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“Sons, Brothers & Children of God”

Romans 8:12-17

As he turned the doorknob after climbing the short flight of steps, John couldn’t help chuckling a bit. Because he was carrying his Bible, he felt like he should be entering a church, not the office of a lawyer.  And since he had never even come close to needing the services of a lawyer in a professional way, he wondered if the ‘waiting room’ would be anything like he found when he went to the dentist.

When he pushed open the door, more thoughts.  More questions. What would the ‘waiting room’ smell like?  What kind of magazines would he find?  Who else would he see?

The last question made him realize all his questions were just attempts to cope with his nervousness.

John approached the receptionist and handed her the registered letter from the law firm he had signed for two weeks ago.  She pulled out the single page from the envelope, took a quick glance and then invited him to ‘have a seat’ as she handed it back to him.  The moment he sat in the finely upholstered chair, he confronted his anxieties. Was he nervous about meeting the lawyer and hearing his father’s will read?  Or was he nervous about meeting his older brother James whom he hadn’t seen or spoken to since the funeral three months ago?

His Buick navigated the rough entrance to the parking lot with hardly an unnecessary bounce and slowed to a stop.  James grabbed the parking receipt through his rolled-down window from the automated dispenser and stuck it above the sun-visor – right next to the registered letter he had signed for from his dad’s lawyer.  The parking lot was a just a couple of blocks from the law firm.  He hoped the reading of his father’s will would be a quick affair.  Finding an open parking space in the middle of the lot, James got out of his car and locked it.  Then, remembering something, unlocked it.  He reached across to the passenger seat and grabbed the Bible.  He had almost forgotten it, just like had almost forgotten it at home.

James walked up to the receptionist and reached into the inside pocket of his sports jacket on instinct before realizing there was nothing there.  He explained to her why he was there and that he had forgotten the letter from the lawyer in his car.  Not a problem, she assured him, and then offered, “It will be just a few minutes.  Why don’t you take a seat next to your brother?”

Yes.  Of course.  Next to his brother. 

“But don’t you dare expect me to talk to him,” was James’ thought.

There they were, just the two of them, sons and brothers just sitting there, a loud silence insulating them from each other.  There are times when a room is quiet yet still disturbed and this was definitely one of those times. “The sound of time ticking away,” thought John as he noticed the movement of the second hand on the wall clock and the sound it made as the hand momentarily jerked past each of the stately Roman numerals.  He thought, too, about verbalizing some of this thinking to his brother but then thought the better of that idea.

But the sound of silence couldn’t trump the sound of approaching footsteps.  It was the receptionist. “Sorry for the wait. This way, please.”

“So this is what a lawyer’s office looks like?” thought John. “I wonder how much it costs to have a lawyer draw up a will?”

“This isn’t as nice as my lawyer’s office,” thought James.  “I must be paying mine too much.”

“Thank you for coming.” The lawyer had no clue how welcome an interruption his voice was.  “Since you have your Bibles, we can begin.”

And with that, he opened an envelope bearing the familiar ‘registered mail’ sticker and began to read….

To James and John, My Dearest Sons;

This letter is being read as part of my final will and testament. I trust you have abided by the provision when you were asked to bring your Bible this day.

This gathering of you, my sons, in the presence my lawyer may seem both highly ordinary and very unusual.  On the one hand, it’s a very ordinary thing for a parent’s offspring to learn of their inheritance in the presence of a lawyer; and I’ll admit it’s also very unusual in that you were asked to bring your Bible.

Why the request to have God’s holy and inspired Word present at the reading of a will? Because I could think of no better way to help you understand the importance of everything that will happen not only this day in this office but also in the remainder of your lives.

You are aware that the both of you – brothers who have grown up in the same home – are my only children.  There are no other siblings. You are also aware of something that neither your mother – while she was living – nor I have ever tried to hide from either of you: One of you – James - is our child through ‘bloodlines.’ That is, you entered our hearts and homes because your mother and I are your biological parents.  The other son of ours – you, John – came into our hearts and home through the process of adoption moments after your biological birth.  Your mother and I have always – always - thought of both of you as gifts from God.

