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“Abba, Father”
July 25, 2010

BCP 8 o’clock service
Romans 8:14-17

What does it mean to be fellow-heirs with Christ? If we cry “Abba! Father!” is it the

Holy Spirit working with our own spirits to claim us as children of God – heirs of God

and joint heirs with Christ?  I understand in the Middle East until today, you can hear

children cry to their own fathers “Abba!” Papa!  But it seems such an intimate manner of

speech, calling God Abba! Daddy! Papa! Yet my holy word when I do contemplative

prayer is “Abba!” And sometimes, “Abba, I belong to you!” I suppose I am

subconsciously acknowledging that I am an heir of God. But it is so humbling to hear and

really listen to today’s Epistle and to accept that we indeed truly are heirs, and heirs just

as Christ Jesus is sharing God’s glory.

One of the times when the Holy Spirit is apparent is during Baptism, when we were

baptized with water and the Holy Spirit. The Spirit is palpable at that moment, perhaps

more so than any other time. And in Paul’s letter to the Romans he assured them and us

that we become children of God. But Paul also assured that this new relationship with

God did not make them slaves but rather heirs. And when they became a Christian they

also took on an obligation to Christ. But we do not lose our freedom when we are

baptized, rather we are freed by the Spirit to have hope in the future. The Spirit allows us

to cast off materialism and the quest for immortality and to take on Christ’s mission in

the world.

In essence when we are baptized, we are adopted by God. Certainly Paul would not

dispute that Jews were chosen by God as God’s heirs. Actually, in the Greek word for

adoption does not appear in the ancient translation of the Jewish Scriptures because

adoption was not common until more recent times among the Jews. It was known in

Hellenistic society and was quite common among the Roman aristocracy, as a means of

acquiring  a worthy heir. When there was no heir, or only a dissolute one, a person could
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choose someone to adopt, even a freed slave, who would then become an heir to property

but also to reputation and station in the community. Paul used the term adoption to show

converts to Christianity that they indeed do have status with God. So if then we are

adopted by God and given status as children of God, heirs, and joint heirs with Christ,

then will we share in God’s inheritance? In Jesus’s time a son would inherit his father’s

estate. Christ already has been glorified. He has inherited a share in his Father’s glory.

God’s estate is God’s glory. So we are heirs to God’s glory. We too shall inherit eternal

life through resurrection just as God’s own son Jesus has.

Interestingly, Paul does not use the word child but rather he uses son, not children, but

sons which was a designation for all Christians, male and female. In Paul’s culture and in

Biblical tradition generally son had a different set of connotations than child. Son implied

heir, agent, and image of the father. So that designating Christians as sons of God – just

as Jesus was THE Son of God – we are coheirs with Christ the Son our elder brother.

All this talk of what we will eventually inherit does speak to the here and now,

however. We, like God’s own son, may need to bear the cross in this life. We are human,

and we are subject to suffering. We are afflicted with “all sorts and conditions of men.”

However, we are not condemned. We have hope. We can trust that when we say “Abba, I

belong to you!” that we are God’s and God will care for us even when, no especially

when, we are suffering and afflicted with the problems. If we suffer with our brother

Christ we too will be glorified like him.

When we say, Our Father, when we say the Lord’s Prayer, or whenever we call God

our Father, we are recognizing and claiming that we are adopted by God. As heirs we live

in the duality of “the already” and the “not-yet” reality of Christian existence. But we can

have full confidence that we belong to God’s family, and we will receive the full

inheritance we have been promised. Meanwhile we live as our brother Christ has taught

us. We strive for selfless, self-giving love by serving others in God’s name, in our brother

Jesus the Christ’s name. In so doing we fulfill God’s plan for history and bring to
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fulfillment God’s glory. Isn’t that why we pray, why we say the Lord’s Prayer – to give

our Father glory?


