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S cripture:  Matthew 7:7–11;  25 :31–40;  Romans 8 :12–17;  G alat ians  3 :23–4:7 ;     
James 1 :19–27 

B ased on:  “Abba Changes Ever ything:  Why ever y  Chr ist ian is  ca l led to  rescue 
orphans,” by  Russel l  D.  Moore,  C h r i s t i a n i t y  to d a y,  July  2010

Adoption isn’t simply another good thing 
Christians do, or even an avenue to evangelism. 
It’s an illustration of the kingdom of God.

AbbA ChAnges 
everything

W ith all the financial and emotional 
barriers to hurdle, some Christians view 
adoption as being only for a few people who 
are specially called, as in: “The few, the proud, the adopters!” And 

indeed not everyone can adopt. Adoption agencies, both in one’s homeland 
and overseas, generally have stringent requirements. Some of us don’t have the 
resources to qualify, even if we want to adopt. Others of us, who do have those 
resources, feel called to spend them elsewhere. Adoption for many in the 
church falls into the category of “optional extra,” good for some but not binding 
on the rest.

However, adoption is for every Christian, because every Christian has been 
adopted by God the Father. Our adoption into the family of God is a central fact 
of our salvation. This fact affects how we relate with God, with fellow Christians, 
and with people outside the community of faith—including children and 
youths who need parents. Russell D. Moore’s article for Christianity today, “Abba 
Changes Everything: Why every Christian is called to rescue orphans,” tells how 
adoption is a life-changer on multiple levels.
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This Bible study can be used for an individual 
or a group. If you intend to lead a group study, 
follow these simple suggestions.

hoW to use this 
resourCe for A 
group study

1Make enough copies of the articles for everyone                                      
in the group. If you would like your group to have                             

more information, feel free to copy the leader’s guide for them instead.

2Don’t feel that you have to use all the material in the study. Almost all of 
our studies have more information than you can get through in one 

session, so feel free to pick and choose the teaching information and 
questions that will meet the needs of your group. Use the teaching content of 
the study in any of these ways: for your own background and information; to 
read aloud (or summarize) to the group; for the group to read silently.

3Make sure your group agrees to complete confidentiality. This is essential 
to getting people to open up.

4When working through the questions, be willing to make yourself 
vulnerable. It ’s important for your group to know that others share their 

experiences. Make honesty and openness a priority in your group.

5Begin and end the session in prayer.
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Part 1 identify the Current issue
N o t e  t o  l e a d e r :  Pr o v i d e  e a c h  p e r s o n  w i t h  “A b b a  C h a n g e s  E v e r y t h i n g”         
f r o m  C h r i s t i a n i t y  to d a y ,  i n c l u d e d  a t  t h e  e n d  o f  t h i s  s t u d y.

Russell and Maria Moore were “somewhere in the former Soviet Union.” Like many 
American visitors, they weren’t there for a vacation, but for a baby. Many thousands of 
children and toddlers in that part of the world have been abandoned by their biological 
parents as the societies into which they were born undergo wrenching change. There are so 
many, in fact, and they are so undervalued by caregivers, that many of these children have 
given up. They no longer gurgle or cry aloud, because no one ever responds anyway. 

The Moores discovered this eerie reality while at a deathly silent orphanage. Hoping to adopt 
one of the boys, they began to establish a relationship with him, reading and talking to him. 
When it was time for them to return to the United States and wait for the paperwork to go 
through, the child screamed at their departure. A connection had been established, and the 
little guy desperately wanted them to stay. Whatever the papers said, the Moores were his 
parents now, and he didn’t want them to leave. Russell Moore writes, “I was struck, maybe 
for the first time, by the force of the Abba cry passages in the New Testament, ones I had 
memorized in Vacation Bible School.” Adoption is not about warm fuzzies; it is about God’s 
rescue of us, and our rescue of others.

Discussion Starters:
[Q] Are you adopted, or do you have friends or family members who have been adopted? 
How does this status affect life for the adoptee?

[Q] Describe the process of adoption from the perspective of the prospective parents and 
that of the child.

[Q] Do you believe the biblical doctrine of adoption can shed light on “real” adoption? 
What about the other way around?

Part 2 disCover the eternAl prinCiples
Teaching Point One: Human fathers, flawed and sinful as they are, 
nevertheless demonstrate something of God’s love.

Adoption is good for parents and children, of course. Done well, it provides needy children 
with a good home and parents with someone to love, ultimately reflecting God’s love. 
“Families, the Bible tells us, reflective something eternally about God,” Moore writes. “It is 
God’s fatherhood after which every family in heaven and on earth is named (Eph. 3:14–15). 
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We know what human parenting should look like based on our Father’s behavior toward 
us. The reverse is also true. We see something of God’s fatherhood in our relationship with 
our human fathers. Jesus tells us that our human fathers’ provision and discipline show us 
God’s active love toward us (Matt. 7:9–11; Heb. 12:5–17). The same principle is at work 
in adoption.” Read Matthew 7:7–11.

[Q] What does Jesus promise to those who persist? Is this a blanket promise to give 
us whatever we pray about? Why or why not?

[Q] Jesus says human fathers (and, by extension, mothers) will meet the needs of their 
children (v. 9–10), not frustrate or endanger them. Describe a particularly memorable 
time when your parents provided for your needs.

