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 Good morning.  It’s good to be back, after 2 Sundays away.  

It’s good to be back worshipping with our church family here at 

Three Rivers Grace.  And it’s good to be back in Romans 8.  I 

continue to be so encouraged by this chapter of Scripture.  Three 

Sundays ago I preached on Romans 8:12-13 about killing sin by 

the Spirit.  We learned in those verses of the necessity of the Spirit 

to enable us, motivate us, cause us to persevere in the fight against 

sin.  We also learned that we must engage this battle fiercely and 

consistently.  The Spirit is not going to fight this fight for us, while 

we sit by passively.  We have to be actively seeking to put to death 

the deeds of the body.  We use the sword of the Spirit, which is the 

Word of God.  We rely on the Spirit.  When there are victories, we 

thank the Spirit.  And we continue to fight.  It’s both-and.  The 

Spirit is at work within us, and we are actively engaged in the 

process of mortifying sin.  I said to us that we can’t take a day off 

from fighting sin.  We can’t let up.  We can’t take a break.  We 

can’t take a vacation.   

 And then I went on vacation.  And I was pondering the idea 

of vacation, the idea of taking a break from one’s work.  What 

does that look like for a pastor?  Because the bulk of my work is 

praying and meditating on the Scriptures and preparing to teach 

and preach.  So what does a pastor do on vacation?  Does he stop 

praying and stop reading the Bible?  Of course not.  Every 

believer, whatever your vocation, whatever your calling in life, 

whether you are in the normal routine of life and work, or if you 

are taking some time for rest and rejuvenation, the fight against 

sin, the fight for holiness, must never let up.   

 Our time away was refreshing.  It gave us some good time 

with some of our extended family.  And it also gave us some really 

good time just with our immediate family—just the six of us 

(number 6 about to be born in just a few weeks).  We had some 

wonderful times of family worship, and Stacy and I had many 

meaningful conversations in the evenings and while we were 

driving.   

 So it’s good to break from the routine of life from time to 

time, but as believers we never break from Romans 8:13.  Because, 

as that verse makes so clear, life and death are at stake in this.  

Those who are not fighting this battle, but instead are living 

according to the flesh, they will die—eternally perish in hell.  But 
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those who are putting to death the deeds of the body by the Spirit 

will live—eternally dwell in God’s presence in heaven.  So it 

doesn’t get any more serious than this.   

 Now we’re going to move into verses 14-17 for this 

morning’s sermon, and we’re going to see some very precious 

things about our identity as believers.  The Spirit continues to be 

very prominent in these verses.  Earlier in this chapter there was 

the vivid contrast between the Spirit and the flesh—those who 

walk according to the Spirit versus those who walk according to 

the flesh.  We are also told that, as believers, the Spirit of God 

dwells in us.  And He is the Spirit of life.  One day God will 

resurrect our mortal bodies through the Spirit.  And then, in verse 

13, as I was just reviewing, mortifying our sin happens by the 

Spirit.  We’re learning a lot about the Spirit in this chapter. 

 Now we’re going to learn some additional things that are 

connected with the Spirit’s work in us.  The overarching theme of 

verses 14-17 is adoption.  So we’re going to meditate together on 

this amazing reality that we are adopted as children of God.  And 

then we’ll also see 2 amazing things that are connected with our 

adoption.  The Spirit gives us assurance that we are children of 

God.  And our adoption means that we have a great inheritance.  

These are the three things we’ll look at, then: adoption, assurance, 

and inheritance. 

Adoption 

 Verse 14 says, “For all who are led by the Spirit of God are 

sons of God.”  To be a son or daughter of God, to be a child of 

God, that means you have been adopted by God.  It’s very 

important, first of all, for us to realize that not everyone is a child 

of God.  That may not sound like a very nice thing to say.  But 

that’s biblical truth.  Some people are children of God, and others 

are not.   

