
 

Romans 8:12-25 
Galatians 3:23-4:7 

THE ORPHANAGE 

 Today we read twin passages from Galatians and Romans that reveal 
a theme, in Paul’s thinking, which is both beautiful and compelling. At 
least it is to me – one of my very favorites. So whether you picked it up 
from the Scripture reading or already loved it, I want to play with and 
appreciate the imagery of these twin passages this morning. Galatians is 
often referred to as “Little Romans,” and it is a gold mine of insight and 
comfort and awareness of the Christian Gospel and walking the Christian 
Path. 

 First a reminder of the setting. And it is the large, overall setting. 
Genuine religion comes in the context of real life and is always a mixture 
of realism and hope – the realism of our present situation, and the hope 
of God’s purpose and power that overshadows it. 

 Some backstory is necessary – the story of Adam, perhaps the most 
powerful and universal of all the stories in our tradition regarding the 
realities of life here. It predates history as we know it. We hear it echoing 
from some pre-Zoroastrian Persian culture that existed before Abraham – 

before Judaism. The story is asking and pondering: “Why is life so hard 
for Adam – for humankind – for every human who ever comes here ... 
for you and for me?” You are Adam. The story is about you. “Adam” means 
all of us, and each of us. You cannot know or understand the story of 
Adam if you do not realize that it is your story too. 

 Why all the alienation? Why is it so hard here? And how come we 
all seem to know that it is not supposed to be this way – all the pain and 
suffering; all the people starving; all the cruelty, and broken hearts, and 
disillusionment, and despair? Not remembering anything before this life, 
why do we all feel we come from a better place or know of better patterns 
of life? Why do we so often feel that somehow we are lost or displaced 
here – that somehow this world is not our home? Why do we sense some 
inner identity we cannot quite grasp? And how can we recover from this 
strange amnesia, stop all the curses of separation, and find some way 
to repent – which means “to turn around and head for home”? 

 Our Bible begins with the declaration that “In the beginning, God 
created ....”  Therefore all things have a design and purpose, a rhyme and 
reason, and everything is “good.” In the second chapter, however, we 

BRUCE VAN BLAIR © 2008 – All rights reserved. PAGE 1 OF 7 



THE ORPHANAGE 

begin to discover that there is a problem. Things are not working quite 
as well as the design intends and makes possible, the principal reason 
being that one of the creatures keeps trying to act like the Creator. That 
is, humans keep trying to take things into their own hands, do things 
their own way. In short, the humans are disobedient and rebellious. Yet 
free will – choice – is necessary to the design. Apart from that, there is no 
meaning. As a result, the blessings have reversed into curses: animosity 
and alienation between people and God; between people and each other; 
between people and nature; between men and women; between people 
and their work. I just gave you a summary of what you read every morning 
in the newspaper, only it comes from Genesis, chapters two and three. 

 Sometimes we forget, but this is basic to all Christian perspective. 
The presupposition is that things are not as they should be. We are not 
perfect. We live in a place of brokenness and alienation. This world is 
a classroom or, some of us would say, a boot camp for souls. The reality 
here is incompleteness: Nothing lasts. Everything breaks down, deteriorates, 
gets old, dies. Anything that goes wrong is to be expected. Anything that 
is lovely or true or pleasant is something to call forth gratitude; when 
things are good, we should be surprised – pleased, eager, receptive – but 
surprised, and therefore grateful. Only, it will not last ... not here in this 
realm. 

 Never forget where you are. If somebody does something nice for 
you, it is a miracle – rejoice and be thankful. If somebody does something 
rotten, well, what can you expect FROM AN ORPHANAGE? 

 Let me highlight the two main verses from the Scripture passages: 
“And not only the creation, but we ourselves, who have the first fruits of the 
Spirit, groan inwardly as we wait for adoption as true and legitimate 
children, the redemption of our bodies.” (Romans 8:23) “But when the time 
had fully come, God sent forth his Son, born of a woman, born under the 
law, to redeem those who were under the law, so that we might receive 
adoption as true and legitimate children.” (Galatians 4:4-5) 

 How do you feel about being adopted? 

 I once heard somebody sing: “Sometimes I feel like a motherless 
child.” Out of Paul’s inspiration, I want to tell you that there is a reason 
for that. This whole world is just one great big orphanage! We live in an 
orphanage, and we are all orphans. 
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 Open your eyes and look around you. What do you see? Orphans! 
Orphans for as far as the mind can stretch. Orphans who do not know 
for sure who they are or where they come from. Orphans who are not 
sure they have any worth. Orphans who feel like they have been 
abandoned and who fear abandonment – even though they have never 
felt like they really belonged anywhere. Orphans who feel insecure, shy, 
tentative, afraid of rejection – even though they have never really felt 
acceptance. Orphans who feel half afraid or half guilty almost every 
waking day of their lives. Orphans who wonder if anybody really cares 
about them, or if they themselves really care about anybody. 