[Q] Jesus uses the words “how much more” to contrast our imperfect efforts on behalf 
of our children with the perfect provision of our heavenly Father (v. 11). In what ways 
does God provide for our needs? How is his provision better than human provision?

[Q] How do God’s perfect knowledge and power encourage us to pray? How do they 
encourage us to be better parents? 

Teaching Point Two: How we treat the needy reflects our status 
before God.

“Jesus himself—adopted by the righteous Joseph—identifies himself with the ‘least of 
these my brothers’ (Matt. 25:40),” Moore writes, “and he tells us that the first time we 
hear his voice in person, he will be asking if we did the same.” While salvation is by grace 
through faith (Eph. 2:8–9), those who are saved are expected to work (v. 10). Working 
on behalf of those who are in no position to help themselves is part of the calling of the 
Christian. Those who ignore this calling have legitimate grounds to doubt their salvation. 

Read Matthew 25:31–40.

[Q] What did the sheep do, and what was their reward?

[Q] What did the sheep not realize about their good deeds for the needy?

[Q] What did the goats not do, and what was their punishment?

[Q] What did the goats not realize?

[Q] What does this story tell us about our own eventual judgment? 
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Optional Activity: On a whiteboard or poster board,  l ist  all  the ways 
those in the group have ministered,  or would l ike to minister,  to the needy. 
Adopt one of those things to do as a group.

Teaching Point Three: God’s adoption of us brings pain and 
pleasure.

Moore’s eyes were opened after hearing the child’s scream of need. “Up to that time, I 
had read the Abba cry passages in Romans and Galatians the same way I had heard them 
preached: as a gurgle of familiarity, the spiritual equivalent of an infant cooing ‘Papa’ or 
‘Daddy.’ Relational intimacy is surely present in the texts—hence Paul’s choice of such a 
personal word—but this definitely isn’t sentimental.” 

Anyone who has lived in a family and who is honest knows that family life—for all its 
joys—can get downright difficult at times. This is true even in the Christian life. We think 
our faith should insulate us from difficulties and we should go from one triumph to the 
next. God, the ultimate Father, has other ideas.

Read Romans 8:12–17.

[Q] Paul says Christians should not live according to the flesh, or the sinful nature, 
and face death, but by the Spirit so we may live (vv. 12–13). How do we know that life 
by the Spirit is not simply another moral system?

[Q] What is the link between our experience of the Spirit’s leading and our position 
as God’s children (v. 14)? Why does this link exist? Are there any exceptions?

[Q] Contrast the spirit of slavery and the Spirit of adoption (v. 15). What does this 
say about spiritual adoption? About human adoption?

[Q] What are the characteristics of those who have received adoption from God (vv. 
16–17)? 

[Q] What is the link between suffering and glory? How does this truth apply to 
human adoption?

Teaching Point Four: Christians are to live as adopted children, 
without divisions.

Adoption tells us not just something about God or about ourselves. It tells us who we 
are in relationship to others. It tells us to what community we belong. Moore again: “The 
Abba cry of our adoption defines who we are and what family we belong to. That’s why 
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Scripture’s witness to the doctrine of adoption has everything to do with church unity, 
away from the divisions of Jew and Gentile, slave and free, male and female, rich and poor 
(Gal. 3:28). None of us is natural-born children of God, entitled to all this grace, all this 
glory.”

Read Galatians 3:23–4:7.

[Q] Paul contrasts life lived under law with life under faith (3:23–26). Under law we 
were imprisoned under a strict guardian. With the coming of faith, we are all sons of 
God, with the right to inherit all his blessings. What then should characterize our 
homes? How do we make this more evident in our day-to-day lives?

[Q] What characterizes the body of Christ (vv. 27–29)? What divisions are still valid?

[Q] Paul contrasts being an adopted heir with being a slave (4:1–7). It takes time to 
experience the benefits of leaving slavery and being adopted (vv. 2b, 4a, 7a). How is 
this like human adoption?

[Q] Note how the Trinity seals our status as adopted heirs (v. 6). What gives us the 
right to call God “Daddy” (Abba)? 

Teaching Point Five: Orphan care is a mark of true Christianity.

While we don’t adopt children so we can evangelize them, we freely acknowledge that we 
seek to share our best blessings with those who come under our care and responsibility. 
“Orphan care is, by definition, missional,” Moore says. “James—the brother of Jesus—tells 
us that caring for widows and orphans is the essence of ‘pure and undefiled’ religion.” 
A faith that reaches out to orphans may not be perfect, but it provides a pure picture of 
God’s love.

Read James 1:19–27.

Optional Activity:  Verses 19–21 tell  us some acts and attitudes we are 
expected to exhibit as Christians— and some we aren’t.  List the ones that 
characterize you—then form pairs and ask your par tner to confirm your list.

[Q] What is the difference between those who merely hear the word and those who 
do it (vv. 22–25)? 

[Q] What characterizes the life of a doer of the word (v. 25)? 

[Q] How do we become doers? 
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Part 3 Apply your findings
Orphan care is for every Christian—even if you never adopt a child. As Moore says, “In 
saying that orphan care is missional, I do not mean that every Christian is called to adopt or 
foster a child. But every Christian is called to care for orphans. As with every aspect of Christ’s 
mission, a diversity of gifts abounds. Some have room at their table and in their hearts for 
another stocking on the mantle by this coming Christmas. Others are gifted financially to 
help families who would like to adopt but cannot figure out how to make ends meet. Others 
can babysit while families with children make their court dates and complete home-study 
papers. Still others can lead mission trips to rock and hug and sing to orphans who may never 
be adopted. Pastors can simply ask whether anyone in their congregation might be called to 
adopt or foster parent, or to empower someone who is. And all of us can pray—specifically 
and urgently—for orphans the world over.”

