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       Transforming Power and Comfort: The Puritans on Adoption 
 

Joel R. Beeke 

 

ñWe have enough in us to move God to correct us, but nothing to move him to adopt us, 

therefore exalt free grace, begin the work of angels here; bless him with your praises who 

hath blessed you in making you his sons and daughters.ò                ïThomas Watson
1
  

 

The Puritans have gotten a bad press for their supposed lack of teaching on adoption, that 

is, the biblical doctrine that every true Christian is Godôs adopted child. In his otherwise 

excellent chapter titled, ñSons of God,ò in the classic Knowing God, J. I. Packer writes, 

ñThe Puritan teaching on the Christian life, so strong in other ways, was notably 

deficientò on adoption.ò
2
 In his otherwise fine article on adoption, Erroll Hulse asserts 

that ñthe Puritans did little in exploring this truth apart from a few paragraphs here and 

thereò?
3
 Statements such as these promote the familiar comment that adoption is the 

neglected aspect in the Puritan ordo salutis. 

 The evidence suggests that adoption, though not developed as thoroughly as 

several closely knit doctrines such as justification, sanctification, and assurance, was 

certainly not a neglected topic among the Puritans. William Ames, Thomas Watson, 

Samuel Willard, and Herman Witsius gave it ample treatment in their systematic 

theologiesðWitsius devoting 28 pages to it in his The Economy of the Covenants 

Between God & Man.
4
   

William Perkins, often denominated the father of Puritanism, addresses various 

aspects of adoption at some length in at least nine different places in his works.
5
 William 

Bates, Hugh Binning, Thomas Brooks, Anthony Burgess, Stephen Charnock, George 

Downame, John Flavel, Thomas Goodwin, William Gouge, Ezekiel Hopkins, Edward 

Leigh, and John Owen all provide some treatment of the subject.
6
 Other Puritans, such as 

Jeremiah Burroughs, Thomas Cole, Roger Drake, Thomas Hooker, Thomas Manton, 

Stephen Marshall, Richard Sibbes, John Tennent, and John Waite, preached one or more 

sermons on adoption.
7
  

So significant was the Puritan emphasis on adoption that the Westminster Divines 

were the first to include a separate chapter on the subject of adoption in a confessional 

statement: the Westminster Confession of Faith (chapter 12). The Larger Catechism (Q. 



 2 

74) and the Shorter Catechism (Q. 34) also addressed it, as did numerous commentators 

of the Westminster standards ever since.
8
 Most importantly, some Puritans wrote entire 

treatises on adoption, including: 

· John Crabb, A Testimony concerning the VVorks of the Living God. Shewing how the mysteries 

of his workings hath worked many wayes in and amongst mankind. Or, The knowledge of God 

revealed, which shews the way from the bondage of darkness into the liberty of the Sons of God.   

· Simon Ford, The Spirit of Bondage and Adoption: Largely and Practically handled, with 

reference to the way and manner of working both those Effects; and the proper Cases of 

Conscience belonging to them both. 

· M.G., The Glorious Excellencie of the Spirit of Adoption. 

· Thomas Granger, A Looking-Glasse for Christians. Or, The Comfortable Doctrine of Adoption. 

· Cotton Mather, The Sealed Servants of our God, Appearing with Two Witnesses, to produce a 

Well-Established Assurance of their being the Children of the Lord Almighty or, the Witness of the 

Holy Spirit, with the Spirit of the Beleever, to his Adoption of God; briefly and plainly Described. 

· Samuel Petto, The Voice of the Spirit. Or, An essay towards a discoverie of the witnessings of the 

Spirit. 

· Samuel Willard, The Child's Portion: Or the unseen Glory of the Children of God, Asserted, and 

proved: Together with several other Sermons Occasionally Preached. 
9
   

 

Sadly, none of these books have been reprinted, which, in part, serves to promote the 

misrepresentation that the Puritans rarely addressed this subject.  

Then, too, Scottish and Dutch divines of Puritan persuasion also wrote at length 

on adoption; for example, John Forbes, a Church of Scotland minister who spent most of 

his pastoral years in the Netherlands, wrote, A Letter for resolving this Question: How a 

Christian man may discerne the testimonie of Gods spirit, from the testimonie of his owne 

spirit, in witnessing his Adoption.
10

 Thomas Boston devoted forty pages to the subject of 

adoption; Wilhelmus à Brakel, twenty-five pages.
11

  

The Puritan bibliographical materials recorded in this introduction amount to 

approximately 800 pages of writing on the doctrine of spiritual adoption.
12

 As far as I 

know, no one to date has recognized the significant amount of work done by the Puritans 

on this subject, nor has anyone ever done a study on it. This article only begins to redress 

this neglect by letting the Puritans speak for themselves, for the most part. Throughout, I 

show how Puritanism recognized adoptionôs far-reaching, transforming power and 

comfort for the sons and daughters of God. 

 

Greatness and comprehensiveness of adoption, and its relation to soteriology   
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The Puritans were fond of stressing the transforming power, superlative value, and 

surprising wonder of adoption. They spoke often of its greatness, excellency, dignity, and 

comprehensiveness.   

 William Perkins said that a believer should esteem his adoption as Godôs child to 

be greater than being ñthe childe or heire of any earthly Prince [since] the sonne of the 

greatest Potentate may be the childe of wrath: but the child of God by grace, hath Christ 

Iesus to bee his eldest brother, with whom he is fellow heire in heaven; hee hath the holy 

Ghost also for his comforter, and the kingdome of heauen for his euerlasting 

inheritance.ò Perkins lamented how few people realize this experientially: ñAt earthly 

preferments men will stand amazed; but seldome shall you finde a man that is rauished 

with ioy in this, that hee is the childe of God.ò
13

 

 Spiritual adoption is the comprehensive apex of Godôs salvation. The Puritans 

often shared the apostle Johnôs sense of awe when he declared, ñBehold, what manner of 

love the Father hath bestowed upon us, that we should be called the sons of Godò (1 John 

3:1). What a stupendous wonder adoption is! Wilhelmus ¨ Brakel put it this way: ñFrom 

being a child of the devil to becoming a child of God, from being a child of wrath to 

becoming the object of Godôs favor, from a child of condemnation to becoming an heir of 

all the promises and a possessor of all blessings, and to be exalted from the greatest 

misery to the highest felicityðthis is something which exceeds all comprehension and all 

adoration.ò
14

   

And how comprehensive adoption is! Most Puritans place their treatment of 

adoption in the ordo salutis between justification and sanctification, following the order 

set forth by the Westminster divines. Logically, that makes considerable sense, given the 

inevitable ties between justification and adoption, and sanctification and adoption, as we 

shall see shortly. Other Puritans, however, have pointed out that though adoption can at 

times be viewed as one aspect of salvation, or one part of the ordo salutis, at other times 

it can be understood best as comprehending all of soteriology. For example, Stephen 

Marshall writes, ñThough sometimes in the holy Scriptures our Sonship is but one of our 

Priviledges, yet very frequently in the Scripture all the Beleevers do obtain from Christ in 

this world and the world to come, here and to eternity, all is comprehended in this one, 

That they are made the Children of God.ò Marshall goes on to cite several examples: ñI 
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know not how often the whol Covenant of Grace is expressed in that word, I wil be their 

Father, they shal be my children,ò or consider Ephesians 1:5, he says, where Paul 

comprehends all of salvation ñin this one expression, having predestinated us to the 

adoption of children.ò
15

 Clearly, the Puritans ascribed a lofty and comprehensive place to 

adoption in their soteriology.  

    

Adoption compared in the two testaments 

The Puritans believed that the metaphors of ñadoptionò and ñsons of Godò are valid for 

believers of both testaments, but that only in the New Testament did the transforming 

power of adoption come to the fore. Herman Witsius, one of the clearest on this point, 

stresses that believers in the Old Testament era were also regenerated, betrothed to 

Christ, and adopted to become sons of God. He writes, ñBelievers, at all times, were the 

children of God. Elihu, who was not of the people of Israel, called God his Father.ò Yet 

the clarity on the adoption of Old Testament believers compared to New Testament 

believers varies as much as ñthe light of the stars before that of the sun.ò
16

 

 Witsius goes on to say that believers under the Old Testament were children 

under the ñseverity and discipline of tutors, who bound heavy burdens, grievous to be 

born, and laid them on their shoulders.ò Consequently, believers were ñobliged to be 

subject to the weak and beggarly elements of the world, and like children, to be engaged 

all the day in the trifling ceremonies of the Mosaic institution, which were, in a manner, 

the play-things of the church.ò Compared with New Testament believers, they were 

taught like infants, ñwithout being left to their own choice,ò and experienced little 

ñfamiliarityò with their Father. They were not allowed to enter the temple, and were 

compelled to live under types and shadow by sacrifices and offerings in the land of 

Canaan which served as a rather obscure pledge of the heavenly inheritance.
17

 

New Testament believers bask in the sunlight of Godôs superabounding, adopting 

grace and liberty merited for them by their Elder Brother. Witsius writes, ñFor after our 

elder brother, having taken upon him human nature, had visited this lower world, and 

freely undergone a state of various servitude for us, he brought us into true liberty, John 

viii. 36. removed the tutors, [and] blotted out the hand-writing of ordinances, which was 

contrary to us.ò He now brings us into the Fatherôs ñsecret counsels,ò shows us the Father 
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by showing us Himself (John 14:9), and makes us into a royal priesthood (1 Pet. 2:9). He 

calls us ñdirectly to an inheritance of spiritual and heavenly good things, and appoints 

unto us a kingdomò (Luke 22:29). Believers are now ñeminently and emphatically called 

the sons of Godò (1 John 3:2), as Isaiah had prophesied (Is. 56:4-5), and the Holy Spirit 

witnesses with their spirits that this is so (Rom. 8:15-16). God consciously becomes their 

personal Father, and this ñFatherò name becomes Godôs new covenant name, 

representing the family covenant to which He binds Himself on behalf of His children, so 

that they now have liberty to cry, ñAbba, Fatherò (Gal. 4:6). 

