B. Trinity #2                                                                                                            Rom 8: 14-17

Background

Beginning in ch 6 Paul discusses the great contrasts involved in freedom from sin and life in God. The difference between the old way, the old covenant, and the new one is that the new one is about freedom, whereas the old one was about law. He goes so far as to say that the law actually can introduce one to sin. In ch 8 he makes essentially the same point by contrasting the flesh with the spirit. By “flesh” he means life lived (or, more correctly, attempted to be lived) without God, on one’s own terms and power. By “spirit” he means the opposite, i.e. life lived with God, under God, through God’s terms and power.

Paul wants to make clear to his readers, however, that conversion and Baptism are not the end but the beginning of this new life in God. The wonderful effects of the dying and rising of Christ do not automatically, ipso facto, produce a sinless and immortal Christian. The fact of Christ living in the Christian through his Spirit must be expressed in a series of choices and decisions. These can only be made by the power of the indwelling Spirit, but cannot be unless the person says yes.

Text

v. 14 led by the Spirit of God: The Spirit of God is God himself in the form of energy, his energy, now made available to the human being. This is essentially a moral energy enabling a person to tap into a power he or she does not have and cannot acquire by moral effort. Though it is a moral energy, it is more than that. It is a new relationship with God. True, it effects a release from one’s bondage to the “flesh” (life - really, death- on one’s own terms and power), but Paul is interested here in making the point of the high level of privilege that it endows.

sons of God: A better translation would be “children” of God. It, of course, includes daughters as well.

v. 15 a spirit of slavery: Paul, at times, does speak of being a slave of Christ or of God. (Cf. Jn 15: 9-17 where Jesus contrasts slaves and friends.) Here, Paul is saying that one cannot have the attitude of a slave (such as the attitude Jews had to the law). That leads to fear and failure.

spirit of adoption: Adoption is not mentioned in the OT. It was not a common practice among the Jews. “Adoption” is a Roman-Hellenistic term. An adopted son was one deliberately chosen by his adoptive father to perpetuate his name and to inherit his estate. He was in no way inferior to a natural son. As it is used here the notion begins with the Roman understanding, but goes further. The baptized Christian is taken into the family of God and has real status in it. He or she is “son” not slave. But the “spirit of adoption” means that the final state of affairs- adopted children and heirs - is brought into the present by the Spirit. The indwelling Spirit anticipates the final, eschatological event, just as justification, which fully occurs at the last judgment, is anticipated in Baptism.

“Abba!”( that is, “Father): This cry was used by Christ in his moment of supreme earthly confidence in God (Mk 14: 36) and the most frequent and favorite way he referred to God. It was “adopted” by the early community as the distinctive mode of addressing God. Paul continued to use this among even Gentile groups because it was so sacred and special to Christians. It clearly makes the point that we have a relationship with God based on the same relationship Jesus has.

v. 16 the Spirit himself gives witness with our spirit: To “give witness” means “to make conscious, to cause consciousness or awareness” of a hidden fact. That is our new and unique privilege of relation to God. Prior to this Paul described this as “peace and grace” (5: 1-2) and freedom from condemnation (8:1). Now he uses a more warm and intimate metaphor: children of God.

v. 17 if children, then heirs: We can imagine the impact of this observation upon the early Roman Christians. The thrill would exceed our hitting the lottery for several millions of dollars. Paul is telling these people that they are “in God’s will” if they do God’s will. They will inherit everything! God has adopted them, and they receive all the privileges that go with that. (Of course, it all depends on their behaving as God’s children, but for now Paul let’s the point sink in.)

heirs with Christ: The kingdom and the glory which Christians are to inherit by grace is the kingdom and glory which is Christ’s by right. By itself, the analogy would be imperfect. Ordinarily, an heir enters upon his or her inheritance only at the death of the father. Here, Paul made the point that the indwelling Spirit anticipates the “reading of the will.” In some ways the inheritance benefits take effect here and now as we live our Baptismal promises.

if only we suffer with him: Paul means our living out of our Baptismal promises. He seems to avoid the term “Baptism” and refers to its underling foundation-the sufferings of Christ- in order to avoid giving the impression that all this is automatic or magic. Suffering is the indispensable prelude to glory. True of Christ, it is true of the Christian. Christ alone is the true “seed of Abraham” - the heir of the promise. Others may become “sons of God” only in Christ Jesus. This is done by “putting on Christ” in Baptism. 

Reflection

Paul has written a lot of words, but they all proceed from one basic principle: Become what you are. Paul’s typical approach is to lay out what (really, whose) we are, what we have become thanks to Christ. After doing that, after giving us a verbal vision of our new status before God, he proceeds to lay out what that means in terms of daily behavior. We are not given an ideal and then told to meet it, to measure up to it, on our own power. We are given an accomplished fact (accomplished in the eternal dimension) and then told to let that become fact (lived and worked out, enfleshed, in the temporal dimension). To become in the eyes of humans (including ourselves) what we already have become, are, in the eyes of God is our earthly mission, purpose, the whole point of beginning our lives on earth, rather than having been born immediately into heaven.