We all have a role to play. And as we do, it will help us to think through what it means for 
God to adopt us. The idea of adoption is central to the Christian faith. We were lost, helpless 
sinners saved purely by God’s grace. We see an echo of that grace when we see someone adopt 
a child. We view a picture of God’s fatherhood in the love bestowed on a helpless child. This 
vision not only makes us more grateful to God and accepting of other Christians, it also opens 
our hearts to help orphans find a good home—both now and for eternity.

Action Points: 

•  James 1:26–27 gets specific  about what doing the Word wil l  look l ike.  I t 
involves what we say (v.  26) and what we do (v.  27).  Take some moments 
this  week to ponder this.  Does your l i fe look l ike this,  or  are you self-
deceived?

•  Look in the phone book or online for the adoption ser vices available in 
your area.  Which are specifically Christian? Which are secular? Come up 
with a plan to talk with the director of  one of these agencies or ministries 
and find out how you can help in practical  ways.

 — Stan Guthrie is author of the forthcoming All That Jesus Asks: How His Questions  
      Can Teach and Transform Us (Baker). A CT editor at large, he writes a monthly 
       column for BreakPoint.org and blogs at stanguthrie.com. 
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• Adopted into God’s Family All of us know people who either have been adopted or 
have adopted children. We rejoice when we see a warm, accepting relationship in 
families united not by blood but by love. Yet we may fail to recognize the spiritual 
analogy: how this process illustrates how God becomes our Father. This single-
session study will help us to see the joy and privilege of being adopted into God’s 
family.

• Juno This movie discussion guide looks at the film Juno, about a quirky high-school 
girl who chooses adoptive parents for her unborn baby.

  
¨ Adopted for Life: The Priority of Christian Adoption for Families and Churches, by 
Russell D. Moore and C. J. Mahaney (Crossway, 2009). Adopted for Life is a manifesto 
calling Christians to adopt children and to equip Christian families going through the 
process. Offers biblical foundations for adoption and identifies adoption as a Great 
Commission priority. 

¨ Knowing God, by J. I. Packer (InterVarsity, 1993). This classic work, includes a terrific 
section on the doctrine of adoption. 

¨ Finding Home: An Imperfect Path to Faith and Family, by Jim Daly with Bob DeMoss 
(David C. Cook, 2007). Be inspired by the incredible life story of Jim Daly, President and 
CEO of Focus on the Family. See how God took a young man from a shattered family 
and transformed him into the leader of one of today’s most recognized and effective 
family ministries. 

¿ The website of Bethany Christian Services, bethany.org, describes how to help 
pregnant women and their babies and includes information on adoption.

www.christianbiblestudies.com
http://www.christianitytoday.com/biblestudies
http://biblestudies.stores.yahoo.net/adingofa.html
http://biblestudies.stores.yahoo.net/juteve.html
www.bethany.org
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h e c r e e p i e s t s o u n d  I have ever heard was noth-
ing at all. My wife, Maria, and I stood in the hallway of 
an orphanage somewhere in the former Soviet Union, on 
the first of two trips required for our petition to adopt. 
Orphanage staff led us down a hallway to greet the two 

1-year-olds we hoped would become our sons. The horror 
wasn’t the squalor and the stench, although we at times stifled 
the urge to vomit and weep. The horror was the quiet of it all. 

The place was more silent than a funeral home by night. 
I stopped and pulled on Maria’s elbow. “Why is it so quiet? The 

place is filled with babies.” Both of us compared the stillness with 
the buzz and punctuated squeals that came from our church nurs-

ery back home. Here, if we listened carefully enough, we could 
hear babies rocking themselves back and forth, the crib slats 

gently bumping against the walls. These children did not cry, 
because infants eventually learn to stop crying if no one ever 

responds to their calls for food, for comfort, for love. No one 
ever responded to these children. So they stopped. 

The silence continued as we entered the boys’ room. 
Little Sergei (now Timothy) smiled at us, dancing up and 
down while holding the side of his crib. Little Maxim (now 
Benjamin) stood straight at attention, regal and czar-like. 
But neither boy made a sound. We read them books filled 

with words they couldn’t understand, about saying good-
night to the moon and cows jumping over the same. But there 

were no cries, no squeals, no groans. Every day we left at the 
appointed time in the same way we had entered—in silence. 

On the last day of the trip, Maria and I arrived at the 
moment we had dreaded since the minute we received our 
adoption referral. We had to tell the boys goodbye, as by law 
we had to return to the United States and wait for the legal 
paperwork to be completed before returning to pick them 
up for good. After hugging and kissing them, we walked out 
into the quiet hallway as Maria shook with tears. 

And that’s when we heard the scream. 

{ C o v e r  S t o r y  }
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a b b a  c h a n g e s  e v e r y t h i n g

Little Maxim fell back in his crib and let out a guttural yell. It seemed 
he knew, maybe for the first time, that he would be heard. On some 
primal level, he knew he had a father and mother now. I will never 
forget how the hairs on my arms stood up as I heard the yell. I was 
struck, maybe for the first time, by the force of the Abba cry passages 
in the New Testament, ones I had memorized since Vacation Bible 
School. And I was surprised by how little I had gotten it until now. 