Galatians 4:4-7 teaches that ñwhen the fullness of the time was come; namely, that 

appointed time, (till which the children were to be under tutors, ver. 2.) God sent forth his 

Son to redeem that were under the law, setting them free from the use of ceremonies, and 

that we might receive the adoption.ò They ñreceive the adoptionò into Christôs kingdom 

provided for by the testament of Christôs blood. That kingdom consists of the whole 

world, so that every crumb of bread believers receive, every aspect of creation they 

observe, and every act of providence carried out testifies of the love of the Father and of 

their own good. To this spiritual kingdom entered into by adoption belong victory over 

sin, the bruising of Satan, inestimable riches, peace of soul, joy in the Holy Spirit, and 

boldness in Christ (Eph. 3:12).
18

  

  

What adoption is not 

To more precisely analyze the Puritansô teachings on adoption, it is advantageous to first 

consider what they thought adoption is not.   

 

Adoption is not regeneration 

We are prone to treat regeneration and adoption as synonymous because in regeneration 

the Christian is someone born from above. Adoption, at first glance, seems to be another 

way of describing the consequences of that new birth. The Puritans assure us, however, 

that this is not so. These are two distinct blessings, though all who are born again are 

adopted, and everyone who is adopted is born again.
19

  

Regeneration and adoption deal with two different problems. Adoption deals with 

our status. We are by nature children of wrath and children of the devil; our status is one 
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of alienation and condemnation. Because of the sin-removing and heaven-meriting work 

of Christ, our whole status changes so that we are now called the children of God.  

If in adoption we would receive only the privilege and status of being Godôs 

children, something would still be missing. The adopted child retains the nature of his 

biological parents; he does not assume the nature of the adoptive parents. God, in His 

amazing grace, not only gives us the status and privileges of being His children by 

adoption, but He also gives us the Spirit of sonship as a witness to our adoption, which 

abides within us by Spirit-worked regeneration. The Holy Spirit implants a new nature 

within us.  

Regeneration, then, deals with our nature, those sinful hearts of ours that drink 

iniquity like water. God changes our sin-loving personalities by the new birth. In other 

words, after changing our status and adopting us into His family as His sons, God will not 

allow us to go on behaving like children of the devil. He ensures that we cannot do so; He 

gives us the nature and likeness to match our sonship by a birth from above. Our title as 

ña son of Godò then becomes intimately related to our own experience. We are not what 

once we were (1 John 3:9). God has done what no human father and mother can do when 

they adopt a childðchange the personality and the nature of the child they have adopted 

so that it is like theirs. But God, in regeneration, has allowed His born-again children to 

become partakers of His own loving, holy nature as their Father in heaven. 

In short, the Puritans taught that regeneration and adoption are to be distinguished 

in several ways. Here is a summary of points made by Thomas Manton and Stephen 

Charnock:  

· Regeneration brings us to close with Christ; adoption causes the Spirit to abide in our hearts. 

· Regeneration is the Spiritôs renewing; adoption, the Spiritôs inhabiting. In regeneration, the Holy 

Spirit builds a house for Himself; in adoption, He dwells in the houseðmuch like bees that ñfirst 

make their cells, and then dwell in them.ò 

· Regeneration is not conditioned by faith; adoption is.   

· Regeneration enables us to believe unto justification and adoption. 

· Regeneration engraves upon us the lineaments of a father; adoption relates us to God as our 

Father. 

· Regeneration makes us Godôs sons by conveying the principle of new life (1 Pet. 1:23); adoption 

keeps us Godôs sons by conferring the power of new life (John 1:12). 

· Regeneration makes us partakers of the divine nature; adoption makes us partakers of the divine 

affections.  

· Regeneration affects our nature; adoption, our relationships.
20
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Adoption is not justification 

Justification is the primary, fundamental blessing of the gospel; it meets our most basic 

spiritual needðforgiveness and reconciliation with God. We could not be adopted 

without it. But adoption is a richer blessing, because it brings us from the court room into 

the family. ñJustification is conceived of in terms of law, adoption in terms of love. 

Justification sees God as a judge, adoption as a father.ò
21

 

Justification and adoption obviously have much in common. The Puritans taught 

that the status of adoption, like justification, is an act rather than a process. Contrary to 

Robert Bellarmine and Roman Catholicism, this act is administered by imputation, not 

infusion.
22

 It is punctiliar, not linear. Believers are not progressively adopted, becoming 

more and more the children of God; adoption is no more subject to degrees than 

justification is. When sinners believe, they are made full children of God, and remain 

such. Justification declares them to be righteousðin a moment! They become His 

children, sons and heirs of God, joint heirs with Christ.  

When an attempt is made to pinpoint more precisely the relationship of 

justification and adoption, three viewpoints surface among the Puritans. The first, 

represented by Wilhelmus à Brakel, says that since justification includes not only a 

negative aspect of acquittal from guilty and punishment, but also a positive aspect of the 

bestowal of the right of eternal life, in which Godôs children are declared heirs, adoption 

is best seen as being included in the positive side of justification. Hence, justification 

includes spiritual sonship.  

The second position, represented by Thomas Ridgley, a moderate Calvinist best 

known for his exposition of the Westminster Larger Catechism, is that adoption is 

included in justification from one perspective but not from another. Ridgley maintains 

that adoption can be reckoned as a branch of justification in some respects and a branch 

of sanctification in other respects. He writes, ñIf justification be explained as denoting an 

immanent act in God, whereby the elect are considered, in the covenant between the 

Father and the Son, as in Christ their federal head; they are then considered as the 

adopted children of God in Christ. Accordingly, when described as chosen in Christ unto 

eternal life, they are said to be ópredestinated unto the adoption of children.ôò Both 

justification and adoption, Ridgley adds, are received by faith. On the other hand, if 
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adoption is viewed from the perspective of the child of Godôs being made meet for his 

heavenly inheritance, which includes ñbeing endowed with the temper and disposition of 

his children, consisting in humility, heavenly-mindedness, love to him, dependence upon 

him, a zeal for his glory, a likeness to Christ, a having in some measure the same mind in 

us which was in him, it in this respect agrees with sanctification.ò
23

 

Third, the majority of the Puritans support the position of the Westminster 

Assembly, stressing that justification and adoption, though intimately related, are two 

distinct privileges and ought to be handled separately in theology. For example, in 

expounding the Shorter Catechism, Samuel Willard emphasizes that the Bible clearly 

distinguishes justification and adoption in Romans 8:14ff., Ephesians 1:5, and elsewhere. 

Scripture makes plain that it is one thing to be judged righteous and another to be placed 

among Godôs children; ñone thing to have God accept us as a Judge, another to do so as a 

Father,ò with all the love and care that that involves. Justification involves a legal 

relationship; adoption, a personal relationship.  

These three positions, practically speaking, are not far removed from one another. 

Theologically, however, the second, and especially the third, are prone to accent adoption 

more biblically. Though both justification and adoption are forensic conceptsðthe 

former derived from the realm of criminal law and the latter from family lawðtheir 

practical outworkings differ substantially. Justification in abstraction from adoption 

leaves us with a rather bare, legal concept, though, of course, the privilege of having our 

sins forgiven and being made acceptable to God must never be underestimated. But 

adoption enlarges our understanding of what it means to be acceptable to God. We are 

acceptable not simply as moral agents, but as the image-bearers of our Father who are 

being subjectively conformed to Christ. We are acceptable as sons of God who have the 

privilege of calling God our Father and bearing the responsibility of serving Him as His 

children.    

Subjectively, of course, believers grow in the knowledge of their adoption, as will 

be considered in more detail below.
24

 Thus, the Puritans taught that adoption in its 

objective dimension, related to the believerôs state and to justification, is instantaneous 

and complete; in its subjective dimension, related to the believerôs condition and to 
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sanctification, there is a growing awareness of its privileges, responsibilities, and 

applications.  