 Have you ever noticed how the people of our world rush about trying 
to find and keep their supplies for survival? It is as if they don’t know 
if there is any more where that came from. And some cheat, others steal, 
some lie, some kick or kill, and everybody hoards – or tries to. We don’t 
even like people who don’t know how to hoard. Or at least we don’t respect 
them. We say they are irresponsible. 

 Sure, we do know a little about families – there are temporary parents 
in some individual households. But we know just enough to make us 
really lonely. For the most part, however, the world acts like there is no 
FATHER, and so the kids have gone wild. It is not so much that we are 
“bad” kids; it is more like we are all scared to death. No FATHER or 
MOTHER to keep order, to provide and protect, to care for us, to love us. 
No FATHER to make us behave either – to train us, to discipline us, to 
bring us up properly ... especially after the age of twenty-one, when we 
really need it the most. No FATHER to give us identity and purpose and 
standards to live by. We talk about a FATHER who “used to be,” but he 
is vague, and we can never seem to agree on what he was like or what 
he really would expect from us today. 

 Do you ever have trouble figuring life out – wondering why so many 
things go wrong, why people treat each other the way they do? Do you 
ever wonder why you get so lonely you can hardly bear it? Or why some 
days it seems like nothing in life is really very important? And why some 
days it hardly seems worth it to even keep going on? Well, there is a reason 
for this: You are all orphans. And you live in one great big orphanage. 
And after all, WHAT CAN YOU EXPECT FROM AN ORPHANAGE? 

 Some orphans become so afraid that they just go off to some corner 
in the shadows and stay there all their lives. Some orphans turn into 
bullies and shove all the other orphans around. I guess on the inside 
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they are just as lonely and afraid as the shy ones in the shadows, they 
just show it in a different way. 

 Some orphans spend their whole lives fighting over the toys. The 
toys aren’t really that great; they keep breaking and they don’t make 
anybody happy or anything. But there is not much else to do or play with 
in an orphanage. 

 Some of the orphans band together for protection against the rest 
of the orphans. That is always the big deal: Who belongs to which gang, 
and what is your rank of importance? It is like trying to find a substitute 
for the missing DADDY. We take over this one big building and call it 
“The United States.” Then we make a lot of rules, everybody is supposed 
to keep them and swear allegiance to the group, and then everybody will 
be safe and happy. 

 Only, without a real FATHER around, orphans do not keep the rules 
very well. So smaller groups of orphans band together and take over one 
end of a hall and call it theirs. They name it AT&T, or Microsoft, or First 
Church, or the Teamsters’ Union, or Crystal Cove, or whatever. Then 
they try to let the good guys in and keep the bad guys out. They make 
rules and talk about loyalty, and everybody promises to help keep this 
end of the hall safe and pleasant and successful – an oasis or fortress in 
the midst of the orphanage. 

 Yet it never lasts. Nobody really knows what belongs to whom, if 
anybody has a real right to anything, or which one has the right idea 
about what to do next. So even orphans who stay at one end of the same 
hall sometimes start to fight with each other. And sometimes – in fact all 
the time – orphan bands fight other orphan bands over who gets to have 
which hall, which room, which toys, which privileges, which positions. 
Sometimes they fight with knives and guns. Sometimes they fight with 
lawyers and judges. 

 Anyway, it is a big, sad mess. And I have hardly begun to describe 
the truth of it. No real security anywhere. No future to hope in. But then, 
WHAT CAN YOU EXPECT FROM AN ORPHANAGE? 

*          *          * 
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 Some years ago, there was born into our orphanage a misfit – a 
weird One – an orphan who said He was not an orphan. He did not act 
like one either. He did not hide in the shadows. He did not fight over the 
toys. He did not bully other orphans – and He would not be bullied. 
He did not care who lived in which hall, or what their positions were. 
And He never seemed to worry about survival, or getting His share, or 
who had a right to what. 

 He spoke of the only kind of hope there can ever be for orphans. 
He said: “Don’t you people know ... have you not heard ... has no one 
told you ... do you not understand: YOU ARE ABOUT TO BE ADOPTED! 
The FATHER who is adopting you sent me himself to make sure you 
would know. He is wealthy beyond your comprehension; kind beyond 
your understanding; purposeful beyond your imagination. Only, he runs 
his family in peace and love, and will thus expect your cooperation. 
The one thing he will not tolerate is children in his home who try to harm 
or destroy each other. Aside from that, you can expect endless blessings, 
gifts, opportunities – and love and challenge and purpose – that will keep 
you excited and joyful for ... well ... for EVER.” 

 Now, you can imagine what the other orphans thought about that! 
Some said He was just plain crazy. Others said He was an outright liar. 
Most said, “How can we play Fight-Over-The-Toys and Who-Owns-The-
Halls with that weirdo telling everybody they don’t have to play and that 
there are no winners in our kinds of games? Somebody get Him out of here!” 

