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Introduction: My goal today is to challenge evangelical’s current adoption paradigm. There are 
very significant differences between how adoption is understood in the 21st Century and how the 
Bible uses the adoption. Our adoption-paradigm must shift if we are to navigate the complex global 
orphan crisis.

1. The Emergence of Scientific Paradigm Shifts

Humanity has historically done this: (ex: of paradigm shifts and Kuhn’s 
thought). In his influential The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, Thomas Kuhn 
shows that there have been widely accepted “paradigms” that the scientific and 
general public hold to. But then comes a day when one paradigm of belief gives 
way radically to another.

In 1962 Thomas Kuhn printed his essay The Structure of Scientific Revolutions in 
which he introduced the concept of paradigm shifts. Kuhn explores how new 
ways of thinking—new paradigms—radically change our understanding of 
previous areas of thought. 

For example, Einstein’s theory of relativity was a radically different way of 
understanding time than Newtonian physics was. With the discovery of a new 
paradigm, we see the world itself differently, sometimes very differently. 

Think of Bruce Banner. He lives his life as a mild mannered scientist who one 
day—when everything seems to go wrong—experiences an unexpected 
metamorphoses that changes everything for him! Bruce and everyone around 
him never see the world in the same way.

A. Windows into Paradigm Shifts

My youngest child is really into optical illusions this school year. It’s not 
uncommon for him to bring 2-3 books of optical illusions home each week 
to test them out on me. I’ve seen most of them before, but occasionally, he 
shows me one that I’ve not seen before. But even the illusions I have seen 
before, throw me off. Sometimes they will take me a good 15-20 seconds to 
know the various images I’m supposed to see or not see.

http://www.jmm.org.au/articles/31456.htm


B. The Important of Our Frame of Reference

1. Duck or Rabbit: The frame of reference from which we see these 
images often determines what we see and don’t see. If we’re told the 
image we’re about to look at is a rabbit, we’re most likely to see a 
rabbit.

2. Two Silhouette Profile or a White Vase: If we’re told we are going 
to see two people nose to nose, that’s likely what we are to see. If we 
are told we’re going to see a white vase…



II. The Influence of Culture on Our Current Paradigms

A. How we understand and interpret the Bible is more 
often than not informed by the culture in which we 
live:

ILLUSTRATION:

• For example, how do you visualize Jonah in the great fish? (Grasping 
God’s Word by Scott Duvall and Daniel Hays, p. 88). 

•
• How we visualize Jonah in the great fish is often informed by Geppetto 

and Pinocchio in the great fish Monstro.

We have historically done this: As I mentioned earlier, in 1962 
Thomas Kuhn, an American physicist, printed his essay The Structure of 
Scientific Revolutions in which he introduced the concept of paradigm 
shifts. Kuhn explores how new ways of thinking—new paradigms—radically 
change our understanding of previous areas of thought.

• Paradigm: Sun circles the earth
• Radically different paradigm: Earth circles the sun

With the discovery of a new paradigm, we see the world itself differently, 
sometimes very differently. 

B. Where does “adoption” fit in Christian theology? 

In his essay, “Of Orphans and Adoption, Parents and the Poor, Exploitation 
and Rescue: A Scriptural Critique of the Evangelical Christian Adoption and 
Orphan Care Movement”, Professor of Constitutional Law David Smolin 
writes, “The primary purpose of this essay is to demonstrate that the 
scriptural and theological analysis undergirding the evangelical 
adoption and orphan care movement is seriously erroneous, Further, 
these errors produce practices that are sinful and 
exploitative” (Journal of Christian Legal Support, p. 6, 2012).



III. A Paradigm that Needs to Shift 

Adoption is NOT a one-time, one-off act. Adoption is an ongoing story—an 
unending story. Adoption forms a story-arc, not merely a single point in time.

*Note: Theologically, adoption is both (1) placement in the family of God and (2) 
reconciliation and reunification. We’re not looking for a complete paradigm 
change away from child placement but a shift to include and stress reconciliation 
and reunification. It’s not either/or but both/and. I believe making this shift to 
include reconciliation will strengthen the practice of domestic, indigenous, and 
international adoption.