 

Adoption is not sanctification 

Thomas Brooks asserts that sanctification is simply a living out of oneôs adoption and 

sonship (John 1:12; Rom. 8:17). He writes, ñIf thou art a holy person, then of a child of 

wrath thou art become a child of God, a child of love; and of an heir of hell thou art 

become an heir of heaven; and of a slave, thou art become a son.ò
25

 

 The Puritans would resonate well with J.I. Packerôs assertion that sanctification is 

ñsimply a consistent living out of our filial relationship with God, into which the gospel 

brings us. It is just a matter of the child of God being true to type, true to his Father, to his 

Saviour, and to himself. It is the expressing of oneôs adoption in oneôs life. It is a matter 

of being a good son, as distinct from a prodigal or black sheep in the royal family.ò
26

  

 Through sanctification the believer is brought into a fuller experiential awareness 

of his adoption. He learns to grasp more fully what adoption is, and learns to live out of 

its wonders.   

 

The Westminster Assemblyôs definitions of adoption  

The Westminster Assembly, which included scores of Puritans, offers three formal 

definitions of adoptionða basic definition in the Shorter Catechism (hereafter SC), an 

intermediate definition in the Larger Catechism (hereafter LC), and a more 

comprehensive definition in the Confession of Faith (hereafter WCF):  

 

Shorter Catechism, Q. 34: Adoption is an act of Godôs free grace, whereby we are 

received into the number, and have a right to all the privileges, of the sons of God.  

 

Larger Catechism, Q. 74: Adoption is an act of the free grace of God, in and for 

His only Son Jesus Christ, whereby all those that are justified are received into the 

number of His children, have His name put upon them, the Spirit of His Son given 

to them, are under His fatherly care and dispensations, admitted to all the liberties 

and privileges of the sons of God, made heirs of all the promises, and fellow heirs 

with Christ in glory. 

 

Confession of Faith, Chap. 12: All those that are justified, God vouchsafeth, in 

and for His only Son Jesus Christ, to make partakers of the grace of adoption, by 
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which they are taken into the number, and enjoy the liberties and privileges of the 

children of God, have His name put upon them, receive the spirit of adoption, 

have access to the throne of grace with boldness, are enabled to cry, Abba, Father, 

are pitied, protected, provided for, and chastened by Him as by a Father: yet never 

cast off, but sealed to the day of redemption; and inherit the promises, as heirs of 

everlasting salvation.
27

   

 

 Several significant points may be made relative to the Westminster Assemblyôs 

work on adoption: 

First, how intriguing it is that the Westminster Divines, often accused of being too 

scholastic in their theology, provided the Christian churchôs first confessional chapter and 

formal articles on adoptionðone of the least scholastic doctrines of the Christian faith!  

Why the assembly decided to allot adoption a separate locus is not clear. Both the 

published and unpublished minutes of the Westminster Assembly tell us no more than the 

basic dates and facts that it happened.
28

 Perhaps the Divines were motivated by a growing 

awareness of the scripturalness and importance of adoption both doctrinally and 

experientially as it relates to justification, sanctification, assurance of faith, perseverance, 

and other ancillary doctrines. 

Second, there are good reasons for the Westminster Divinesôs brevity in treating 

adoption, including the lack of treatment in former confessions, the lack of dissent or 

heresy that needed to be addressed, and the overlap of material with the chapters on 

assurance and perseverance. All of these factors assist the Divines to expound a large 

doctrine with remarkably succinct brevity.
29

  

 Third, the Westminster Divines were concerned to apply predestination 

soteriologically. That is evident already in WCF III:vi where the first reference to 

adoption is made in conjunction with predestination: ñThey who are elected being fallen 

in Adam, are redeemed by Christ; are effectually called unto faith in Christ by His Spirit 

working in due season; are justified, adopted, sanctified, and kept by His power through 

faith unto salvation. Neither are there any other redeemed by Christ, effectually called, 

justified, adopted, sanctified, and saved, but the elect onlyò (emphasis added). Later, the 

assembly stressed that adoption originates as ñan act of the free grace of Godò (LC 74; cf. 

SC 34 and WCF III:v), and involves being ñtakenò (WCF XII) or ñreceived into the 

numberò of the elect (SC 34; LC 74). Tim Trumper rightly concludes that ñas the 
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Westminster commissioners were as concerned as Calvin to apply predestination 

soteriologically, there is little purpose in driving a wedge between Calvin and the later 

Calvinistsò on this issue, as is often done.
30

 

 Fourth, union with Christ is inseparable from adoption. The sonship we receive is 

Christôs in the first place. Adoption transpires ñin and for His Son Jesus Christ,ò so that 

the adopted ñhave His name put upon them, the Spirit of His Son given to themò (LC 74; 

WCF XII). Justification, adoption, and sanctification all flow from union with Christ (LC 

69). Contrary to what some scholars have suggested, the Westminster Divines were as 

concerned as Calvin to maintain that ñto be adopted is to be united with Christ in his 

Sonship.ò
31

  

 Fifth, the Westminster Divines harmonized the forensic and familial elements of 

adoption. They spoke of both the judicial pronouncement of adoption (LC 74; WCF 

VIII:v, XII) and the adoptive experience of sonship, referred to as the ñliberties and 

privilegesò of adoption (LC 74; WCF XII). This is evident in the chapter on justification 

also, where forensic and familial aspects are united in stating that though the justified 

ñcan never fall from the state of justification, yet they may, by their sins, fall under Godôs 

fatherly displeasureò (WCF XI:v, emphasis added). Adoption, therefore, is not exhausted 

by its forensic aspects; rather, the forensic aspects imply an ensuing familial life of 

sonship that manifests itself in the visible church, which is described as ñthe house and 

family of Godò (WCF XXV:ii).
32

 

 Finally, the Westminster Divines emphasize that adoption is an act of free grace 

(SC 34, LC 74, WCF XII). In adoption, the unlovable sinner is freely loved by God and 

taken into the divine family. Thomas Watson puts it this way: ñAdoption is a mercy spun 

out of the bowels of free grace; all by nature are strangers, therefore have no right to 

sonship, only God is pleased to adopt one, and not another, to make one a vessel of glory, 

another a vessel of wrath. The adopted heir may cry out, `Lord, how is it, that thou wilt 

show thyself to me, and not unto the world?ôò
33

 

 

The transforming power of adoption 

When we are born again, God delivers us from Satanôs enslaving family and, by His 

astounding grace, transfers us to the Fatherôs sonship. He calls us sons; we are adopted 
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into His family, transferred ñfrom a state of sin and miseryò to ña state of excellency 

[and] dignity,ò writes Watson. ñIt were much for God to take a clod of dust and make it a 

star; it is more for God to take a piece of clay and sin and adopt it for his heir.ò
34

  

 Adoption in the time of the apostle John usually took place in adolescence or 

adulthood, not infancy. Under Roman law, adoption was a legal act by which a man 

chose someone outside of the family to be an heir to his inheritance. Likewise, believers 

become children of God through the gracious act of God the Father who chooses them to 

be His heirs and joint heirs with Christ.  

 William Ames says there are four differences between human and divine 

adoption:  

· Human adoption relates to a person, who, as a stranger, has no right to the inheritance except 

through adoption. But believers, though by natural birth they have no right to the inheritance of 

life, are given it because of rebirth, faith, and justification. 

· Human adoption is only an outward designation and bestowal of external things. But divine 

adoption is so real a relationship that it is based on an inward action and the communications of a 

new inner life.  

· Human adoption was introduced when there were no, or too few, natural sons. But divine 

adoption is not from any want but from abundant goodness, whereby a likeness of a natural son 

and mystical union is given to the adopted sons.  

· The human adoption is ordained so that the son may succeed the father in the inheritance. But 

divine adoption is not ordained for succession, but for participation in the inheritance assigned. 

Both the Father and his first-begotten Son live forever and this admits no succession.
35

 

 

How astonishing it is that, unlike peopleôs heirs who donôt share their estates with 

their friends, we as Godôs adopted children share the same privileges that belong to 

Godôs only-begotten Son! The Puritans reveled in what Christ prays in John 17:23: 

ñéand hast love them, as thou hast loved me.ò
36

 This love is the essence of Godôs 

fatherhood. It shows us how far God is willing to go to reconcile us to Himself. 

 How great is the love the Father has lavished on us that we should be called 

children of God (1 John 3:1)ðwe who deserve His judgment, dethroned Him from our 

lives, spurned His love, and defied His laws. Here, surely, is the great assurance of the 

child of God, that God the Father loved him when he was bound for hell. How wonderful 

is the assurance of the Fatherôs words: ñI have loved thee with an everlasting loveò (Jer. 

31:3). 

 Love and communion with God lie at the heart of adoption, according to John 

Owen. Owen listed five elements of adoption, which Sinclair Ferguson summarizes as 

follows: ñ(1) that the person first belongs to another family; (2) that there is a family to 
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which he has no right to belong; (3) that there is an authoritative legal translation from 

one family to another; (4) that the adopted person is freed from all the legal obligations of 

the family from which he came; and (5) that by virtue of his translation he is invested 

with all the rights, privileges, and advantages of the new family.ò
37

  

 The Puritans emphasize that all the members of the Trinity are involved in our 

adoption. Stephen Marshall summarizes it this way: Adoption is the gracious act of God 

the Father whereby He chooses us, calls us to Himself, and gives us the privileges and 

blessings of being His children. God the Son earned those blessings for us through His 

propitiatory death and sacrifice, by which we become children of God (1 John 4:10), and 

applies them to us as Elder Brother. And the Holy Spirit changes us from children of 

wrath, which we are by nature, into children of God by means of regeneration; unites us 

to Christ; works in us a ñsuitable dispositionò towards God and Christ; and seals our 

sonship as the Spirit of adoption, witnessing with our spirits that we are the sons of God. 