Many people would like to think that everyone is part of 

the family of God, but that’s not what the Bible says.  John 1:11-

13, says, “[Jesus] came to his own, but his own people did not 

receive him.  But to all who did receive him, who believed in his 

name, he gave the right to become the children of God, who were 

born, not of blood nor of the will of the flesh nor of the will of 

man, but of God.”  Being born of God refers to the sovereign work 

of God called regeneration, being born-again.  God gives us new 

life, and then we believe in Christ—we receive Him.  And to those 

who receive him, who believe in his name, they become the 

children of God.   
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Now, everyone is created by God and belongs to God 

simply by virtue of their existence.  But only certain ones have 

been adopted by God into His family.  And Romans 8 has been 

describing this group of people.  Verse 14 summarizes by saying, 

“those who are led by the Spirit of God.”  Who are they?  Well, 

they are the ones who walk not according to the flesh but 

according to the Spirit (v. 4).  They are the ones who live 

according to the Spirit and set their minds on the things of the 

Spirit (vv. 5-6).  They are the ones who have the Spirit of God 

dwelling in them (v. 9).  They are the ones who are putting to death 

the deeds of the body by the Spirit (v. 13).  This is what it looks 

like to be led by the Spirit.   

Led by the Spirit 

 Some of us might see that word “led” and immediately 

think of very specific life decisions about which we are seeking 

guidance.  You might be thinking, “I need the Spirit to tell me 

what job to take, or what house to buy, or what car to purchase, or 

what college or grad school program to pursue, or what mission 

organization to support.”  I don’t want to minimize the importance 

of those decisions, or the importance of praying about such 

decisions and asking for the Spirit’s help.  But I don’t think that’s 

mainly what Paul has in mind here.  I would encourage you not to 

over-analyze the question, “What is God’s will for my life?” when 

thinking of those kinds of questions.  Is it God’s will for me to 

work at this job or that job, to live in this house or that house, to go 

to this school or that school?   

You could go crazy if you’re looking for some supernatural 

sign from the Spirit every time you have to make a decision.  I 

remember a guy telling me once that he had gotten himself in such 

a tizzy because he was analyzing every little decision in this way.  

He would stand in front of his closet in the morning deliberating 

over which shirt God wanted him to wear that day.  Is it God’s will 

for me to wear the plaid shirt (again), or the striped one?  Is it 

God’s will for me to eat a tuna sandwich for lunch, or PB and J?  

You’ll make yourself crazy if you go down that route.   

 To be led by the Spirit does not mean that the Spirit is 

going to make every decision for you, or tell you specifically what 

to do in every minute detail of life.  What He is going to do is put a 

passion for holiness within you and give you clear instructions in 

Scripture concerning the holy life you ought to be pursuing.   

 So, for instance, 1 Thessalonians 4:3-4 says, “For this is the 

will of God, your sanctification: that you abstain from sexual 
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immorality; that each one of you know how to control his own 

body in holiness and honor,” (1 Thessalonians 4:3–4, ESV)  

 If you came to me asking, What is God’s will for my life?  

I can’t tell you what school to go to, or what job to take.  I can’t 

tell you the exact person you should marry.  And the Spirit is 

probably not going to write the answers to those questions in the 

sky for you either.  But what has been written very clearly for all 

of us to see, is that God wants us to be holy.  He wants us to be 

sexually pure.  You shouldn’t be sleeping with your girlfriend or 

boyfriend.  You shouldn’t be looking at pornography.  You 

shouldn’t be committing adultery or looking lustfully at others.  

This is how the Spirit leads us: by giving us very clear guidance in 

Scripture and putting within us a desire to follow in this path.  And 

as we follow in this path, as the various decisions of life present 

themselves, we will pray and we will seek godly counsel from 

others and we will consider our gifting and desires and what would 

most glorify God, and we will make those decisions.  Hopefully 

that clarifies a bit what it means and what it doesn’t mean to be led 

by the Spirit.  We’re not looking for writing on the wall every time 

we have to make a decision.  Rather, what we’re seeing in our lives 

is that the Spirit has changed us from the inside out and has 

redirected our essential desires and passions.   