GOSpel AND MISSION
When someone learns that I’m going to speak at their church about 
adoption, typically the first question is, “So will you be talking about 
the doctrine of adoption or, you know, real adoption?” That’s a hard 
question, because I cannot address one without addressing the other. 
We cannot master one aspect and then move to the other, from the 
vertical aspect of adoption to the horizontal aspect, or vice-versa. 

Families, the Bible tells us, reflect 
something eternally true about God. It 
is God’s fatherhood after which every 
family in heaven and on earth is named 
(Eph. 3:14–15). We know what human 
parenting should look like based on our 
Father’s behavior toward us. 

The reverse is also true. We see 
something of God’s fatherhood in our 
relationship with human fathers. Jesus 
tells us that our fathers’ provision and discipline show us God’s active 
love toward us (Matt. 7:9–11; Heb. 12:5–17). 

The same principle is at work in adoption. Adoption is, on one 
hand, gospel. Our identity and inheritance are grounded in our adop-
tion in Christ. Orphan care is also mission. In this, our adoption spurs 
us to join Christ in advocating for the poor, the marginalized, the 
abandoned, and the fatherless. Without the theological aspect, the 
growing Christian emphasis on orphan care too often seems like one 
more cause wristband for compassionate conservative evangelicals 
to wear until the trend dies down. Without the missional aspect, 
the doctrine of adoption too easily becomes mere metaphor, just 
another way to say “saved.” 

NO ‘NATuRAl’ CHIlDReN Of GOD
Little Maxim’s scream changed everything—more, I think, than did 
the judge’s verdict and the notarized paperwork. It was the moment, 
in his recognizing that he would be heard, that he went from being 
an orphan to being a son. It was also the moment I became a father, 
in fact if not in law. We both recognized that something was wrong, 
because suddenly, life as it had been seemed terribly disordered. 

Up to that time, I had read the Abba cry passages in Romans and 
Galatians the same way I had heard them preached: as a gurgle of 
familiarity, the spiritual equivalent of an infant cooing “Papa” or 
“Daddy.” Relational intimacy is surely present in the texts—hence 
Paul’s choice of such a personal word—but this definitely isn’t senti-
mental. After all, Scripture tells us that Jesus’ Spirit let our hearts cry 
“Abba, Father!” (Gal. 4:6). Jesus cries “Abba, Father” as he screams 
“with loud cries and tears” for deliverance in the Garden of Geth-
semane (Heb. 5:7; Mark 14:36, esv, used throughout). Similarly, the 
doctrine of adoption shows us that we “groan” with the creation 
itself “as we wait eagerly for adoption as sons, the redemption of our 

bodies” (Rom. 8:23). It is the scream of the crucified. 
The gospel of adoption challenges us, first of all, to recognize our-

selves as spiritual orphans. The gospel compels us to see our fallen 
universe—and our own egocentric kingdoms therein—as not the way 
it’s supposed to be. 

With our evangelistic emphasis on the sinner’s prayer, evangeli-
cals ought to recognize this more than we often do. “Everyone who 
calls on the name of the Lord will be saved” (Rom. 10:13), we rightly 
insist. But we rarely feel how desperate—and how liberating—the call 
is. We assume it’s a cry only at the beginning of the Christian walk, 
not through the ongoing work of the Spirit. We grow complacent 
in the present age, too comfortable to cry out for a Father we can 
sense only by faith. 

The Abba cry of our adoption defines who we are and what family 
we belong to. That’s why Scripture’s witness to the doctrine of adop-

tion has everything to do with church 
unity, away from the divisions of Jew 
and Gentile, slave and free, male and 
female, rich and poor (Gal. 3:28). None 
of us are natural-born children of God, 
entitled to all this grace, all this glory. 
It’s not just the Gentiles—with their 
uncircumcised penises and pig-flesh-
eating mouths—who were adopted into 
this family. The Jewish Christians, too, 

received adoption (Rom. 9:4). Yes, Abraham was the father of the 
Israelites, but he was an Iraqi Gentile before he joined the household 
of God. We Christians receive newcomers because, in Christ, we 
have been received. Our identity and our inheritance are found in 
Christ, or they are not found at all. 

I was at first reluctant to adopt, because I assumed an adopted child 
would always be more distant than a child “of my own.” I was wrong. 
And I should have known better. After all, there are no “adopted chil-
dren” of God, as an ongoing category. Adoption tells us how we came 
into the family of God. And once we are here, no distinction is drawn 
between those at the dinner table. Love based on the preservation 
and protection of genetic material makes sense in a Darwinian—not 
a Christian—view of reality. 

Thus, the adoption and orphan care movement teaches us some-
thing revolutionary about the evangel. 

ORpHAN CARe: SpIRITuAl WARfARe
We evangelicals often seem to identify more around corporate brands 
and political parties than with each other in our local churches. But 
our adoption in Christ makes us not warring partisans but loving 
siblings, whom the Spirit has taken from the babble of Babel to the 
oneness of Pentecost. The church’s unity attests to the “manifold 
wisdom of God” (Eph. 3:10). Would our gospel be more credible if 
“church family” wasn’t just a slogan, if “brothers and sisters” was 
more than metaphor? What would happen if the world saw fewer 
“white churches” and “black churches,” fewer “blue-collar churches” 
and “white-collar churches,” and fewer baby boomer and emerging 
churches, and saw more churches with little in common except being 
saved by the gospel? 