In that witnessing, the Spirit shows us Godôs work of grace in our hearts and lives, and 

also ñcarries our hearts to God, and testifies to the Soul that God is [our] Father.ò
38

 

 

Pastoral advice in promoting adoption  

As pastors, the Puritans distinguished people in four ways with regard to adoption.  

 

· First, some are visibly adopted into Godôs church family but lack its experiential power. 

Their adoption, says Thomas Shepard, is ñexternal, whereby the Lord take a people by 

outward covenant and dispensation to be his sons, and thus all the Jews were Godôs `first 

born,ô (Ex. iv. 22,) and unto them did `belong the adoption,ô (Rom. ix. 4, 5;) and hence 

their children were accounted `sonsô as well as saints, and `holy,ô (1 Cor. vii. 14; Ezek. 

xvi. 20, 21;) but many fall from this adoption, as the Jews did.ò
39

  

Today, this visible adoption applies to the New Testament church. Many have 

professed the gospel as members of the church, but do not know its power. Not being 

born again, they do not possess the Spirit of adoption. That is not the gospelôs fault, but 

their own. Manton writes, ñThey are strangers to the grace of the covenant under which 

they live, by their own negligence and folly.ò Manna is around their tents, Manton 
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continues, but they would rather starve than gather it. ñThe Spirit is ready, but they are 

lazy,ò he concludes.
40

  

Such people are ñunder a visible administration of the covenant of grace.ò Christ 

often gives them ñcommon gifts which he giveth not to the heathen world: knowledge of 

the mysteries of godliness; abilities of utterance and speech about spiritual and heavenly 

things; some affection also to them, called ótasting of the good word, the heavenly gift, 

and the powers of the world to come,ô Heb. vi.ò Despite having these common gifts of 

superficial Christianity, they lack ñthe real Christianity with special graces.ò
41

 

Ministers must warn such people of the danger of remaining members of Satanôs 

family inwardly while they appear to be members of Godôs family. They must plead with 

sinners to repent and believe in Christ and trust Godôs mercy for adoption. Roger Drake 

says, ñArt thou an alien? O never rest till thou get into a [saving] state of sonship.ò
42

 

 

· Second, some professing members of the church are under ñthe Spirit of bondage,ò that 

is, those who are under the Holy Spiritôs power to convict of sin but do not as yet have 

liberty in Christ. Some Puritansðthough by no means allðunderstand this to mean what 

is at times called ña preparatory work of grace.ò Ezekiel Hopkins lays out the essence of 

this approach more succinctly; his key thoughts form an apt summary: 

(1) The preparatory work of conversion is usually carried on in the soul by legal fears and terrors. 

(2) This legal fear is slavish, and engenders bondage. 

(3) This slavish fear is wrought in the soul by the Spirit of God, though it be slavish. 

(4) When the soul is prepared for the work of grace by the work of conviction, when it is prepared 

for comfort by the work of humiliation, the same Spirit, that was before a Spirit of bondage, 

becomes now a Spirit of adoption. 

(5) To whom the Spirit hath once been a Spirit of adoption, it never more becomes to them a Spirit 

of bondage and fear. 

(6) A reverential, filial fear of God, may and ought to possess our souls, while the Spirit of God, 

who is a spirit of adoption, is, by the clearest evidences, actually witnessing our sonship to us.
43

  

 

 Pastorally, the Puritans advised those who were under the Spirit of bondage of 

their danger, their invitation, and their encouragement. Their danger is that they will 

perish if they do not take refuge to Christ with penitent faith and come to know the Spirit 

of adoption. Their invitation is to come to Christ immediately, confessing their sinsðalso 

the sin of lacking childlike fear. They must ask the Spirit to drive them out of their self-

confidence and cause them to storm the mercy seat. And their encouragement is, 

according to Simon Ford, that God will not keep His elect indefinitely in bondage for 
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several reasons: religion would become uncomfortable and unappealing, people would 

faint under their burden of sin, and they would develop hard thoughts of God. God will 

lead those under bondage into liberty to show that it is not in vain to serve Him; He wants 

to wean His own from this world, and He wants to commune often with them.
44

  

 

· Third, some sincere children of God have, at best, a weak sense of their own sonship. 

Objectively, all Godôs children are equally sons with God, as we have seen. But, as 

Manton says, ñAll Godôs children have the spirit of adoption in the effects, though not in 

the sense and feeling of it. They have the spirit of comfort, though not the comfort of 

it.é There is a child-like inclination and impression left upon them, though they know it 

not, [and] own it not.ò Christ had the Spirit without measure, but Christians, though 

having the whole Spirit, enjoy Him and His work in different degrees. Christians are not 

all of the same size and growth. Moreover, Manton concludes, ñSome do more improve 

their privileges than others do; now they cannot rationally expect the best and richest 

fruits of this gift, and to be enabled and enlarged by the Spirit, who do not give such 

ready entertainment and obedience to his motions, as the more serious and fruitful 

Christian doth.ò
45

 

Manton then explains the difference between these people who have a weak sense 

of sonship and those who are still under the Spirit of bondage. The weak ones have a 

child-like inclination to God, though they lack child-like familiarity and boldness. They 

have a child-like reverence for God as Father (1 Pet. 1:17) though they lack a child-like 

confidence in Him as their Father. They have a child-like dependence on Godôs general 

offers of grace, but are not persuaded of the sincerity of their particular claim. They have 

a child-like love to God, though they lack assurance of His paternal love to them. They 

possess the child-like adherence of faith without the mature full assurance of faith. Unlike 

those under the Spirit of bondage who seek God out of a mercenary spirit, these seek Him 

from a child-like spirit.
46

 

Manton gives four counsels to assist the weak in faith in being able to call God 

their Father: First, ñdisclaim when you cannot apply.ò If you cannot say ñFather,ò plead 

on your ñfatherlessò condition, using such texts as Hosea 14:3, ñIn thee the fatherless find 

mercy.ò Second, ñown God in the humbling way.ò Come to the Father like the prodigal 
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son, confessing your unworthiness, or like Paul, as the chief of sinners. Come to Him as 

your Father-Creator if you cannot come to Him as your Father-Savior. Third, ñcall him 

Father in wish.ò If you cannot call Him Father with directness, do it with desire. ñLet us 

pray ourselves into this relation, and groan after it, that we may have a clearer sense that 

God is our Father in Christ,ò he counsels. Fourth, make ñuse of Christ Jesus.ò Since 

Christôs name means so much in heaven, ñif you cannot come to God as your Father, 

come to him as the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ (Eph. 3:14). Let Christ bring 

you into Godôs presence. He is willing to change relations with us. Take him along with 

you in your arms. Go to God in Christôs name: `Whatsoever you ask in my name, shall be 

given to you.ôò
47

 

  

· Finally, many believers experience the joy of knowing that they are sons and daughters 

of God. That knowledge is grounded in objective truthðultimately, in Godôs election. 

Godôs will is the foundation in this building: ñPredestinated to the adoption of children, 

according to the good pleasure of his willò (Eph. 1:5). Election is executed via Christôs 

bloody atonement: Christ was ñmade of a woman, made under the law, that we might 

receive the adoption of childrenò (Gal. 4:4-5). Christ purchased the adoption of His 

brothers and sisters by His obedience and satisfaction. He also sends out His ministers, as 

Boston says, ñto proclaim the offer of adoption unto them, that whosoever of them will 

leave their fatherôs house and people [i.e., Satan and the unsaved] shall be adopted into 

the family of heaven.ò Satan rages against this message, but ñunto the elect among them 

God sends his Spirit, which opens their ears, awakens their conscience, and rouses them 

so, that they can no longerò live without a Savior.
48

 The Spirit then applies Christôs 

satisfying atonement in regeneration, which immediately enters the believer, by faith, into 

the status of adoption: ñTo as many as received him, to them gave he power to become 

the sons of God, even to them that believe on his name: which were born, not of blood, 

nor of the will of the flesh, nor of the will of man, but of Godò (John 1:12-13).
49

 From the 

moment of regeneration and faith, the believer is spiritually united with Christ as part of 

the Son of Godôs body and is thus judged by the Father to be one of His adopted children 

(Eph. 1:23).
50

 Willard summarizes, ñThough we were appointed to it [adoption] from 

Eternity, yet it is conferred upon us in Believing.ò
51
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 The believer may also subjectively realize adoption. ñThere must in order of 

nature be the certitude objecti, before certitude subjecti, for I can never be sure of a thing 

before it is,ò writes Ford. Years may transpire, he goes on to say, before the believer who 

is adopted by God may know he is adopted. In fact, since the subjective consciousness of 

adoption is not essential to eternal life, Ford concludes it is possibleð not normativeð

that a believer ñmay go to heaven without that particular actual assurance, or a particular 

confidence to addresse himself to God as his Father.ò
52

   