But your mother and I have also been aware for some time of a rivalry between the two of you.  It’s a natural thing for a rivalry to exist between siblings.  And to some extent, it can even be a good and healthy thing.  But in your case, James and John, the rivalry has become a wedge.  While parents cannot make siblings love one another – and Lord knows your mother and I tried – it is my literal dying desire for both my sons to understand that you are both my sons in every way you can imagine.  As parents, we have never knowingly loved either one of you as anything other than equals.  I mean that with all my heart.

So – why the presence of the Bible?  Because I think our friend the Apostle Paul has some wonderful wisdom to help the two of you accept what perhaps neither of you fully understands.  James, you wonder how it is that I can love your adopted brother John in the same way that I love you.  And John, you wonder how I can love you in the same way that I love your naturally born brother, James. 

I bring to your attention the 12th through 17th verses of Romans chapter 8 – from Eugene Peterson’s paraphrase of the Bible called ‘The Message.’  Allow me to claim these words from the Apostle Paul as my message to two boys who know they are each my sons because they each grew up calling me ‘dad’ but wonder how there can be no difference in my love for them even though they became a member of our family by different means: 

“Don’t you see that we don’t owe this old do-it-yourself life one red cent.  There’s nothing in it for us, nothing at all.  The best thing to do is give it a decent burial and get on with your new life.  God’s Spirit beckons.  There are things to do and places to go!  This resurrected life you received from God is not a timid, grave-ending life.  It’s adventurously expectant, greeting God with a childlike ‘What’s next, Papa?’  God’s Spirit touches our spirits and confirms who we really are.  We know who he is, and we know who we are: Father and children.  And we know we are going to get what’s coming to us – an unbelievable inheritance!  We go through exactly what Christ goes through.  If we go through the hard times with him, then we’re certainly going to go through the good times with him.”

Why do I draw your attention to these words from Paul?

When you were born, James, I’m told that I jumped about 10 feet in the air when the nurse came out of the delivery room with you.  I was already in love with you – even though I had just met you.  Holding you in the first moments of your life and calling you ‘my son’ was more than just the realization of what had begun as a twinkle in my eye.  You had been hoped for and prayed for for years.

When it became clear that if your mother and I wanted more children in our lives they would have to enter our hearts and home through the process of adoption, I wondered if I would be able to love a child who was not ‘naturally’ mine with a ‘fatherly’ kind of love. It was a question I did not take lightly and wrestled with every time your mother and I talked of expanding our family. Even as we began the process of adopting John after many heart to heart conversations with other parents who had adopted, I was still fearful that I would show favoritism to my first born.  I was so concerned about being able to love equally that I almost hoped the adoption wouldn’t be able to go through.  But then a wise man – your grandfather, boys – my dad – told me to look up the passage you have in front of you.  He didn’t say anything else to me except this: He asked me to have an open mind.

After I read and thought and prayed over and about and through this text for a few days, your grandfather stopped by our home and took me out to the patio.  We sat in the shade for awhile, sipping a couple of glasses of iced tea.  Then he asked how I felt about my inheritance.

At first, I had no clue what he was talking about.  Then he took out his pocket Bible and read the same verses you’ve just heard read.  Then he asked again: “How do you feel about your inheritance?”

I understood what the Apostle Paul was saying about God adopting us as his own children  - even though Jesus is God’s only Son - and thus entitling us to the inheritance of eternal life.  But I didn’t figure out that your grandfather wanted me to connect our adoption process of John with Paul’s words about an inheritance as well.  What your grandfather helped me to see was that I needed to view our adoption of John in the same light as God’s adoption of us.  None of us deserve to be called ‘God’s children.’  Becoming part of God’s family is nothing anyone can earn.  God made a decision to adopt us as his own, even though we are vastly different from one another – God being heavenly and us being earthly.  And when God accepts us, when God adopts us, he grants us the pleasure and privilege of calling him ‘Father.’  We don’t have to do anything else.  And we certainly don’t have to worry about whether God will cringe if we get too close.  Why is that? Because a father exists to love and to get close to his children. A father exists for his children to love and get close to their father. 