Our churches ought to be showing the families therein how love 
and belonging transcend categories of the flesh. Instead, though, it 

A culture of adoption,  
orphan care, and ministry  

to mothers in distress  
announces what the kingdom 

 of God looks like  
and to whom it belongs.
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seems God is using families who adopt to teach the church. In fact, 
perhaps we so often wonder whether adopted children can really be 
brothers and sisters because we so rarely see it displayed in our pews. 
Some—maybe even you—might wonder how an African American 
family could love a white Ukrainian baby, how a Haitian teenager 
could call Swedish parents Mom and Dad. The adoption movement 
is challenging the impoverished hegemony of our carnal sameness, 
as more and more families in the church are starting to show fellow 
believers the meaning of unity in diversity. 

That’s why adoption and orphan care can ultimately make the 
church a counterculture. The demonic rulers of the age hate orphans 
because they hate babies—and have from Pharaoh to Moloch to Herod 
to the divorce culture to malaria to hiv/aids. They hate foster care and 
orphan advocacy because these actions are an icon of the gospel’s 
eternal reality. Our accusers would prefer that we find our identity and 
inheritance in what we can see and verify as ours—the flesh—rather 

than according to the veiled rhythms of the Spirit. Orphan 
care isn’t charity; it’s spiritual warfare. 

A NeW HOuSeHOlD eCONOMY
After we learn more about our gospel identity, we start 

reflecting the economy and priorities of our new house-
hold. The God of Israel consistently urges his people to care 

for the orphan, the widow, and the immigrant (Deut. 24:17–22) 
by noting his adopting purposes as “Father of the fatherless” (Ps. 

68:5). He announces, “If you do mistreat them, and they 
cry out to me, I will surely hear their cry” (Ex. 22:23). 

The Spirit drives us not just to cry Abba in the 
Christian gospel, but also to hear the cries of 
the weak through Christian mission. 

Orphan care is, by definition, missional. Paul’s 
letter to the Romans, which includes perhaps the 

clearest explanation of the doctrine of adoption, isn’t 
a systematic theology text; it’s a missionary manifesto, call-

ing the church in Rome to unify and to join Paul in making Christ 
known to the nations (Rom. 15:1–21). This is why James—the brother 
of Jesus—tells us that caring for widows and orphans is the essence 
of “pure and undefiled” religion (1:27). And Jesus himself—adopted 
by the righteous Joseph—identifies himself with the “least of these 
my brothers” (Matt. 25:40), and he tells us that the first time we hear 
his voice in person, he will be asking if we did the same. 

Imagine, for a moment, the plight of an orphan somewhere out 
there. With every passing year, she will become less “cute,” thus 
less adoptable. In a few years, on her eighteenth birthday, she will 
be expelled from the system. She might join the military or find job 
training. Maybe she’ll stare at a tile on the ceiling above her as her body 
is violated—alone or before a camera crew of strangers—by a man who’s 
willing to pay enough for her to eat for one day. Maybe she’ll place 
a revolver in her mouth or tie a rope around her neck, knowing no 
one will notice except the ones who have to clean up afterward. This 
story could just as well describe a boy who is orphaned. Can you feel 
the desperation of what it means to be an orphan? Jesus can. Orphans 
are his little sisters and brothers. He hears them.

In saying that orphan care is missional, I do not mean that every 
Christian is called to adopt or foster a child. But every Christian is 
called to care for orphans. As with every aspect of Christ’s mission, a 
diversity of gifts abounds. Some have room at their table and in their 
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hearts for another stocking on the mantle by this coming Christmas. 
Others are gifted financially to help families who would like to adopt 
but cannot figure out how to make ends meet. Others can babysit 
while families with children make their court dates and complete 
home-study papers. 

Still others can lead mission trips to rock and hug and sing to 
orphans who may never be adopted. Pastors can simply ask whether 
anyone in their congregation might be called to adopt or foster or to 
empower someone who is. And all of us can pray—specifically and 
urgently—for orphans the world over. 

Some would seek to contrast orphan care—and other so-called 
social ministries—with evangelism, per-
haps even with the gospel itself. But such 
a dichotomy just does not stand up to 
biblical revelation. Genuine faith works 
through love, the Bible tells us (Gal. 5:6). 
The mission of Christ points us, as theolo-
gian Carl Henry reminded the last genera-
tion of evangelicals, to a God of both justice and justification. 

Since genuine faith is always orphan-protecting, a culture of 
adoption and of evangelism can work together. Indeed, they grow 
from the same root. Churches that are other-directed instead of 
self-obsessed in adopting unwanted children will be other-directed 
instead of self-obsessed in verbally witnessing to unwanted people. 
A conscience that’s burdened for orphans, rather than seared over 
in the quest for more stuff, will be burdened for spiritual orphans. A 
church that learns to love beyond the borders of biology will learn 
to be on mission outside the borders of geography. 

A KINGDOM Of ReSCueD CHIlDReN
As the Spirit draws more Christians to orphan care, we also must 
insist that adoption is not just a backdoor route to child evangelism. 
Of course, Christians who adopt will teach their children that what 
they believe is true and ultimately meaningful. Every parent does 
that and, to some degree, cannot do otherwise. A secular progressive 
parent would (rightly) correct racial bigotry or misogyny in his or 
her child. We wouldn’t accuse that parent of having a child in order 
to export Western democratic values. In the same way, Christian 

parents will teach their child the message of Jesus, regardless of 
how the child arrived in their home. 