The Puritans believed that all God did outside of the Christian for his salvation 

has its counterpart within him. The Christ who merited salvation for His elect also applies 

it to them. This He does by means what John Forbes called His ñexperienced wordò: God 

ñspeakes the word of trueth to the heart,ò causes the heart ñto believe that which it hath 

heard and received,ò and adds ñhis spirit: and by the testimonie thereofémakes Adoption 

and eternall life, most certain and sure to the soule.ò
53

   

Most Puritans were fond of calling this the witnessing testimony of the Holy 

Spirit, which they usually identified with the consciousness of the sealing of the Spirit 

and assurance of faith. The Westminster Confession of Faith refers to ñthe testimony of 

the Spirit of adoption witnessing with our spirit that we are the children of Godò 

(XVIII:ii). Samuel Petto defines the Spiritôs witnessing ministry as ña worke whereby the 

Spirit doth that towards the clearing up unto a soule of its Adoption, that a witnes doth 

amongst men for the decision and determination of a matter dubious and uncertaine.ò
54

 

The Puritans varied in their interpretation of how the Spiritôs witnessing 

testimony was experienced by the child of God.
55

 Some, such as Jeremiah Burroughs, 

Anthony Burgess, and George Gillespie, emphasize that the witnessing testimony of the 

Holy Spirit coincides with assurance gleaned from inward evidences of grace, which the 

Puritans also called the marks or fruits of grace.
56

 They believe that the Spiritôs witness 

refers exclusively to His activity of uniting the adopted childôs conscience with the 

Spiritôs witness that the Christian is a child of God. According to that view, the witness of 

the Holy Spirit conjoins with the witness of the believerôs spirit. Romans 8:15 (receiving 

the Spirit of adoption) and 8:16 (the Spirit bearing witness together with the believerôs 

conscience) are thus synonymous.
57

 Thus, when the Spiritôs witness and the witness of 

the believerôs conscience unitedly confirm that the believer possesses the marks and fruits 
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of grace to some degree, the believer, assured that he is a child, may then cry out, ñAbba, 

Fatherò (Gal. 4:6).
58

  

Thomas Manton describes the Spiritôs witness with our spirit in six thoughts:  

(1) The Spirit lays down marks [of grace] in scripture. 

(2) He worketh such graces as are peculiar to Godôs children, and are evidences of our interest in 

the favour of God. 

(3) He helpeth us to feel and discover those acts in ourselves. 

(4) The Spirit helps us to compare them with the rule [of Scripture], and accordingly to judge of 

their sincerity. 

(5) The Spirit helps us to conclude rightly of our estate. 

(6) He enlivens and heightens our apprehensions in all these particulars, and so fills us with 

comfort, and raiseth our joy upon the feeling of the sense of the favour of God; for all this is the 

fruit of his operation.
59

 

     

Other Puritans, such as Samuel Petto, Samuel Rutherford, William Twisse, Henry 

Scudder, Herman Witsius, Thomas Cole, and Cotton Mather, concur with much of what 

has been said thus far, but feel that all this is included in the previous expression in WCF 

XVIII:ii, which refers to assurance obtained through the inward evidences of grace. They 

believe that the witnessing testimony of the Spirit involves something more; the witness 

of the Spirit described in Romans 8:15 contains something distinct from that of verse 

16.
60

 They distinguish the Spiritôs witness with the believerôs spirit from His witnessing 

to the believerôs spirit by direct applications of the Word. As Heinrich Meyer pointed out, 

the former works the self-conscious conviction, ñI am a child of God,ò and thus finds 

freedom to approach God as Father. The latter involves the Spiritôs pronouncement on 

behalf of the Father, ñYou are a child of God,ò and thus approaches the Father with the 

familiarity of a child, crying out, ñAbba, Father,ò on the basis of hearing oneôs own 

sonship pronounced from Godôs Word.
61

 Herman Witsius says that this comes with such 

power, ñimmediately assuring Godôs beloved people of their adoption, no less than if 

they were carried up to the third heavens, and had heard it audibly from Godôs own 

mouth.ò
62

 Cotton Mather distinguishes these two grounds of assurance this way:  

There is a Testimony of the Holy SPIRIT unto our Adoption, which comes as a Mighty Light, more 

Directly breaking in upon our Minds, to assure us, that we are indeed the Adopted of GOD. There 

is a Discursive Assurance of our Blessedness; which is drawn from the Marks and Signs of a Soul 

become an Habitation of God throô the Spirit. And then ther is a more Intuitive Assurance of it; In 

which the Holy SPIRIT, more Immediately, and most Irresistibly, and with a Mighty Light, bears 

in upon the Mind of the Beleever a powerful perswasion of it, That he is a Child of GOD, and his 

GOD and Father will one day bring him to Inherit all things. The Soul of the Beleever is now 

wonderfully moved and melted and overpowered with such Thoughts as these; GOD is my Father, 

CHRIST is my Saviour, and I have an Inheritance in the Heavens reserved for me.
63
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However the Puritans may have varied here, they all agree that the Spirit is 

essential in every aspect of adoption and assurance, and that the Spiritôs testimony is 

always tied to, and may never contradict, the Word of God.
64

 They knew that without 

Word and Spirit at work, all spiritual experience is counterfeit and can easily degenerate 

into a host of errors, such as unbiblical mysticism, excessive emotionalism, introspective 

bondage, or barren antinomianism.   

The mature child of God, therefore, grows in the consciousness of his adoption 

and assurance through Word and Spirit. That growth has some ups and downs, however. 

Simon Ford says, ñOf those that have this assurance and enlargement thereupon, very few 

or none keep it at all times alike, and can alike improve it on every occasion. Great 

sinnes, and great troubles &c. may many times cloud, and sometimes as to the act, blot 

out the evidence of their Adoption. Thus David wanted this Spirit, Psal. 51.11.12. A child 

having offended, may scarce dare call Father, whiles that guilt remains uncovered.ò
65

 

Manton puts it succinctly: ñThe workman that made a thing can best warrant it to 

the buyer. First he [the Spirit] sanctifieth, and then he certifieth; sometimes we overlook 

our evidences through the darkness and confusion that is in our hearts.ò He goes on to say 

that the Spirit ñhelpeth us not only to see grace, but to judge of the sincerity of grace.ò 

The Spirit helps us conclude with boldness, comfort, and joy from the evidences of our 

lives that we are adopted sons or daughters of God. This comfort enables us to pray and 

embrace Godôs promises with freedom.
66

 Those divine promises always remain the 

primary ground of the assurance of our adoption. The Spirit comforts us with Godôs 

promises of our adoption, and grants us grace to apply them to ourselves.
67

 

Such believers are advised by the Puritans to hold fast their profession, to grow in 

the grace and knowledge of Jesus Christ, to witness of the Fatherôs goodness to others, 

and to lead lives of service to God and man.  In short, as adopted children they should 

daily engage in the responsibilities and duties expounded below. 

 

The marks of adoption 

The Puritans gave clear marks for us to determine which family we belong to, Godôs or 

Satanôs. They believed that when self-examination is undertaken biblically, the Holy 

Spirit often uses it as a positive transforming power in the lives of Godôs children. 
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 William Perkins provides six marks that may help certify oneôs adoption:  

· An earnest and heartie desire in all things to further the glorie of God. 

· A care and readiness to resigne our selues in subjection to God, to bee ruled by his word and 

spirit, in thought, word, and deede. 

· A sincere endeauor to do his will in all things with cheerfulnesse, making conscience of 

euerything we know to be euill. 

· Vpright walking in a mans lawfull calling, and yet still by faith to relie vpon Gods prouidence, 

being well pleased with Gods sending whatsoeuer it is. 

· Euery day to humble a mans selfe before God for his offences, seeking his fauour in Christ 

vnfainedly, and so daily renuing his faith & repentance. 

· A continual combate between the flesh and the spirt, corruption haling and drawing one way, 

and grace resisting the same & drawing another way.
68

 

 

Roger Drake offers these marks: a spirit of faith and dependency (2 Cor. 4:13); a spirit of 

prayer (Acts 9:11); a spirit of evidence (Rom. 8:16); a spirit of liberty (2 Cor. 3:17); a 

spirit of waiting (Rom. 8:23); and a spirit of love (1 John 5:2).
69

  

Cotton Mather says that we belong to Godôs family when we can positively 

answer that our only trust for salvation lies in Jesus Christ and His atoning blood, that we 

are effectually called by the Spirit, and that we exercise vital piety, which consists of 

fearing God, giving glory to Him, and loving our neighbor.
70

 Stephen Marshall said we 

must answer questions like these: ñIs the Holy Ghost come to dwel in you to unite you to 

Christ? Doth the Holy Ghost work a Childs heart in you? Can you honor God, and 

reverence him, and turn to him? And can you walk before God as obedient Children, at 

least in the constant bent and tenure of your Souls?ò
71

 

 

Transformed relationships in adoption 

The consciousness of personal adoption into Godôs family impacts the entire life of the 

believer. The Puritans would agree with Packer: ñSonship must be the controlling 

thoughtðthe normative category, if you likeðat every point.ò
72

 Every relationship in the 

believerôs life is transformed by it.   