Abba! Father! 

 The amazing thing that verse 14 tells us is that those who 

are thus led by the Spirit are sons of God.  The fact that the Spirit 

is dwelling in us, leading us, governing our lives, means that we 

have been adopted into God’s family.  We are God’s children.  We 

have received the Spirit of adoption as sons, by whom we cry, 

“Abba! Father!”   

 This is such a precious truth, and I’m praying that it will be 

a great comfort and encouragement to every believer here today.  

To be a child of God is an awesome privilege!  As I already said, 

this is not true of everyone.  God has chosen to adopt certain 

individuals.  It’s His sovereign choice to do so.  It shows His 

immense love and mercy, that He would bring people such as you 

and me into His family.   

 And to think that sinners such as us can approach the 

Almighty, infinitely Holy God, and call Him, “Father!”  Do you 

realize what a tremendous miracle that is?  God cannot allow 

sinners into His presence.  It is against His character.  But because 

of the work of Christ, bearing our sin, and Christ’s righteousness 

credited to us, we find ourselves reconciled to God and brought 

into this intimate relationship with Him as our dear Father.   
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When we think on this great reality that we are children of 

God, it’s good to view this in relationship to and in contrast to 

Jesus’ sonship.  Jesus Christ is the eternal, only begotten, beloved 

Son of God the Father.  We are adopted sons and daughters of God 

the Father.  There was a time when we were not His children.  But 

now we are adopted into His family and therefore have full status 

as His true children, with all the privileges that entails.   

 One of those privileges is that we can approach Him with 

the words, Abba Father.  What an amazing thing!  What an 

amazing privilege!  We can come into His throne room and talk to 

Him, commune with Him. 

 There is a very interesting picture that maybe many of you 

have seen, and has been referenced by other preachers on this 

point—a picture of John F. Kennedy in the oval office, working at 

his desk, and his young son John F. Kennedy Jr. is peeking out 

from under the desk.  To think of the power of the presidency and 

the weighty discussions and decisions that happen in the oval 

office, and then there’s the son of the president hanging out there 

under the desk.  I also think of Abraham Lincoln and how his sons 

would come in to be with him even in the midst of important 

meetings.  These are faint illustrations of how awesome it is that 

you and I have the privilege of approaching God’s throne, dwelling 

with Him, and speaking to Him.  He is ruling over the universe, 

and we have access to Him as His children. 

Immanence and Transcendence         

We can approach Him with the words, “Abba! Father!”  

Paul records it here both in Aramaic and in Greek.  The New 

Testament is written in Greek, but Aramaic was commonly spoken 

at that time.  So we sometimes get these Aramaic words which are 

simply transliterated.  Like Maranatha, meaning “Come, Lord!” 

which shows up in 1 Corinthians 16 and Revelation 22.  Here the 

Aramaic word is “Abba,” and it would have been the word Jesus 

used during His earthly ministry when He prayed to His Father.   

Some people like to render this, “Daddy,” but we shouldn’t 

be too casual in how we approach God.  We have to remember 

who He is.  In the Lord’s prayer, Jesus teaches us to pray, “Our 

Father in heaven.”  It’s instructive to consider both pieces of that 

address.  There is the intimacy of approaching God as Father, but 

there is also the realization that He is in heaven and that He is holy 

and righteous and transcendent.  Therefore as we approach God in 

prayer we must realize both that He is our loving Father and also 

that He is the sovereign King who rules on high.  We can call Him 

Father, yes, but that should not diminish our reverence for Him.  
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Hebrews 12:28-29, “let us offer to God acceptable worship, with 

reverence and awe, for our God is a consuming fire.”  Don’t think 

that just because God is our Father that we can treat Him casually 

or irreverently.  On the other hand, neither should we think that 

because God is so transcendent and so high above us that we can 

never talk to Him.  We need to perceive both of these emphases.  

