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Children of Adoption 
Texts: Jodi Picoult, “Being a Parent”, from Handle With Care; Ephesians 1: 3-14;  John 1: 1-18 
 
As we begin the new year in January, it’s strange to be thinking about July and August already, but I 
think we should for a moment. You see, July and August are named after two Romans, Julius Caesar 
and Augustus Caesar. Julius Caesar was, of course, the great Roman general who was assassinated 
on the Ides of March. Augustus was the heir to Julius Caesar, and the first Roman Emperor. He 
defeated the men who had assassinated Julius Caesar, and established his sole rule over what became 
the Roman Empire, ending the 482 year old Roman Republic. 
 

It was Augustus who was Emperor when Jesus was born. It may seem natural that Augustus Caesar 
was the heir to Julius Caesar, but the deeper truth of the matter is that Augustus was born as Gaius 
Octavius, and was only adopted by Julius Caesar to be his son and heir much later in life. He was not 
Julius Caesar’s natural born son. On Julius Caesar’s death, Gaius Octavius inherited 2/3 of his adoptive 
father’s estate, as well as his political legacy, and the loyalty of Julius Caesar’s troops.  He took a new 
name, Gaius Julius Caesar Octavianus. With Julius Caesar’s troops, he went on to defeat all his 
enemies and to make himself an emperor. Only after he became Emperor did he begin styling himself 
as Augustus, which is Latin for ‘revered.’ Without this adoption, it’s likely that Gaius Octavius would not 
have become the first Roman Emperor. He wouldn’t have had the funds, or the name, or the troops he 
needed to become a world conqueror. 
 

Gaius Octavius’s adoption by Julius Caesar is possibly the most consequential adoption in history, as 
the course of the history of Rome, and consequently of Europe was completely altered as a result. But 
the author of the letter to the Ephesians wants us to consider a different adoption as being of even 
greater importance. It’s the adoption of the Gentiles into God’s plan in the world. 
 

Before the coming of Christ, the Gentiles were on the outside looking in. Israel was God’s people. They 
were the chosen ones who were the focus of God’s attention, or so it seemed. In the Old Testament, 
there is even some adoption language indicating that God had adopted Israel to create a family of God. 
It is most evident in language like in Psalm 2, where God says to the king of Israel, “You are my Son; 
today I have become your Father,” or in 2 Samuel 7: 14, where God says of King David, “I will be his 
father, and he will be my son.” Later this language was transferred to the whole people of Israel, and 
some scholars, like J.M. Scott, contend that it eventually was expanded to include the eschatological 
people of God. 
 

In our reading today, the author of Ephesians insists that the Gentiles have been adopted by God in 
just the same way as Israel was once adopted by God. He calls this the mystery of God’s will: that the 
Gentiles have obtained an inheritance in Christ. God has destined us for adoption as God’s children 
through Christ. We are no longer on the outside looking in, but are joined with Israel on the inside of 
God’s family. 
 
It’s perhaps difficult for us to understand the full measure of what this means. To many people, adoption 
is a last resort when they can’t have children of their own, or it is a magnanimous gesture of big-hearted 
parents who want to make a little child’s life better. But that wasn’t how it was seen in the ancient world. 
Adoption often happened, not between parents and children, but between adults. Gaius Octavius was 
a grown man when Julius Caesar adopted him. He didn’t need help with growing up as he had already 
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grown up. What Julius Caesar was doing in adopting Gaius Octavius was linking the young man’s 
destiny to his own. He was creating a future for Gaius Octavius that he otherwise wouldn’t have had, 
that would have been impossible for Octavius to obtain on his own. 
 

That is much more what the author to the Ephesians is thinking about when he says that we have been 
adopted by God. We now have a destiny and a future that was previously impossible for us before. We 
are now heirs to something that we had no right to before. The author of Ephesians spells it out for us. 
What do we have now? “In Christ, we have redemption through his blood, the forgiveness of our 
trespasses according to the riches of God’s grace” and we have been “marked with the seal of the 
promised Holy Spirit, which is the pledge of our inheritance toward redemption as God’s own people.” 
Those who were out are now in, and not just partly in, but all the way in. That is what this adoption 
means. 
 

But what are we to do, now that we are part of God’s family? How should we respond, now that we are 
considered God’s children? The author of Ephesians tells us that, too: now we are to live for the praise 
of God’s glory.  
 

I recently watched the movie Parkland, about the hospital where John F. Kennedy was taken after he 
was shot by Lee Harvey Oswald. Part of the movie had Oswald’s brother, Robert Oswald, coming to 
the police station after Lee had been arrested. After he has talked to Lee, one of the deputies says to 
Robert, “If I were you, I would change my name, and I would pack up my things, and I would never be 
seen in these parts again.” What Lee Harvey Oswald had done reflected on his whole family. Even 
though his brother Robert was shocked and dismayed at what Lee had done, there was a kind of guilt 
by association. The Oswald name had been dragged through the mud. That is part of what it means to 
be family: when you are part of a family, what you do reflects on them, and what others in your family 
do reflects on you.  
 

God calls us now to live as members of God’s family, and to do so in love and grace. Our behavior 
should bring God glory, should cause God’s name to be revered, should help others to love God more. 
But more than that, God calls us to be as open to letting new members into the family as God has been 
in including us. 
 

When I was about two years old, and my brother Dave was about six months old, I apparently turned 
to my parents and said, “Why did we have to get him? We were so happy together before he came 
along?” That is probably not the best attitude to have about a new family member! Nor is it a good 
attitude in the church. We can be very proud about our openness to everyone, that all are welcome. It’s 
important to keep living that out every day, because that is what the family of God does. 
 

The inheritance we receive from God in Christ through our adoption is eternal life. We are heirs to what 
Christ has, a resurrection from the dead and a place in what Christ called “my Father’s house.” It’s a 
place he’s gone ahead to prepare for us, a place in the family home where we can all be together 
forever. As the new year begins, let us remember all of the families to which we belong, and let us work 
that we make all of our family members proud of what we can accomplish together. Amen 