This passage, then, is vintage Paul. He tells us the difference between living life on our own terms, a “spirit of slavery,” really what he means by “flesh,” and living our lives on God’s terms. When we realize that we have been “fathered” by God, we realize that we exist and live because of something he has done, not something we or anybody else (except Christ) has done. We “are” because of him. So, the fundamental question is not “who” we are, But “whose” we are. When we feel put down by world, less than human, less than loved, less that respected, feeling “small,” we need only think of the unimaginably high dignity we possess, not by virtue of our accomplishments, but by the grace of God. That thought, fact really, will lift us up again, into the eternal way of seeing reality. It will let us see ourselves as we relate to God, not as we relate to the world and its values.

However, if that were not enough, there is more. We not only have been fathered by God and brought into a new existence, thanks to Christ, we continue to be fathered by God, thanks to Christ’s Spirit within us. Christ’s Spirit is God’s life and it is within us. This empowers us to “become” more and more an “image, “ the “spitting image,” if you will, of our Father. We learn how to talk like him, to walk like him, to think like him, to do like him, to be like him. We need his “genes” (genie, spirit) to do that, to become on earth what he has in his mind or will. Paul’s way of saying this is to say we are “led by the Spirit” or we “suffer with Christ.” To suffer with Christ is to suffer like Christ, to do the will of another instead of our own will.

Our status as “adopted children” of God is an objective fact as far as God is concerned. We make it an undeniably objective fact on earth by the way we bring the will of God on earth as it is in heaven. This status is invisible to earthly eyes. Our behavior makes it visible. Thus, every action is potentially sacramental, making visible the invisible presence and will of God. Baptism means that we have undergone a change, an ontological change, in our relationship with God, from sinner to saint, from slave to free, from alienated to reconciled. This is not a wish, not an ideal, not a goal. It is a fact. It is up to us to let God be God in our lives, to let him be the driving force behind all our behavior, so that we can become what we are. We let God penetrate and permeate every aspect of our being and the way to do that is to let his Spirit always trump our willfulness.

Our attitude as we walk around this planet should be one not only of heirs, but of heirs apparent. We are in God’s last will and testament. We inherit the kingdom. When we are feeling left out of the action we remember that we are heirs. But, even more than that, as heirs apparent, we let it be known by our behavior, make it apparent, that we are , in fact, heirs. We are rich already, thanks to our rich Father, and getting richer every day, thanks to his Spirit directing our lives, advising us how and where we are to invest our energies.

Key Notions

1. Being led by the Spirit does not mean being led around by the nose. It does not mean being a slave, but being a son/daughter, being free.

2. Being “adopted” does not mean being less than a natural child, but more than that.

3. “Who” we are is much less significant than “whose” we are, thanks to Baptism.

4. The Trinity is not a complicated theological idea for Christians, but a lived experience of multi-form, overlapping and intertwining relationships with the one and only God.

Food For Thought

1. God’s Will: We can look at God’s Will in two ways. One is very much like the last will and testament of a rich father of several children. When he dies, the will is read and the children inherit parcels of his wealth in varying degrees. Only, when it comes to God, it is we who die and then find out that every one of his children inherits the whole kingdom. It is to be shared by all. Knowing we are in that last will and testament of God gives us both hope for the future and dignity in the present. However, we can be stricken from the will if we behave or misbehave in such a way that we bring disgrace to our Father or disgrace to his family or the family name, his name. So, we also do his will now. We behave in a way consistent with our future inheritance. The really good news is that we don’t have to do this on our own. God has sent us an executor of his will, a Paraclete, a tutor, who both guides and empowers us. The second way of looking at God’s Will is to see in his commandments the stipulations a human father would put in his will. He is not going to give away the store to a prodigal son to squander. Unless that son repents and return to his father’s way of doing things. After all the father is the one who got rich, so he must know something about proper and profitable conduct in relation to the world.

2. A Trinitarian Metaphor: My father is also my mother’s husband, my grandparents’ son, my aunts’ and uncles’ brother, my cousins’ uncle, etc. He reveals himself to each person in a different way because the relationship is different. Yet, he is the same person no matter how various his relationships. So it is with God who relates to us in may “roles” or “persons.” Now, strictly speaking, God is not a person. That does not mean he is less than a person, but more than such. God became a human person in Jesus, but he is still more than that. When we say “three persons in one God” we do not mean “people persons.” We mean what the third and fourth century people meant by “person.” They were the ones who came up with the formula. They meant “modes” or “aspects” or “capacities” or “ways” of revealing and relating. We are not to think of God as some kind of Siamese triplets. God is one, like our own father, who reveals himself and relates to others in a variety of capacities and roles. It is both the same God and the whole God revealing and relating, no matter what the instance. When we pray to the Holy Spirit we are not excluding the Father and Son. We can’t. When we pray to Christ we are not praying to one-third of God, but to God. My father will relate to my mother, his wife, in a way different from the way he relates to me, but not so different as to be inconsistent with his true being. So it is with God.

3. Adoption: Of course, God is ultimately responsible for and the father of our natural existence. However, in order to distinguish between “flesh” and “spirit” levels of existence Paul uses the metaphor of “adoption.” Unlike our own culture, the Romans did not consider an adopted son or daughter to be somehow less a son or daughter than their own natural children, if they had any. First of all, they were less aware of the connection between sperm and egg and the whole process of conception than we are. Unfortunately, our culture has put a higher value on the scientific facts than on love. This leaves an adopted child with the feeling that he or she must be less a child of his/her parents than other children who may be less loved by their parents but genetically connected. The idea of God’s Spirit, Love, as God’s real genetic code, can go a long way to dispelling this unnecessarily painful feeling on the part of adopted children, not to mention all the children just about every loving person “adopts” in some way.
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