He is our Father, and He is in heaven.   

Earthly Fathers, Heavenly Father 

 As I’m rejoicing in this beautiful picture of fatherhood I 

realize that many of you may have a very negative impression of 

fatherhood.  Maybe you never had a dad, or you had a dad who 

was aloof or unloving or abusive.  And maybe that has left such a 

deep scar in your heart that you can’t imagine what there is to be 

excited about in the word “Father.”  I would say, don’t judge your 

heavenly Father according to the shortcomings of your earthly 

father.  If you have trouble rejoicing in the Fatherhood of God 

because you have been so hurt by your earthly father, you need to 

realize that God is a perfect Father, and every father in this world 

is an imperfect father.  Because we live in a fallen world, there are 

unfortunately many very wicked fathers.  But that does not negate 

the fact that God is a perfect and loving and caring and 

compassionate Father.  In fact, the shortcomings and sins of earthly 

fathers serve as a dark backdrop for the brilliant perfection of 

God’s Fatherhood.  In contrast to earthly fathers who have been 

disappointing or destructive, our heavenly Father will surpass our 

expectations and will comfort us and restore us and be our loving 

Father forevermore.   Therefore it is an unspeakable joy to be able 

to come to Him and say, “Abba! Father!” 

The Highest Blessing of the Gospel 

 In J.I. Packer’s classic book, Knowing God, he has a whole 

chapter on this theme of adoption.  The chapter is entitled, “Sons 

of God,” and he makes the claim that adoption is “the highest 

privilege that the gospel offers: higher even than justification.”
1
  

He knows that may cause some raised eyebrows, and he goes on to 

explain that justification is the primary and fundamental blessing 

of the gospel.  We need to be forgiven.  We need to be brought into 

a right standing before God.  And then the other blessings of the 

gospel flow from that.  So justification is primary and fundamental, 

but it is not the highest blessing of the gospel.  Adoption is the 

highest, because it involves this rich and intimate relationship 

which we now enjoy.   

                                                           
1
 Page 206 
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 I think of it like this, in terms of my relationship with my 

wife.  Let’s say that I have said something insensitive or mean-

spirited toward Stacy, and I need her forgiveness.  [This has never 

really happened, of course.  But hypothetically . . .]  If she simply 

declares that she has forgiven me, but then walks out of the room, 

how would that leave me feeling – pretty empty.  What I really 

long for is the warmth of her affection, I want to be close to her, I 

want to know that our relationship is repaired, that there has been 

full reconciliation.  I want to walk with her and hold her hand, to 

laugh with her and see her smile.  The declaration of forgiveness is 

foundational to the repaired relationship, but it’s the relationship 

that is really precious.   

 In this way, justification is foundational, but not simply for 

the sake of being declared right in God’s courtroom.  The highest 

blessing of the gospel, which results from our justification, is that 

we are adopted.  We feel the warmth of God’s affection for us.  We 

see His smile over us.  We enjoy His presence.   

Assurance 

 Now let’s talk briefly about assurance, and then we’ll close 

by thinking of our great inheritance.  Verse 15 gives us a great 

contrast which highlights the benefits of adoption.  “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!” 

 Paul here contrasts adoption with slavery.  We were once in 

bondage, and that bondage involved fear.  There was the fear of 

judgment.  But now, in stark contrast to the tenuous existence of a 

mere slave, we are secure in the family of God.  

 Verse 16 goes on to say, “The Spirit himself bears witness 

with our spirit that we are children of God.”  Not only are we 

secure in the family of God, but the Spirit wants to assure us that 

this is, indeed, the case.  Isn’t God so kind to us?  He adopts us, 

and He wants us to be assured of our adoption.  He doesn’t want us 

to be endlessly questioning whether we really belong to Him or 

not.   