 Naturally, it was the orphans who had the best positions – the ones 
who controlled the halls – who were the angriest. They told everybody 
that the weird One was dangerous. They said He was upsetting every-
thing and breaking all the rules (and of course, from their perspective He 
certainly was). They sent some of the orphans they knew they could bully – 

the ones too afraid to disobey them – to drag the strange orphan outside 
and kill Him. And to discredit Him so nobody would ever pay attention 
to what He had said, they made sure it was done in the most disgraceful 
way the orphanage had yet devised: crucifixion – death on a cross. 
Then they went back to their familiar games, saying, “That’s that.” 

 Only, it wasn’t. 

 Three days later, the weird One was back. Boy did that shake things 
up! That was not supposed to happen, especially not in an orphanage. In 
fact, the orphans didn’t even know that such a thing could happen. But 
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now that it had happened, His friends began to realize that what they 
had suspected was really true: He was not weird or crazy. In fact, He 
must be the only one in the entire orphanage who really was not weird or 
crazy – the only one who really knew the TRUTH. How else could He have 
come back?! 

 Of course, they had known all along that what He had been 
preaching and proclaiming was beautiful. But that doesn’t cut any ice in 
an orphanage. “Too good to be true” ... false hope ... lovely but impossible 
dreams – orphans dread that kind of thing more than a beating. Now they 
were struck with the realization that what the weird One said was not 
only beautiful, but true. If the adopting FATHER did not exist, how could 
the strange One have come back? Who but a FATHER – a true FATHER – 

could come up with power like that? And so it hit them like a ton of bricks: 
THEY REALLY WERE GOING TO BE ADOPTED! That was what He had 
come to tell them. And now it turned out that His authority was real – 

that His Word was good. Everyone who would let themselves be adopted 
was going to be adopted. Wow! Oh my God!  

 Exactly. 

 Well, you know what happened next. His friends became believers. 
When that happened, they became very nearly as weird as the weird 
One. They stopped fighting over the toys, which suddenly looked as drab 
and dull as they really were. They stopped caring about who ran the 
halls. They stopped climbing over other orphans to get their share. In 
short, they stopped acting like orphans. They did not feel like orphans 
anymore. They were about to be adopted! The old ways were ridiculous. 
Who needed all that fear and guilt and hatred and shoving and despair 
anymore? 

 Soon ... any day now – in essence, it had already happened, it was that 
sure – only a few days more and the whole orphanage ordeal would be over 
forever. The FATHER was real! They were going to be adopted! 

 It was marvelous. They could not keep quiet about it. It felt so good 
to know. It changed everything to know. But so many orphans were still 
hurting others, and being hurt, because they did not know. So the friends 
began to tell others. They went into the shadowy corners and told the 
bewildered, frightened ones. They picked the hurt ones up out of the 
dust and shared whatever they had with them, and told them about the 
coming adoption. 
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 They lost all fear of bullies and hall leaders. It would only be a few 
more days now. They said: “You can hit me if you want to, but you don’t 
have to anymore. I don’t want anything you’ve got. We are going to be 
adopted! There is nothing in this whole orphanage that’s worth anywhere 
near as much as the cheapest piece of junk in our new FATHER’s home.” 

 Sure they got into trouble, just like the weird One had – imprisoned, 
beaten, robbed, kicked, thrown out, cursed, killed. WHAT CAN YOU 
EXPECT FROM AN ORPHANAGE? Only, that was not the big truth any-
more. So they sang about adoption, and talked about adoption, and told 
others about the coming adoption. Pretty soon there were weird ones 
everywhere – orphans who did not believe they were orphans anymore. 
And they stopped acting like orphans. 

 In the few remaining days they had left, they spent their time trying 
to make life a little better for other orphans. They looked inside themselves 
for whatever special skills they had and then tried to train those abilities 
and use them. After all, they were going to meet their new FATHER soon, 
and everybody knows that fathers like to see their children growing and 
learning and developing their skills. They wanted to make a good 
impression if they could, even though they knew it was small and silly 
in the face of the FATHER’s love. And of course, there is no fooling a real 
FATHER. On the other hand, what is more important than trying to please 
DADDY? 

 They also worked hard at an altogether new concept of life: They 
had to learn about “loving.” That was the big problem – that was going 
to be the big change. The new FATHER was going to insist on it, they had 
been told. They had to learn about “loving,” and they needed all the 
practice they could get. (More on that next week.)  

 You can still find them today, the weird ones. Sometimes they 
gather in places like this, but not to get walled-off or secure, or so they 
can hoard all the toys. They come to help each other; to get affection and 
to give it; to get strength and to give it; to keep practicing more and more 
on their loving; to let the Message sink deeper; to prepare to let more 
orphans know. And they still carry the Message: “We are about to be 
adopted! All of us. Not just the good ones. All of us.” 
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