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The Significance of the Spirit of Adoption to Christian Life:
An Exegetical Study of Romans 8:12-30

Abstract

Works abound in investigating Paul’s pneumatology and the background of Paul’s
usage of vioOeoia (“adoption,” see Rom 8:15, 23; 9:4; Gal 4:5; Eph 1:5) respectively.
Nevertheless, studies are quite few in examining the combination of the viofesio im-
agery and 1o mvebuo (“the Spirit”), especially in exploring the significance of the
phrase nvedua vioBesiog (Rom 8:15) within the context of Romans. The purpose of
this thesis is to look into the significance of the phrase “the Spirit of adoption” to
Christian life as the crucial idea in Rom 8:12-30, particularly in its context of the doc-
trinal section of the letter, namely, Rom 1-8.

Our methodology is to utilize the historical-critical exegetical criteria, and the prin-
ciples of rhetorical analysis. The former are appropriate tools for reconstructing the
multifaceted relationship between the biblical texts and their socio-cultural world, as
well as for exegetical explanation. The latter make it clearer to understand the logic
development of Paul’s argumentation in the texts.

The exploration of the historical context and the OT background of viobeoia re-
veals these contexts and backgrounds are helpful but also confined with some limita-
tions in expressing Paul’s concept of adoption. Paul’s experience on the Damascus
road and his life experience afterwards seem to be a more important factor for his em-
ployment of the adoption phrase.

Prior to Rom 8:12 Paul actually has explicated in his letter what God has accom-
plished regarding the salvation in Christ for all who believe. Within the exposition
Paul has also displayed the believers’ inner struggle after justification in which the
Spirit is the key person to make God’s promise come true in them, including the con-
tent of the Spirit’s work (what) and the reason behind it (why). However, it is only in
the passage Rom 8:12-30 that Paul does begin to elucidate the way (how) the Spirit
works in the believers to make them experience the authenticity of salvation.

The central point of Rom 8:12-30 is that the Spirit is at work practically and always
present in the believers’ life through the performing pattern of motivating correct be-
havior through full awareness of identity. In other words, the deeper they realize their



status in Christ, the more dynamically the believers will live despite the interminable
sufferings in their life. The very core concept of the Spirit’s work is entailed in the
imagery of adoption. In Paul’s mind, if the Spirit’s role is to be the door through
which the believers can pass from suffering to glory, their adoption as God’s children
is the key given by God to open the door. In Rom 8:12-17 Paul presents the very
practical works of the Spirit through His leading and bearing witness that confirm the
loving, filial and intimate relationship instead of a master-slave relationship between
God and His adopted children. Coming to Rom 8:18-30, Paul manifests that the Spirit
demonstrates His very personal presence through His guarantee and intercession
which assure of God’s ultimate accomplishment of adoption and timely help during
the long-term and arduous process of waiting for final redemption.

Paul’s argument clearly indicates that believers’ internal transformation will not
happen automatically after justification. Moreover, the believers are not immune from
the threat and aggression of the power of sin and death during their lifetime. The only
way to overcome the sinful flesh is their absolute reliance on the indwelling Spirit.
Many scholars believe that the concept behind Paul’s description of the task of the
Spirit is the Exodus narrative, and that the perception behind the anguish of the crea-
tion is taken from the Jewish apocalyptic literature. Our study suggests that Paul’s
conversion/calling experience and the message of the Prophets are more central mo-
tifs and tradition elements drawn upon by Paul in his exposition in Rom 8:12-30.

Although Paul encourages his recipients to have a long view in face of present suf-
ferings, he does not highlight the details of future glory and current tribulations (of
humankind or creation) which are treated more likely as the backdrop of his argument.
As regards God’s eternal plan of salvation and the involvement of the believers, Paul
lays his emphasis on the temporal rather than the spatial dimension, as seen in the
all-encompassing, incredible vision of God’s grand five-fold task of salvation in per-
petuity expressed in Rom 8:29-30. More importantly, Paul’s exposition focuses on the
way the believers rightly prepare themselves for the present pain and suffering while
they are awaiting the final redemption with perseverance. In such a process, the be-
lievers’ solidarity with Christ in status and being conformed to the image of Christ in
renewal are highly emphasized. Paul’s way of exhortation has striking parallels in Je-
sus’ speech regarding His Parousia (e.g., Matt 24-25), and in God’s oracles about the
Sabbath in the OT. In conclusion, the Spirit of adoption is the Spirit who makes the
believers fully aware of the significance of their privileged identity as God’s adopted
children at the present and in the future, and who becomes the blessed assurance of
the believers’ hope in their daily life.



