessed because adoption 



wasn’t their parents’ initial choice. But family-building 
is not the main motivation for helping the fatherless.

Rather, the highest and best motivation for adopt-
ing is the gospel of Jesus Christ. "e spiritual impulse 
to adopt runs far deeper than cute international babies, 
cross-cultural experiences, and family growth. The 
impulse to adopt echoes from the very heartbeat of 
the gospel.

We ourselves have experienced the grace of adop-
tion, and on a much grander scale. We were slaves of sin, 
but are now children of God (Rom 8:15). God was our 
judge, but now he is our Father ( John 1:12). We faced 
a foreboding future in hell, but now we anticipate an 
abundant inheritance in heaven (Rom 8:16-17). God is 
the Father of the fatherless (Ps 68:5), and he has made 
himself that for us through Jesus Christ. Adoption is in 
our blood. Adoption is in God’s blood.

Adoption has been called the crown jewel of 
redemption, because even justi!cation and reconcilia-
tion do not have to include adoption. God could have 
rescued us from sin and death without becoming our 
Father. It is possible to have reconciliation without son-
ship, to have justi!cation without adoption. We could 
have been predestined, foreknown, called, justified, 
sancti!ed, and glori!ed without being adopted, because 
a declaration of righteousness is not the same as a decla-
ration of sonship. Yet those of us who are in Christ are 
far more than former debtors and forgiven criminals. 
We are God’s children.

At 11:36 in the morning on Friday, November 16, 
2007 at Children’s Court in Monterrey Park, Califor-
nia, Judge John L. Henning declared that Judah David 
Mukisa Gundersen is the legal son of David and Cyn-
thia Gundersen, with all the rights and privileges of a 
natural-born child, including inheritance. We swore 
under oath that we would treat him as such, and the 
judge signed the court order to that effect. Although 
this was the !rst time we had walked through this pro-
cess, these weren’t strange words to us. For years we’ve 
read them in the Bible. "ese words are our story.

This is why Jesus’ earliest followers wrote things 
like this in their letters: “Pure and unde!led religion 
in the sight of our God and Father is this: to visit 
orphans and widows in their distress, and to keep one-

self unstained by the world” ( James 1:27). "is call to 
help the helpless resounds in the heart of all who have 
been “visited” by God in Christ and who have been 
helped in our “distress.”

"e need of orphans worldwide is literally incalcu-
lable. "eir “distress” is severe. And we have the gospel, 
a family, and a home (in that order). With all of this in 
mind, the thought of us not helping orphans is unthink-
able. We adopt because he !rst adopted us (1 John 4:19).

With international adoption, there’s another ele-
ment at play. God loves diversity, and we love diversity 
with him. Unity in the midst of diversity is beautiful 
because it displays the singular glory of the one who 
binds the diversity together. Jesus Christ is praised in the 
book of Revelation because, as the four living creatures 
and the twenty-four elders cry out, “You were slain, and 
purchased for God with your blood men from every 
tribe and tongue and people and nation” (Rev 5:9). 
God’s family is colorful, because God is creative and 
because the bond of Christ is strong. "is is magni!cent 
to us, and for as long as I can remember I’ve wanted our 
family to mirror this every-tribe-tongue-people-nation 
diversity. "e loveliest family in all the universe is God’s, 
and its loveliness is well worth re$ecting.

Finally, a word about adoption and the global cause 
of Christ. Missions means spreading the name of Jesus 
Christ to every nook and cranny of every people group 
on the planet by crossing cultures and languages and 
geographical boundaries to reach them, whether they 
be urban socialites or desert nomads or tribal villagers. 
International adoption means spreading the name of 
Jesus Christ into the hearts and lives of every people 
group on the planet by crossing cultures and languages 
and ethnic barriers to bring the smallest and needi-
est of the world’s population into our homes, making 
them part of our families, and investing the gospel into 
their lives from the backyard to the dinner table to the 
bedside. Adoption and the global Christian mission 
are inseparable.

This is why, at the end of it all, we want to bring 
the children of the nations into our family. Not so that 
they can grow up and live the American dream, but 
so that by God’s grace they can grow up and walk the 
narrow road. Running water, medical care, and a sound 



education are precious and valuable things. But seeing 
the glory of Christ, hearing the good news of salva-
tion, !nding reconciliation with God, and walking in a 
manner worthy of the incarnate Savior of the world is 
in!nitely more precious.