 Christ Himself is the best proof of this truth. Jesusô consciousness of His unique 

filial relationship with the Father controlled all of Christôs living and thinking: ñI seek not 

mine own will, but the will of my Father which hath sent meò (John 5:30); ñIf I do not the 

works of my Father, believe me not,ò Jesus says in John 10:37, and ñAs my Father hath 

sent me, even so send I youò (John 20:21). Jesus likewise urges His disciples to let their 

thoughts and lives be controlled by the conviction that God is now their Father and they 
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are His children, and that He knows all their needs (Matt. 6:32). The child of God is to 

pray and to live his whole life in relation to his Father, remembering that the Father has 

promised each child His kingdom. 

 John Cotton makes plain in expounding 1 John 3 that the significance of adoption 

affects the following relationships: 

 

1. Our relationship to God (1 John 3:1a). Godôs adopted children learn that the only 

place in the universe where true security can be found is in the household of the 

heavenly Father. Jesus taught His disciples this truth in many ways. He urged them to 

think about Godôs fatherly love by comparing it to the love of a human father: ñIf ye 

then, being evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more shall 

your Father which is in heaven give good things to them that ask him?ò (Matt. 7:11). 

 The comparison is between the imperfect fatherhood of earthly fathers, who are 

evil (i.e., they have fallen natures and show flaws, failures, and sins) and the perfect 

fatherhood of God. Godôs fatherhood is flawless, despite our shortcomings that 

incline us to confess what Cotton says, ñSurely I am not a child of God, because I 

find much pride in my heart, and much rebellion and corruption in my spirit. Surely if 

I were born of Christ, I should be like him. But what says St. John here? We are the 

sons of God even now, though there is much unbelief in our hearts, and much 

weakness and many corruptions within us.ò
73

 Despite all this, Jesus will show us that 

our heavenly Fatherôs love is expansive and glorious beyond imagination.  

 

2. Our relationship to the world. The believerôs adoption by God the Father also affects 

his relationship to the world. First John 3:1b tells us that this relationship is a troubled 

one: ñTherefore the world knoweth us not, because it knew him not.ò On the one 

hand, the believer shares with Jesus the unspeakable love of the Father, but on the 

other hand, he shares with Jesus the hostility, estrangement, and even hatred of the 

world.  

 This reaction of the world is one evidence of the believerôs adoption into Godôs 

family, for the world did not know Jesus either; ñHe came unto his own and his own 

received him notò (John 1:11). He was in the world He created, but the world knew 
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Him not. The world did not recognize Him as the Son of God; ultimately, it crucified 

Him. ñIf God saw it meet that his Son should be thus afflicted in the world and drink 

of such a bitter portion of Godôs wrath,ò writes Cotton, ñlet us not think we shall go 

to heaven and partake of those heavenly mansions which Christ has prepared for us, 

without also drinking of the same cup that he drank of. Let us account ourselves 

happy that God will so esteem us as to make us his sons.ò
74

  

 

3. Our relationship to the future. We cherish a great hope. John goes on to say, ñIt doth 

not yet appear what we shall be: but we know that, when he shall appear, we shall be 

like him; for we shall see him as he isò (1 John 3:2). The prospects for Godôs adopted 

family are great, for His children will receive a glorious inheritance. They cannot 

even imagine the extent of that inheritance. God keeps that hidden, says Cotton, so 

that they may (1) be like their suffering Head, (2) have their faith kept in exercise and 

be watchful, and (3) be tolerated to some degree in this world, for ñif God should 

allow them to be perfectly holy in this world, the men of the world would not allow 

them to live among them long (Deut. 7:22).ò
75

 

 If our present privileges as Godôs adopted children are so great that the world 

cannot grasp them, our future prospects are so glorious that even we cannot fully 

grasp them. As 1 Corinthians 2:9 says, ñEye hath not seen, nor ear heard, neither have 

entered into the heart of man, the things which God hath prepared for them that love 

him.ò Because God is our Father and we are His adopted children, we have a full 

inheritance awaiting us. The best is yet to be. Today we experience great blessings, 

despite our infirmities and sins; but one day we shall be in glory, free from sin and 

living in perfect communion with God. Our heavenly Father keeps the best surprises 

for His children until the end, when He shall turn all their sorrow into joy. 

 

4. Our relationship to ourselves. The children of the heavenly Father embrace His will 

and purpose for them. Every adopted child of God also knows that holiness is an 

important part of Godôs purpose for his happiness in Godôs family. First John 3:3 

says, ñEvery man that hath this hope in him purifieth himself, even as he is pure.ò 

Cotton draws this doctrine from this text: ñEvery child of God has hope in Christ, to 
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be made like him at his appearing.ò That hope is ña patient, certain, and grounded 

expectation of all those promises in Christ which by faith we believe to belong to us.ò 

God gives this hope through the means of grace so that we ñmight not be tossed and 

hurried up and down the world.ò
76

  

 So we are to purify ourselves daily, using Christ as our pattern. Colossians 3 tells 

us that holiness means putting off everything that is dishonoring to our Father, who 

has loved us, and the Savior, who has died to save us. It means putting on ñmercies, 

kindness, humbleness of mind, meekness, and longsufferingò (3:12). Purifying 

ourselves involves ñthe whole man,ò says Cotton, including what we do with our 

minds, affections, will, thoughts, tongue, eyes, hands, disappointments, injuries, and 

enemies.
77

 Purifying ourselves involves loving all that the Father loves and hating all 

that the Father hates. From the moment of conversion to the time we take our final 

breath, we have one pursuit: to purify ourselves before our Father in order to be more 

like Christ.  

 

5. Our relationship to the church as the family of God. As Godôs adopted sons and 

daughters, we have been placed in a great family. If we rightly understand this, our 

attitude toward our brothers and sisters in the family of God will be profoundly 

affected (1 John 3:14ï18). We have not been adopted to live apart from that family, 

but to live within its network of relationships. Godôs purpose in adopting children is 

to create a family in which Christ will be glorified as the firstborn among many 

brethren. He wants the love that exists between the Father and the Son and the Holy 

Spirit to be extended through the love between brothers and sisters in Christ. As 

Cotton says, ñThe sons of God ought to be the men of our love and delight (3 John 

1,2,5; 1 Pet. 2:11; Phil. 4:1).ò
78

  

 The way we behave toward other Christians proves whether or not we are adopted 

children of God (3:14ï15). We are to love fellow adoptees of God, Cotton says, 

because of (1) ñGodôs singular love to them,ò (2) ñtheir love to God,ò and (3) ñthe 

truth that is in every Christian believer (2 John 1,2).ò
79

 

 Those who have experienced much love from Him cannot help but love others. As 
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Cotton concludes, ñThe lack of love to any of our brethren is a sign of abiding in the 

state of damnation, or in an unregenerate and carnal state.ò
80

 

 

Privileges and benefits of adoption 

The Puritans spend more time expounding what are variously called the privileges, 

liberties, benefits, blessings, or rights of adoption than any other aspect of adoption. This 

is also evident in the Westminster Confession of Faith (XII) and Larger Catechism (Q. 

74), where more than half of the material on adoption is devoted to a listing of these 

ñliberties and privileges,ò each of which the Spirit uses to exercise His transforming 

power and comfort in the lives of Godôs children. 

The overarching privilege can best be summarized as heirship. Godôs adopted 

children are all royal heirs apparent and co-heirs with Christ (Rom. 8:16-17). ñMen may 

have many children yet but one is an heir,ò writes Burroughs. ñBut all the children of 

God are heirs.ò
81

 Hebrews 12:23 calls them ñfirst-bornò heirs.  

The Puritans make much of joint-heirship with Christ. As co-heirs with Christ, 

believers share in Christôs kingship, and therefore partake of the kingdom of heaven as 

their inheritance. Believers are made kings of the Father in His spiritual kingdom in three 

respects, writes Thomas Granger. ñ1. Because they are Lords and Conquerors of their 

enemies, Sinne, Satan, the World, Death, Hell. 2. They are partakers of the kingdome of 

Christ and of saluation; for wee haue receiued of Christ grace for grace, and glorie for 

glorie. 3. They haue interest, dominion, and soueraigntie of all things by Christ.ò
82

 

Witsius stresses that this ñall thingsò includes the right of ñpossession of the whole 

world,ò which was given to but lost by Adam (Gen. 1:28; 3:24), promised to Abraham 

(Rom. 4:13), and repurchased by Christ ñfor himself and his brethrenò (Ps. 8:6), so that 

now all things, both present and to come, are His peopleôs.
83

 Ultimately, believers are 

lords and possessors of all things, because they belong to Christ who belongs to God (1 

Cor. 3:21-23).
84

  

 Nothing in this world can match the inheritance of believers. It knows no 

corruption (1 Pet. 1:4)ðnot ñby outward principles, as fire, violence, &c.; nor by inward 

principles, as sin and other taints which defileò (Is. 29:14; 1 Pet. 1:18). It has no 

succession. The heavenly Father and His children always live out of the same inheritance, 
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so believersô inheritance is as unchangeable as Christôs priesthood is (Heb. 7:24). It faces 

no division. Every heir enjoys the whole inheritance, since God is both ñinfinite and 

indivisible.ò ñGod gives His all, not half, but his whole kingdomò (Gen. 25:5; Rev. 