But this doesn’t mean that adoption is simply a means to evangelism, 
any more than biologically bearing children is reproductive evangelism. 
As those who have experienced gospel adoption, we know it is good for 
all children to have parents, even parents who do not yet know Christ. 
We advocate, then, for all orphans and rejoice when unbelievers adopt 
too, just as we encourage marriage between unbelievers, since mar-
riage witnesses to the Christ-church union even when those who are 
marrying don’t themselves see it. The gospel is better understood in a 
culture that understands the one-flesh union. Likewise, the fatherhood 

of God is better understood in a culture 
where children know what it means to 
say “Daddy” and “Mommy.” 

Scripture characterizes the king-
dom of Christ as a kingdom of rescued 
children. Solomon looks to the final 
reign of God’s anointed and sings, “For 

he delivers the needy when he calls, the poor and him who has no 
helper. He has pity on the weak and the needy, and saves the lives 
of the needy. From oppression and violence he redeems their life, 
and precious is their blood in his sight” (Ps. 72:12–14). When we 
contend for orphans—born and unborn—we are doing more than 
cultural activism. A culture of adoption, orphan care, and ministry 
to mothers in distress announces what the kingdom of God looks 
like and to whom it belongs. We’re contending for the faith once for 
all delivered to the saints (Jude 3). 

While I was writing this article, my children came running through 
my study hyped up on Kool-Aid and Pop-Tarts (don’t judge me). I 
heard myself saying, “Will all of you please be quiet so I can think?” 
But I remembered when our house was quiet, and I remembered the 
silence of the orphanage where we found Timothy and Benjamin. 
The kingdom of God isn’t quiet. Instead it’s like my house these days, 
“like a flock in its pasture, a noisy multitude of men” (Mic. 2:12).

The universe around us is creepily silent—like an orphanage in 
which the children no longer believe they will be heard. But if we 
listen with Galilean ears, we can hear the quiet desperation of thumbs 
being sucked, of cribs being rocked. As we welcome orphans into 

our homes, we can show the orphaned universe what it 
means to belong to a God who welcomes the fatherless. 
Let’s remember that we were orphans once, and that 
someone came looking for us, someone who taught 
us to call him “Abba.” Let’s be ambassadors for the 
One who loves the little children, all the children of 
the world. Like him, let’s welcome children into our 
homes, our churches, and our lives, especially those 
we are not supposed to want. 

Russell D. Moore is author of Adopted for Life: The Priority of 

Adoption for Christian Families and Churches (Crossway). He is 

senior vice president and Dean of the School of Theology at 

the Southern Baptist Theological Seminary in Louisville,  

Kentucky. He is also preaching pastor at Highview Baptist 

Church in Louisville. He and his wife, Maria, have four sons.  

Go to ChristianBibleStudies.com for “Abba Changes Every-

thing,” a Bible study based on this article.

Not every Christian is called  
to adopt or foster a child.  

But every Christian is called  
to care for orphans.
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n 1962, my parents picked up a 3-month-old boy 
from a Minneapolis children’s home. Instead of 
a shower or welcoming committee, they came 
home to silence and sideways looks. They were 
adopting at a time when the decision was consid-
ered a response to an epic reproductive failure, 
something not discussed in polite company.

And then there was the baby. At just three 
months, my older brother showed signs of insti-
tutionalization. My mother remembers how he 
lay in her arms like a board, never able to snuggle. 

Psychologists were only beginning to form theories on attachment 
disorder, and no one, including my parents, fully understood how 
even a few months without parental nurture can impact a child.

Thank God that attitudes about adoption are changing.

WHAT THe STATe CAN’T DO
The Christian Alliance for Orphans (cao) held its sixth annual summit 
on orphan care this April at Grace Church in Eden Prairie, Minne-
sota. Featuring keynote addresses from John Piper, Steven Curtis 
and Mary Beth Chapman, and Al Mohler, the summit drew more 
than 1,200 attendees, most of them ministering to orphans through 
their home churches. Watching those gathered, I knew this was not 
my parents’ generation.

Jedd Medefind, president of the Virginia-based cao, says his orga-
nization wants to encourage care for orphans worldwide through 
adoption, foster care, and orphan care. A nebulous term, orphan care 
includes everything from funding children’s homes in countries 

Coming 
Alongside 
Parents

{ C o v e r  S t o r y  }

churches are getting 
real about adoption’s 
challenges—and  
helping families after 
the child arrives.  
By carla Barnhill
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with large numbers of orphans to holding shoe drives for children 
in orphanages. cao, with over 100 member ministries, is also starting 
to advocate “in-country” solutions where churches in countries with 
many orphans encourage and help families in their midst to adopt. 
“We want to build communities that are committed to families who 
are committed to orphans,” says Medefind.

From megachurches like Saddleback Church in Orange County, 
California, and Christ Community Church in Franklin, Tennessee, 
to small congregations like First Baptist Church in Cambridge, Min-
nesota, U.S. churches are launching orphan care ministries, most 
of them lay-led. One such ministry, Tapestry, 
began in 2000 when a few adoption-hope-
ful couples at Irving Bible Church in North 
Texas began meeting. Launched by Michael 
and Amy Monroe, Tapestry has become a 
cultural juggernaut at Irving Bible and in the 
wider community, helping adoptive families 
wade through endless amounts of paperwork, 
home visits, and assessments, and, after a child 
arrives, providing education and connecting 
families to support groups.