And so we seek to adopt—as those who have been 
freely adopted ourselves into a beautifully diverse fam-
ily unified in the death, burial, and resurrected reign 
of Jesus Christ; as those who have been called to the 
outreaching of global missions and the inbringing of 
Christian adoption; and as those whose hearts long not 
for the security and comfort of the American dream but 
for radical lives of incarnational love.

Every day, I see all of this and more in the bright 
eyes and brilliant smile and childlike faith of my chil-
dren. I see the grace of God; I see the gospel of Christ; 
I see the diversity of the church; and I see the call of the 
Christian mission. And perhaps most of all, I see that 
it is no small thing to be a child, and no small thing to 
have a father.

“For you did not receive the spirit of slavery to fall 
back into fear, but you have received the Spirit of adop-
tion as sons, by whom we cry out, ‘Abba! Father!’ "e 
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 su&er 
with him in order that we may also be glorified with 
him” (Rom 8:15-17).



We are S!"#$%& about the G$&'!(

Dan DeWitt | IL | Ed.D Graduate
Dean of Boyce College and Founding Pastor of Campus Church

Visit us at sbts.edu

he Southern Seminary Doctor 
of Education degree will equip 
you to serve as a leader in 

Christian educational institutions or in 
the educational ministries of the church. 

Our Ed.D. will provide a practical yet 
theologically-grounded curriculum that 
can be completed in 30-months from 
anywhere. For more information see 
www.sbts.edu/edd



The Journal of Family Ministry

#e Journal of Family Ministry is the premier profes-
sional and academic journal for family ministry and 
family ministers in local churches. 

"e Gheens Center for Christian Family Ministry at 
"e Southern Baptist "eological Seminary publishes 
two journal issues each year. Each issue is released in 
printed format to subscribers, then in Amazon Kindle 
electronic format, followed by electronic release to sub-
scribing academic institutions and finally as a down-
load in Adobe Portable Document Format from http://
www.familyministrytoday.com. "e primary readership 
includes pastors, associate ministers, professors, and 
seminary students.

Two pages per issue are typically available for one-time 
advertising. "e cost for these advertisements is $500.00 
per page. The latest date that advertisements can be 
accepted is March 15 for Spring/Summer issue or Sep-
tember 15 for Fall/Winter issue.

Four pages per issue are available for continu-
ing advertisements. For the cost of $300.00 per issue, 

advertisers will be automatically billed each issue for a 
full-page advertisement. Advertisers may change their 
advertisement at any time, or they may choose to retain 
the same advertisement for multiple issues. "e latest 
date that advertisements can be accepted is March 15 
for Spring/Summer issue or September 15 for Fall/
Winter issue.

Advertisements must be 8.5 x 11 inches, 300 d.p.i., in 
Adobe Portable Document Format.

Timothy Paul Jones, editor, tjones@sbts.edu 
Derek Brown, associate editor, djbrown@sbts.edu 



A  C H R I S T M A S  C O N C E R T

Friday, December 2, 2011  7:30 PM

Alumni Memorial Chapel at Southern Seminary

Visit www.sbts.edu/events for additional information 

and to purchase tickets online.

(502) 714-6500 | http://www.sbts.edu/events



"e Journal of Family Ministry: Equipping the Generations for Gospel-Centered Living is a peer-reviewed 
professional and academic journal. "e editors and the editorial board welcome letters, suggestions, and articles 
from readers. Article submissions should conform to the Journal of Biblical Literature stylistic guidelines. "e 
editorial philosophy will be consistent with "e Baptist Faith and Message (2000) and with Southern Seminary’s 
Abstract of Principles (1858).

Spring/Summer 2012 
"eme: Family Ministry and Motherhood 

Fall/Winter 2012 
"eme: Family Relationships and Responsibilities in the Patristic Era 

Spring/Summer 2013 
"eme: Intergenerational Relationships in the Community of Faith

Fall/Winter 2013 
"eme: Family Ministry in the Middle Ages and Reformation 
 