A. Westminster Shorter Catechism (also The 1689 London Baptist 
Confession of Faith) Q. 34. What is adoption? Answer: Adoption is an act 
of God’s free grace, whereby we are received into the number, and have a 
right to all the privileges of, the sons of God.

B. Story-Arc

Prologue > Rising Action > Climax > Descending Action > Resolution

Illustration: Rescue Dawn (2006): Christian Bale plays a true life young man who's 
always wanted to be a US Navy pilot. He's shown to be a fun loving, passionate 
guy, chosen to fly a classified mission, only to crash in the jungle in 1965 where he 
is arrested, tortured by the Vietcong and sent to a prisoner camp. He tested 
intensely psychologically and physically, tortured to his mental and emotional limits. 
But all the while he sits in the enemy's camp he devises an escape plan that works. 



Starving to death, barely resembling himself, he's eventually rescued by the US 
military. 

After months of recovering in a hospital, he's eventually reunited with his shipmates, 
where the joy he feels from bring reunited with his brothers-in-arms is visceral. Tears 
of profound joy dominate the scene. A strikingly beautiful resolution has been found. 
'Rescue Dawn' is a deeply moving film based on the true story of Lt. Dieter Dengler. 

Story-Arc Texts

Prologue

Ephesians 1:4b-5 "In love he predestined us for adoption as sons through Jesus 
Christ, according to the purpose of his will.”

Ephesians 2:1-7 And you were dead in the trespasses and sins [2] in which you 
once walked, following the course of this world, following the prince of the power of 
the air, the spirit that is now at work in the sons of disobedience—[3] among 
whom we all once lived in the passions of our flesh, carrying out the desires of the 
body and the mind, and were by nature children of wrath, like the rest of mankind. 
[4] But God, being rich in mercy, because of the great love with which he loved us, 
[5] even when we were dead in our trespasses, made us alive together with Christ—
by grace you have been saved—[6] and raised us up with him and seated us with 
him in the heavenly places in Christ Jesus, [7] so that in the coming ages he might 
show the immeasurable riches of his grace in kindness toward us in Christ Jesus.

Rising Action

Romans 9:4 "They are Israelites, and to them belong the [1] adoption (υἱοθεσία), 
[2] the glory, [3] the covenants, [1] the giving of the law (νομοθεσία), [2] the 
worship, and [3] the promises". 

Exodus 4:22-23 Then you shall say to Pharaoh, ‘Thus says the LORD, Israel is my 
firstborn son, [23] and I say to you, “Let my son go that he may serve me.”

The Monumental Choice: Trading in peace with God for peace with society.

The quality of the Israelites approach to God at Mount Sinai CONTRASTED 
with the quality of approach to God at Mount Zion (the assembling of God's 
people in Christ).



Hebrews 12:18-21 [Describing life at Mount Sinai after deliverance] For you 
have not come to what may be touched, a blazing fire and darkness and 
gloom and a tempest [19] and the sound of a trumpet and a voice whose words 
made the hearers beg that no further messages be spoken to them. [20] For they 
could not endure the order that was given, “If even a beast touches the 
mountain, it shall be stoned.” [21] Indeed, so terrifying was the sight that 
Moses said, “I tremble with fear.” 

[Describing life as an assembly in union with Jesus, the elder brother] [22] 
But you have come to Mount Zion and to the city of the living God, the heavenly 
Jerusalem, and to innumerable angels in festal gathering, [23] and to the 
assembly of the firstborn who are enrolled in heaven, and to God, the judge of 
all, and to the spirits of the righteous made perfect, [24] and to Jesus, the 
mediator of a new covenant, and to the sprinkled blood that speaks a better word 
than the blood of Abel.

Climax

Galatians 4:4-6 "But when the fullness of time had come, God sent forth his Son, 
born of woman, born under the law, to redeem those who were under the law, so 
that we might receive adoption as sons. And because you are sons, God has sent  
the Spirit of his Son into our hearts, crying, 'Abba!Father!'"

Descending Action

Romans 8:15 "For you did not receive the spirit of slavery to fall back into fear, but 
you have received the Spirit of adoption as sons, by whom we cry, 'Abba! Father!'"

Resolution

Romans 8:23 "And not only the creation, but we ourselves, who have the firstfruits 
of the Spirit, groan inwardly as we wait eagerly for adoption as sons, the 
redemption of our bodies.”