Ministries like the Denver-based Project 
1:27 work with government agencies to place children with families 
and support them before and after adoption. Taking its name from 
James 1:27, the project, partnering with the Colorado Department 
of Human Services, is credited with helping to shrink the number of 
children waiting to be adopted from 800 to 365 in just two years.

Tapestry’s Michael Monroe notes that while local and state foster 
care agencies do many things efficiently, they leave gaps. 

“State agencies are well-equipped to help if you have decided to move 
forward, but less so if you have questions about adoption,” the adoptive 
father of four says. “Church-based ministries are best positioned to come 
alongside families and help them prayerfully make the best decision.” 

Still other ministries train foster parents, find families who can 
provide respite care, and keep free childcare supplies on hand for 
foster families. And that’s just ministry to children in the U.S.

A CONTINuuM Of NeeD
Two weeks before cao’s summit this spring, a Tennessee woman 
made headlines when she tried to send her adopted son on a plane 
back to Russia, with a note tucked in his backpack: “I no longer wish 
to parent this child.” Her stated reasons—that the 8-year-old boy had 
psychological problems, that he seemed like a physical and emotional 
threat—struck at the heart of many adoptive parents’ worst fears.

Just ten years ago, the church’s mantra on adoption was that love 
heals a host of problems. Adoptive and foster families were given 
prayer and encouraging words as they waited for a child, but largely 
left to their own devices once the child arrived. 

“For a long time, churches focused on the pre-adoption process,” 
Medefind says. “There’s a growing understanding that the journey 
really kicks in once the adoption happens. The vision of the church 
has matured to encompass that.”

That journey is often a bumpy one. Many children coming from 
children’s homes or foster care are “children from hard places,” says 
Michael. When emotional or psychological issues start playing out in 
their new families, parents turn to their church communities—and 

churches don’t always know how to help. Thus, both the child and 
the parents suffer alone.

 Tapestry aims to address the care gap—one that government agen-
cies cannot address—by working with parents before they adopt. 

“We learned early on that the kids aren’t the only ones with issues,” 
says Michael. “Parents need help examining their own motivations 
and expectations [for adopting]. They need to embark on their own 
healing journey that involves discovering past hurts and how those 
might impact their parenting. There’s no better time to start working 
on these issues than while families are waiting.”

Tapestry also helps parents recognize that 
every adoption and foster care situation carries 
an element of grief. Something or someone has 
been lost, and if the loss is not addressed, the 
family will suffer. Tapestry provides education 
on everything from how to parent abused chil-
dren to how to address a parent’s own fears in 
order to build healthy families. 

Medefind says more cao member ministries 
are starting to “recognize that we can’t ride in 
on a white horse and rescue kids. They know 
that adoption brings great joy, but can some-

times bring great pain for all involved. Orphan care ministries are 
maturing to encompass the whole process.”

BeYOND GOOD INTeNTIONS
Not all churches can sustain a ministry like Tapestry, but those that 
want to ramp up their orphan care have many practical outlets: keep-
ing a list of resources for families interested in adoption or foster 
care; knitting blankets for children’s homes; managing a fund that 
helps adoptive families with costs; and providing respite care for 
adoptive or foster parents, to name a few.

Basic provisions can have a tremendous impact. Mo, a single 
mother from Iowa who asked to remain anonymous to protect her 
child, adopted her 10-year-old daughter out of foster care. She says 
her needs don’t always fit churches’ typical new-baby gifts (meals, 
baby showers, babysitting). “When my daughter is upset, she does 
a lot of property damage. I would love some help with repairs, but I 
don’t know how to let people know. I’m afraid to have people see what 
she’s done. How would they view her afterward?”

Stacey and her husband, Sam, live in Minnesota and have adopted 
two children from Guatemala. Stacey encourages churches to include 
adoptive and foster care parents in their ministry to all parents. “One 
of the hardest moments was about a month before our daughter 
came home. I was at a women’s retreat [where] they brought all the 
pregnant women on stage to pray for them and give them gift baskets. 
They didn’t include me. It was really hard to take.”

Thankfully for these and other adoptive and foster families, 
churches are recognizing that mere good intentions won’t help 
families recover from the loss that often leads to adoption—or to 
prepare for the joy that awaits. It takes a community of people who 
are willing to wrap themselves around a family who has wrapped 
themselves around a child.

Carla Barnhill is a writer and editor based in Minneapolis. She blogs at 

TheMommyRevolution.com.
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‘We want to build  
communities that are  
committed to families  

who are committed  
to orphans.’  

~ Jedd Medefind, president,  
Christian Alliance  

for Orphans
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We Thee Wed
Christianity Today’s August cover story, 

“The Case for Early Marriage,” much 

impressed me. My husband and I com-

menced a life of hardship at ages 20 and 

18, respectively. We married because we 

felt we were supposed to, and stayed 

together for the same reason. Family 

and friends believed our marriage was 

doomed. 

Eight years later, I can see that all of 

our troubles were rooted in the curse 

words of marriage: opinions, preferences, 

and rights. If we train our children to lay 

these things down and devote them-

selves to showing their spouses the love 

of Christ, early marriage won’t be so 

controversial. 