 A month ago, when I was preaching on verses 9-11, I was 

hoping that it would become clear to each person whether you are 

in the flesh or in the Spirit.  And that’s my hope this morning as 

well, that unbelievers will realize they are unbelievers and turn to 

Christ, and that believers will be assured of their salvation.  This 

can be a delicate and difficult matter, because there are those who 



8 
 

are not saved but think they are, while there are others who are 

saved but wonder if they really are. 

 I’ll repeat for you some of the questions from that sermon 

meant to help each of us deal with that question, Am I in the flesh 

or in the Spirit?   

Are you hoping in something within you, or outside of 

you?  You must be looking to Christ.  You must be looking to His 

perfect life, and His sacrificial death, and triumphant resurrection.  

Do you believe?  And then, as a result of that belief, there should 

be fruit in your life that affirms how the Spirit is at work within 

you.  Do you hate sin?  Do you recognize sin in your life and wish 

it were not there?  Do you look forward to the day when we will be 

totally free from sin?  Do you love God’s Word?  Do you desire to 

read it?  Does it come alive to you as you commune with God in 

His Word?  And as you read the Word and listen to the Word 

preached and taught, do you submit to the truth?  Do you love 

other believers?   

These questions are similar to the ones in the pamphlet that 

was made available last week, connecting with Doug Miller’s 

sermon, and is out on the table in the back.  J. C. Ryle’s pamphlet, 

Are You Born Again? which looks at several verses from 1 John.  I 

would also commend to you Don Whitney’s book, How Can I Be 

Sure I’m A Christian? 

What we’re seeing in our text for this morning is that an 

additional confirmation comes to believers in a very personal way 

through the witness of the Holy Spirit.  It’s difficult to say a whole 

lot about this, since it is so personal.  Our experiences will vary, 

but the fact is that the Spirit does testify to us, confirm in us, assure 

us, that we are children of God.  It may be in a flood of tears as 

you are praying, or in a surprising sense of peace in the midst of an 

intense trial.  It may be as simple as waking up in the morning with 

a conscious awareness that you believe the Gospel.  You know that 

God is real and that He sent His Son to die in your place.  You 

have a settled confidence that you are His.   

This is the Holy Spirit bearing witness with our spirit that 

we are children of God.  How sweet it is that the Spirit ministers to 

us in this way!  We should yearn for greater experiences of this.  If 

you are struggling with doubt, struggling with assurance, you 

should spend time in the Word and in prayer, and ask for the Spirit 

to give you this confidence.   

Romans 5:5 said something that relates to Romans 8:16.  It 

says, “God’s love has been poured into our hearts through the Holy 
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Spirit who has been given to us.”  God wants us to be assured of 

His love for us.  He wants us to be confident that we are, indeed, 

His children.  And the third Person of the Trinity, the Holy Spirit, 

dwells in us, testifying to our spirit that it is so.               

Inheritance 

 We’ve seen that one of the privileges of being adopted is 

that we have access to God.  We can approach Him, pray to Him, 

call Him “Abba! Father!”  And another unspeakably great 

privilege of our adoption is that we get an inheritance.  Verse 17 

says, “and if children, then heirs—heirs of God and fellow heirs 

with Christ.” 

 Since we have been adopted into God’s family, that means 

that Christ is now our brother.  We become fellow heirs with Him.  

What Christ rightly deserves now belongs to us as well.  And what 

is that?  Well, earlier in Romans Paul referred to the promise to 

Abraham and his offspring that he would be heir of the world.  

That’s in Romans 4:13.  Believers are Abraham’s offspring, and so 

we are heirs of the world.  And later in Romans 8 Paul looks 

forward to the redemption of our bodies.  So part of our inheritance 

is that we are going to dwell with resurrected bodies in a new 

heaven and new earth, reigning with Christ over it all.  That is 

stunning and incomprehensible, and that’s why I so long to 

experience it.  This inheritance will be better than anything we can 

imagine.   