And so it was that on that bright, sunny, early summer afternoon, I made a decision to put aside my doubts.  I made a commitment to love you, John, with the same kind of fatherly love that already existed for you, James. But I also did a couple of other things that afternoon: I asked God to help me love you, John, as if you were flesh of my flesh – just as James is. And James, I asked God to help me not show favoritism to you or your younger brother but to have the wisdom to love each of you uniquely for who God uniquely created you to be. The long and the short of it is this: I asked God to give me the ability to love both of you, my sons, as God loves me.

I know I’ve made my share of mistakes in the process of raising you.  Most likely those mistakes came about because I tried to rely too much on my own earthly smarts instead of God’s heavenly wisdom. 

So before my lawyer reads the particulars of my will, please let me offer these final thoughts to you, my sons, about life and how to live it. 

Make sure you create on a daily basis an inheritance for your children.  And I’m not talking about an inheritance of material things you give them when you die.  I’m talking about this kind of inheritance: Pray for your kids.  Pray that they will grow to love God with all their heart, mind, soul and strength. Pray and ask God to help them become godly men and women.  And when they’ve grown and become men and women, pray for them to be used mightily by God. 

Ask God to develop character in your kids – not only good character but specifically ask for godly character to be instilled. The world can be a very dark place at times and godly character functions like a beacon when it illuminates dark places, lights a path, provides hope. May the light which shines forth from your children be a reflection of Jesus, the Light of the World. 

Play with your kids no matter how old they are. Pay attention to them and talk with them and let them talk with you.  Remember to listen to them, too.  I suspect God had a pretty good reason for creating us with two ears and one mouth.

Learn to delight in them and in the gifts and abilities God has given them. Spend time with them but give them your time and energy as well.  Affirm them in public, reprimand them in private.  Let them know that through thick and thin, you are very glad they are your kids and you are very glad you get to be their father.

Remind them that God’s Spirit touches their hearts and confirms that they belong to God. Pray for them to discover the joy of living life filled with the Holy Spirit and the ‘always present’ presence of Jesus.

 Remind them  - often! - they have both an earthly father and a heavenly one who loves them. Remind them, too, that because of the absence of one, some kids grow up believing they have neither.

Pray that your kids will learn at an early age that telling others about Jesus coming into a broken and hurting world to offer hope and healing can be one of the most exciting things they’ll ever do. Remember to pray, as well, for your kids to look for and seize opportunities for them to tell their friends, neighbors and even strangers about Jesus. 

Pray for your kids to learn about humility the right way – even if it happens to be the hard, painful way.

Above all, tell them - and repeat whenever necessary  - that an unbelievable heavenly inheritance awaits them.  Never let them forget that when we go through hard times with Jesus on earth, we’re certainly going to go through the good times with him in heaven.

James and John, may you forever rest in the certainly of God’s grace and rely confidently on God’s wisdom.  I love you.

Dad

Lawyers are trained to present logical, rational arguments. Yet this barrister wanted to do something with the tiny, mostly unseen pin-prick of hope which, defying logic, had just danced its way into his office through the written words of a letter from a father’s heart read aloud by someone else. But remembering that he was being paid to provide a service and not question a silence that disturbed him, the lawyer instead squelched what was about to come out of his mouth.  He slipped the letter into a file folder, moved it to a corner of his massive desk, and folded his hands – resting them on the blotter in front of him.  He then made a half-hearted attempt to clear his throat before asking, “Would you like to proceed with the reading of the will?”

James and John looked at each other. The lawyer noted smiles and tears but since he couldn’t remember what face was attached to which name, there wasn’t much sense in paying attention to who was doing what. What was important was that once cold hearts had been warmed, and eyes that now brimmed with tears had lost their scales.

“Could we have just a minute or two – alone?” asked John.

“Yeah – just what I was thinking,” James said in a small voice, offering just the slightest hint that he ached to be vulnerable.  “I came here knowing I was my father’s son. I want to leave remembering I am a Child of God who has a brother.”