A������� M��������

Rome, Ohio

Mark Regnerus does a great job of 

describing what’s going on in Christian 

culture. But his solution—“weddings all 

around, except for the leftover Christian 

women”—doesn’t correspond to the prob-

lem. This is because he fails to address the 

spiritual aspect of unchastity. Marriage 

may make sex okay, but it does not make 

a spiritual posture of disobedience okay. 

That’s why I found his dismissal, “It 

is unreasonable to expect [young Chris-

tians] to refrain from sex,” so discourag-

ing. In fact, our reasonable act of worship 

goes far beyond abstinence. We can’t 

strengthen marriage until we encour-

age each other with the fact that we can 

resist any temptation. But who is telling 

unmarried Christians that it’s not too 

hard to be a virgin indefinitely? By exten-

sion, who is telling them that a lifelong, 

faithful marriage is possible? And who 

is telling them that Christ trumps every 

other need in their lives? Sadly, no one in 

this cover package does. 

S���� W�������� 

�� Contributing Editor

Durham, North Carolina

Regnerus nailed the problem as articu-

lately as anyone I’ve read. But outside 

of comments like, “Generosity . . . and 

godliness live on far longer than do high 

testosterone and estrogen levels,” he 

provided few answers. My proposal: 

Instead of segregating youth ministries 

from adult ministries, why not encourage 

adult/youth discipleship? Train the older 

men to guide the younger into biblical 

manhood (Titus 2:2, 6), and to look for-

ward to their responsibilities as husbands 

and fathers.

D��� K���

E-mail

Regnerus writes, “[W]hen people wait 

until their mid- to late-20s to marry, it is 

unreasonable to expect them to refrain 

from sex. It’s battling our Creator’s 

reproductive designs.” Has fornication 

stopped being a sin? Pop culture has so 

fanned the flames of our national libido 

that sex is now on par with air to breathe 

as being an undeniable human need. I 

reject this utterly, as any Christian should. 

As to “battling our Creator’s reproduc-

tive designs,” I can’t imagine giving this 

counsel to Joseph when he was tempted 

by Potiphar’s wife. God often has impor-

tant purposes for his followers that may 

well run against “reproductive designs.” 

D����� D�����

Minneola, Florida

Easing Praise Tension
I much enjoyed Brad Harper and 

Paul Louis Metzger’s “Here We Are 

to Worship” [August]. The tragedy of 

the worship wars is that neither set of 

tastes precludes the other. The authors 

characterize traditional hymns as retell-

ings of salvation’s story and praise music 

as intending to transport the soul. Yet 

both theological record and personal 

transformation are important aspects 

of worship. The question regarding any 

worship music is not, “What form does 

this represent?” but rather, “Does this 

honor God?”

If the answer is yes, shouldn’t we, 

young or old, accept with humility 

all expressions of God’s saving work, 

whether played on an organ or a guitar? 

P���� B����

Abilene, Texas

If we train our children to lay down the curse 

words of marriage—opinions, preferences, and 

rights—early marriage won’t be so controversial.

Adrienne Michelson

Rome, Ohio
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he game of “What Makes Us Human?”—or what made us human at some point in our long evolutionary history, so the story goes—continues to provide entertainment. Richard Wrang-ham’s Catching Fire: How Cooking Made Us Human, published earlier this year, must have gladdened many a kitchen. But whatever else we are—forked radishes, sing-ing Neanderthals, political animals, and so on—we are also predictioneers, all of us, in a way that distinguishes us from our fellow creatures. (Prediction + engineer = predic-tioneer.) Like chess players, we look ahead, 

weighing alternative possibilities. By antici-pating what might be, we hope—within our modest sphere of influence—to shape what is. Bruce Bueno de Mesquita—let that name roll off your tongue a couple of times—differs from most of us in that he makes his living doing what humans typically do in a less systematic fashion. He invites us into his workshop in The Predictioneer’s Game: Using the Logic of Brazen Self-Interest to See and Shape the Future(Random House) ★★★★★.As the cheesy subtitle 

suggests (we are brazenly self-interested, you see, and we had better get used to it), parts of Bueno de Mesquita’s brilliant mind are still controlled by his high-school self. If you simply can’t endure another juvenile takedown of Mother Teresa, you should probably skip this book. But if you persist, you’ll get your money’s worth and more from these pages. In fact, I predict that if you do read this book, you’ll be thinking about it for weeks afterward, reminded of it every time you read the newspaper or the headlines on the Web.
Like John Nash, the Nobel Prize–winning mathematician whose life was the subject of the book A Beautiful Mind and the film taking off from it, Bueno de Mesquita is a game theorist: he works with models of complex human interactions, models that assume self-interested behavior (“rational choice”) by all parties. But he differs from Nash in that he’s primarily engaged in applying the theory to negotiations or potential negotiations in many settings, ranging from political conflicts to corporate mergers and litigation. (To intro-duce and demystify the strategic thinking at the heart of game theory, he spends the entire first chapter telling us how to get the best pos-sible deal when buying a new car.) Whatever the nature of the problem at hand, Bueno de Mesquita and his associates conduct extensive interviews with expert observers, identifying the parties with a sig-nificant stake in the outcome and clarifying what they say they want, what their prefer-ences are (how they would rank various possible outcomes), and who among the players might be particularly influential in the negotiation process. The infor-mation thus gathered is fed into a mathematical model that he has refined over the years, and based on the results, he will advise his clients (the cia, various other gov-ernment bodies, corporate boards) how to proceed.
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