21:7).
85

  

 Specific blessings that accrue for us as believers from His divine inheritance and 

spiritual adoption include the most wonderful privileges one could ever imagine, both in 

this world and in the world to come. Here is a summary of them, drawn from the 

Puritans:  

 

· Our Father cuts us off from the family to which we naturally belong in Adam as 

children of wrath and of the devil, and ingrafts us into His own family to make us 

members of the covenant family of God. ñAdoption translates us out of a Miserable 

estate, into a Happy estate,ò writes Thomas Cole. ñGod is in covenant with us, and we in 

him.ò
86

 By nature, Stephen Marshall says, we are ñChildren of wrath, Children of Belial, 

Children of old Adam, Children of Sin and Death, we are cut off from that Family, no 

longer to reckoned of it, [or of its] Bondage, Baseness, Obligations, Cursesò and are 

ñtaken into Gods Family as his Sons and Daughters, that is,é he hath ingaged himself 

perpetually foreverò to us, so that this family relationship will last forever (John 8:35).
87

  

 

· Our Father gives us freedom to call on Him by His Father-name and gives us a new 

name, which serves as our guarantee of admission to the house of God as sons and 

daughters of God (Rev. 2:17; 3:12). We are a peculiar peopleðñhis people, called by his 

nameò (2 Chron. 7:14). That means, says Thomas Boston, that our ñold name is for ever 

laid aside. [We] are no more called children of the devil, but the sons and daughters of 

Godò (Heb. 12:5). John Cotton goes a step further, saying expressly that this name is 

Adoption: ñ[We] have this white Stone, that is Absolution for sin, and in that a new name 

written, that is, Adoption: and if we be of a meek, humble, innocent, frame of mind, we 

have this comfort.ò
88

 By the Spirit of adoption, we have access to God as a reconciled 

Father through Christ. We have liberty to call God Father, which ñis more worth than a 

thousand worldsò (Jer. 3:4).
89
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· Our Father gifts us with the Spirit of adoption. Believers are, by grace, partakers of the 

Holy Spirit. This Spirit, Burroughs tells us, enlightens our mind, sanctifies our heart, 

makes Godôs wisdom and will known to us, guides us to eternal life, yes, works the entire 

work of salvation in us and seals it to us unto the day of redemption (Eph. 4:30).
90

  

 Willard writes that the Spirit ñratifies our Sonship to be immutable, and confirms 

our title to all the Promises irreversible. As such a Spirit, he gives his testimony in us, to 

ratify all our evidences, and fully assure us of our Sonship and Heirship.ò
91

 

  

· Our Father grants us likeness to Himself and His Son. The Father imparts to His 

children a filial heart and disposition that resemble His own. Roger Drake writes, ñAll 

Godôs adopted children bear their Fatherôs image, as Gideonôs brethren did his (Judg. 

8:18). They are like God, in holiness [and] in dignityò (Matt. 5:44-45; Rom. 8:29; Heb. 

2:7; 1 John 3:2-3).
92

  

Thomas Cole writes similarly from a Christological perspective: ñChrist is formed 

in them all, Gal. 4.19. As Christ is, so are they, each one resembles the children of a 

King, Judg. 8.18. They will be exactly like Christ as the Resurrection, Psal. 17.15. They 

were from Eternity predestinated unto this, Rom. 8.29.ò
93

 Anthony Burgess reminds us 

that this includes the privilege of being ñmade conformable unto Christ in his sufferingsò 

(Phil. 1:29).
94

 

 

· Our Father especially strengthens our faith through His gifts of promises and prayer. ñIf 

we are adopted,ò writes Thomas Watson, ñthen we have an interest in all the promises: 

the promises are childrenôs bread.ò They are like a garden, Watson goes on to say, in 

which some herb is found to cure every ailment.
95

 Or, as William Spurstowe put it, Godôs 

promises are like a bag full of coins that God unties and pours out at the feet of His 

adopted children, saying, ñTake what you will.ò
96

 

Concerning prayer, we are given limitless access to our heavenly Father. Children 

have the right of access to their father, no matter how busy or important he isðeven if he 

is president of the nation. So, in the New Testament, adopted sons are encouraged to 

come boldly to the throne of grace through the God-man Savior at any time to find grace 
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and mercy to help in time of need (Heb. 4:14-16), notwithstanding the exaltedness of 

their God.  

The Spirit teaches us that the Father in heaven is more pleased to see His adopted 

children come through the door of prayer into His throne-room than we are pleased to see 

our children come through the door into our living room. Willard writes that the Spirit 

ñenlivensò the faith of believers, enabling them ñto Go to God as a Father, and claim this 

relation, and upon the claim, believingly to plead with him for the acceptance of their 

persons, the audience of their Prayers, the granting of their requests, and supplying of all 

their wantsò (Rom. 8:15).
97

  

 

· Our Father corrects and chastens us for our sanctification. ñHe chasteneth and scourgeth 

every son whom he receivethò (Heb. 12:6). All chastisements involves discipline that 

comes from our Fatherôs hand and works together for our best welfare (2 Sam. 7:14; Ps. 

89:32-33; Rom. 8:28, 36-37; 2 Cor. 12:7). Our sufferings are ñfor our education and 

instruction in his family,ò writes Owen;
98

 or, as Willard puts it, ñAll our afflictions are 

helps toward heaven.ò They contribute to the ñincrease of their eternal glory: every 

reproach and injury doth but add weight to their Crown.ò
99

 We foolishly think that God 

chastens us to destroy us, but 1 Corinthians 11:32 teaches us, ñWe are chastened of the 

Lord, that we should not be condemned with the world.ò
100

 

 Godôs chastenings are badges of our sonship and of the Fatherôs love (Heb. 12:3-

11). They are meant only for believers in this life. Owen says, ñThere is no chastisement 

in heaven, nor in hell. Not in heaven, because there is no sin; not in hell, because there is 

no amendment.ò
101

 

 

· Our Father comforts us with His love and pity, and moves us to rejoice in intimate 

communion with Him and His Son (Rom. 5:5). He does that in several ways, as Willard 

notes: ñHe applies the precious promises to their souls, he gives them cordials of comfort, 

communicates unto them the sips and foretasts of glory, [and] fills them with inward 

joyes and refreshings.ò
102

 The Father commends and encourages us even for the smallest 

act of obedience.
103

 He comforts us in accord with the afflictions He has measured out for 

us.
104
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 How precious then is the love of the heavenly Father toward His children! 

Jeremiah Burroughs writes, ñGod, who is the infinite glorious first-being, embraces them 

with an entire fatherly love. All the love that ever was in any parents towards children, is 

but as one drop of the infinite ocean of fatherly love that there is in God unto his 

people.ò
105

  

 

· Our Father offers us spiritual, Christian liberty as His sons and daughters (John 8:36). 

This liberty releases us from bondage (Gal. 4:7). It delivers us from the slavish 

subjection, the servile pedagogy, the condemning power, the intolerable yoke, and the 

thundering curses of the law as a covenant of works (Gal. 3:13), though not from the 

lawôs regulating power.
106

 We are not dependent upon our obedience to the law for our 

justification and happiness (Rom. 3:28), but as sons of Godðnot mercenariesðwe obey 

the law as ña service of love.ò
107

  

Christian liberty delivers us from the impugning, condemning, and reigning 

power of sin (2 Cor. 5:29; Rom. 8:1; 6:12), making possible the enjoyment of peace with 

God as His children. But that liberty must not be abused. As Cole writes, ñ`Tis a 

dangerous thing to speak too freely of Christian Liberty, because many under that 

pretence, allow themselves in very unwarrantable courses, running into excess, laying 

aside all Moderation.ò
108

  

Spiritual liberty delivers us from the world and all its powerful temptations, 

persecutions, and threatenings (1 John 5:4). It delivers us from the bondage of Satan, 

from hypocrisy and anxiety, and from the traditions of men, so that we may freely bind 

ourselves to the teaching of God. It grants us liberty to live transparently before God, to 

serve and love God and His ways with heart, mind, and strength (Ps. 18:1), so that we 

gladly take His yoke upon us and serve Him with filial obedience each day (1 Pet. 1:14), 

confessing, ñThis is my Fatherôs world.ò
109

 

 

· Our Father preserves us and keeps us from falling (Ps. 91:11-12; 1 Pet. 1:5). He restores 

us from every backsliding way, recovering and humbling us, always preventing our 

hypocrisy.
110

 Samuel Willard says, ñGods Sons in this life are like little Children, always 

tripping, and stumbling, and falling, and so weak that they could never get up again but 



 29 

for him: but by reasons of his hand that is upon them, his everlasting Arm that is under 

them.ò
111

 

 

· Our Father provides everything that we need as His children, both physically and 

spiritually (Ps. 34:10; Matt. 6:31-33), and will protect us from all harm. He will defend us 

from our enemiesðSatan, the world, and our own fleshðand right our wronged cause. 