 But the best part of it is what Paul refers to here in Romans 

8:17, that we are “heirs of God.”  We’re going to inherit some 

amazing gifts from God, but the best gift of all is God, Himself.  

Hell is separation from God forever.  Heaven is enjoying the 

presence of God forever.  That is what we yearn for.  That is what 

makes our hearts ache in this life, because we want to be free from 

the flesh and from this sinful world which puts up so many 

roadblocks, hindering our fellowship with God.  But when we 

enter into our inheritance, we will bask in the glory of God’s 

greatness and delight in Him forever.  As the Psalmist writes, 

“Whom have I in heaven but you? And there is nothing on earth 

that I desire besides you. My flesh and my heart may fail, but God 

is the strength of my heart and my portion forever.” (Psalm 73:25–

26, ESV)  

Brothers 

I want to close a couple of insights from Russ Moore, who 

is a professor at Southern Seminary.  He makes some profound 

points about adoption that apply not only to the story of how he 
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and his wife adopted two boys from Russia, but also apply to the 

great spiritual reality of how God adopted us into His family.
2
   

And these things have become even more vivid and 

precious to our family since my sister and her husband adopted 

their son Toph.  Toph is now part of our family.  And he has a little 

brother now, too.  Toph just turned 2.  Judah is 6 months old.  

Toph was born in Ethiopia, and has dark skin.  Judah has light 

skin.  But the two are brothers. 

Russ Moore speaks about this concerning his sons.  He 

shares how people will often ask him, are they brothers?  And, of 

course they mean, are they biologically from the same mother 

(which they’re not)?  But he will say, yes they’re brothers.  And 

the person will say, but are they really brothers.  And he will say, 

yes they’re really brothers.  And his point is that once we’re 

adopted, we’re part of the family.  As Christians, we have been 

adopted into the family of God, which means that we are really 

brothers and sisters in Christ.  We are family.  We may look 

different, talk different, come from different places, but we are 

family.  And God is our loving Father, and Christ is our brother.  

We were once children of wrath and sons of disobedience, as Paul 

writes about in Ephesians 2.  But God came and adopted us. 

Russ Moore also shares about the day when they were 

finally able to take their boys out of the orphanage, and even 

though they were each a year old, they had never been outside 

before.  So they were terrified by the shadows and the sunlight and 

the car and the car doors closing.  And as the Moores drove away 

from the orphanage, the two boys were screaming and reaching 

back toward the orphanage.  And Russ was trying to say to them, 

even though they didn’t yet understand English, I’m taking you to 

a place that is so much better than that dirty, broken down place 

where you were neglected and miserable, lying in your own waste.  

In that experience he saw an illustration of himself, and of all of 

us, reaching back toward the world because we can’t comprehend 

the joy and delight of the home we’re going to have with our 

Father. 

Let’s look to our inheritance, brothers and sisters, and stop 

crying for the things of this fallen world.  We are on the path to 

glory.  We are going to inherit the world and resurrected bodies 

                                                           
2
 See his message, Ex-Orphans Unleashed: What an Adoption Culture Can 

Teach Us about the Mission of Christ, and Vice-Versa (Gal 3:27-4:9), which 

can be found here: http://www.russellmoore.com/2009/05/13/ex-orphans-

unleashed/ 

Also see his book, Adopted for Life: The Priority of Adoption for Christian 

Families and Churches (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2009).  

http://www.russellmoore.com/2009/05/13/ex-orphans-unleashed/
http://www.russellmoore.com/2009/05/13/ex-orphans-unleashed/
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and God, Himself.  And if we have our eyes fixed on that, then it’s 

going to affect our footsteps this week.    

 The last part of verse 17 says, “provided we suffer with him 

in order that we may also be glorified with him.”  On the path to 

glory there will be suffering.  And that’s what we’ll dwell on 

further next week in this verse and the following verses. 