He will assist and strengthen us, always lending us a helping hand to carry us through 

every difficulty and temptation (2 Tim. 4:17). We may safely leave everything in His 

fatherly hands, knowing that He will never leave us nor forsake us (Heb. 13:5-6). We are 

children under our Fatherôs special inspection and care (1 Pet. 5:7) for the entirety of our 

earthly pilgrimage, ñsealed to the day of redemptionò (WCF, XII) in glory where we will 

be beyond all danger (Rev. 21:25).
112

  

 

· Our Father gives His angels, as ministering spirits, to serve us for good (Ps. 34:7; Heb. 

1:14).
113

 They guard us and watch for us. Willard calls them ñtutelary Angelsò who guard 

and defend us from evil and watch for our good (Ps. 91:11). ñThey pitch their tents round 

about [believers], Psal. 34.1, they bring down messages of peace from heaven, even 

answers of their Prayers, Dan. 9.23, strengthen and confirm them in their secret conflicts, 

Luk. 22.43, and when they come to die, they are a convoy to carry their Souls home to 

eternal rest, Luk. 16.22.ò
114

  

 

Responsibilities or duties of adoption 

The Puritans taught that every privilege of adoption had a corresponding responsibility or 

duty, each of which transforms the way believers think and live. These may be 

summarized as follows: 

 (1) Show childlike reverence and love for your Father in everything. Reflect 

habitually upon your Fatherôs great glory and majesty. Stand in awe of Him; render Him 

praise and thanksgiving in all things. Remember, your holy Father sees everything. 

Children sometimes commit dreadful acts in the absence of their parents, but your Father 

is never absent. Anthony Burgess explains: ñThere is nothing done in secret, but thy 

Father seeth it. There is no heart-pride, no heart-earthlynesse, but thy Father seeth it. 
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There is never a time thou prayest, hearest the word, but thy Father seeth with what form 

of Spirit it is. Oh therefore if thou art a Son of God, thou wilt discover it in thy whole 

carriage: a Son feareth the frowns of his Father; I dare not do this; my father will be 

offended; and I, Whither shall I go? Thus the Apostle Peter, If ye call him Father, passe 

your sojourning here with fear, 1 Pet. 1.17.ò
115

 

 Let childlike reverence overflow in love to your Fatherða love that constrains 

you to employ all the means of grace, to obey His commands, and to work for Him. 

Burroughs writes, ñDo all you do out of love, be not mercenary. A servant doth not care 

to do anything any further than he may be paid for it, but a child doth not so; he doth 

what he doth out of love.ò 

 (2) Submit to your Father in every providence. When He visits you with the rod, 

donôt resist or murmur. Donôt immediately respond by saying, ñ`I am not a child of God, 

God is not my Father, God deals harshly with me; if He were my Father, He would have 

compassion on me; He would then deliver me from this grievous and especially this 

sinful crossôðto speak thus does not befit the nature of an upright child,ò writes Brakel. 

Rather, ñit is fitting for a child to be quiet, to humbly submit, and to say, `I will bear the 

indignation of the LORD, because I have sinned against himôò (Mic. 7:9).
116

  

 Burgess says, ñIf thou hadst a Child-like disposition, thou wouldst say, although 

all I feel be bitter, yet he is a Father still. I have been an ill Child, and this makes him a 

Good Father in chastising.ò
117

 

 (3) Obey and imitate your Father, and love His image-bearers. Strive to be like 

Him, to be holy as He is holy, to be loving as He is loving. We are to be ñimitators of 

Godò (Eph. 5:1) to show that we bear the family likeness. 

 We are, then, to love the Fatherôs image wherever we see it. Willard writes, ñThe 

Saints are living Images of the Lord, we may see in them, not only the likeness to, but the 

shining reflection of his communicated perfections: Hence we should love the Saints.ò
118

 

We are to live as Godôs children in mutual love and patience with each other, having the 

same Father, Elder Brother, and indwelling Spirit. ñIt is enough that the children of the 

world wrangle one with another and fight; let not those that profess God to be their 

Father, oh let them not in the presence of their Father wrangle and fight one with another, 

for certainly the Spirit of God cannot bear it,ò Burroughs concludes.
119
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 (4) Resist every hindrance that keeps you from relishing your Fatherôs adopting 

grace. Simon Ford lists these hindrances: 

· A secret murmuring frame of spirit against Gods present dispensations towards thee. 

· A kind of delight in complaining against thy self, and taking Satans part many times in bearing 

false witness against thy own soul.   

· An unthankful denyal of the works of Gods sanctifying spirit in the heart.  

· An unwarrantable thrusting off those promises and comfortable truths which God in the Ministry 

of the Word or otherwise brings home to our condition. 

· A groundlesse surmising of an irrecoverablenesse in our condition from such and such 

threatenings of Scripture as concerne us not. 

· Keeping Satans counsel. 

· Secret tempting of God, and dependence upon such means and such men for peace, and limiting 

God to such and such a time, and resolving not to wait on God beyond that time, or not to expect it 

from any other meanes.  

· A sinfull ambition of self-preparations for comfort and peace: were I so much humbled, saith the 

poor soul, so kindly and ingenuously affected with my sins; could I recover of this deadnesse, and 

flatness of spirit into any measure of livelinesse and spiritualnesse in my performances; then I 

would believe comfort, and assurance of Godôs love belonged to me. 

· Giving too much way to prejudices against God, and his love, from present sense and feeling. 

· Slacknesse and remissnesse in (occasioned by successelessenesse of) Ordinances and Duties. 

· Over-scrupulousness, and scepticall-question-fulnesse.
120

 

 

(5) Rejoice in being in your Fatherôs presence. Delight in communing with Him. 

Burgess writes, ñA Son delights to have letters from his Father, to have discourse about 

him, especially to enjoy his presence.ò
121

   

In heaven, this joy will be full; our adoption will then be perfected (Rom. 8:23). 

Then we will enter into the Fatherôs ñpresence and palace,ò where we will be 

ñeverlastingly enjoying, delighting, and praising God.ò
122

 Let us wait and long for that, as 

children who eagerly anticipate our full inheritance, where the Triune God shall be our all 

in all.
123

    

 

Concluding applications 

The classic Puritan statement on adoption in the Westminster Standards leaves much 

unsaid. Tim Trumper makes a case for it being insufficiently Pauline, insufficiently 

pervasive, and insufficiently redemptive-historical.
124

 Though the first two of these 

concerns are adequately addressed in Puritan literature, the Puritans are by no means 

exhaustive in their doctrine of spiritual adoption. For example, they have not adequately 

addressed the centrality of sonship in biblical doctrine nor as an organizing principle for 

understanding salvation along the lines that Sinclair Ferguson suggests.
125
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Nevertheless, the Puritans teach us a great deal more about spiritual adoption and 

its transforming power than has been acknowledged. They teach us the importance of 

fleeing from sin and pursuing a conscious sense of our adoption.
126

 They show us, as 

Packer helpfully summarizes, that our adoption helps us better grasp the ministry of the 

Holy Spirit, the power of gospel holiness, our own assurance of faith, the solidity of the 

Christian family, and the glory of the Christian hope.
127

  

 The Puritans also warn us of the danger of remaining a member of Satanôs 

familyðespecially while under the means of grace. ñMany a gospel-call has sounded in 

your ears, sinner,ò writes Thomas Boston; ñhast thou not come away on the call? Then 

thou art yet a child of the devil, Acts xiii. 10. and therefore an heir of hell and of wrath.ò 

When the unbeliever objects, Boston responds: ñWhose image dost thou bear? Holiness 

is Godôs image, unholiness the devilôs. Thy dark heart and unholy life plainly tell the 

family thou art of.ò
128

  

 As strongly as the Puritans admonish, so strongly they invite. Willard writes, 

ñWhat do you think of it, who have been often invited in the Gospel to embrace [Christ]? 

Will not [adoption] present him before you as one worth the entertaining? Receive him 

by a true Faith, and he will make you, not only Friends, but Children unto God.ò
129

  

 Above all, the Puritans use the truth of adoption as a sower to transform Godôs 

needy children through powerful comforts. Thomas Hooker shows how adoption 

comforts them in the face of the sight and sense of their unworthiness, outward poverty, 

the contempt of the world, infirmities, afflictions, persecutions, and dangers.
130

 When 

oppressed with sin, buffeted by Satan, enticed by the world, or alarmed by fears of death, 

the Puritans encourage believers to take refuge in their precious, heavenly Father, saying 

with Willard, ñAm I not still a Child? And if so, then I am sure, that though he correct me 

(and I deserve it, nor will I refuse to submit my self patiently unto it) yet he cannot take 

away his loving kindness from me.ò
131

 

 Willard concludes: ñBe always comforting of your selves with the thoughts of 

your Adoption: Draw your comforts at this tap, fetch your consolations from this relation; 

be therefore often chewing upon the precious priviledges of it, and make them your 

rejoicing. Let this joy out-strip the verdure of every other joy. Let this joy dispel the mists 

of every sorrow, and clear up your souls in the midst of all troubles and difficultiesò as 




