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Adoption is a strange thing. 

In 2003, my wife and I decided that we would adopt a child. From Russia. Micah is 17 now.

In 2007, we decided to adopt our 2nd son. From Ethiopia. Isaac will be 14 in October.

I remember when we were adopting Micah and Isaac. 
We wondered about the kind of sons they would be. 
Who were these kids? Who would they grow up to be?
On our side of the ocean, we were having parties, baby showers, we were excited, expectant, hopeful for our sons to come home…to begin to shape this character in them…to love them…to care for them.
Sometimes the wait was excruciating. But always hopeful.

On our side of the ocean, we had the adoption in mind. We saw beautiful things. Hopeful things. But what we didn’t think much about is that the thing we were celebrating…the act we were so looking forward to…adoption...

…adoption necessitates loss.

In other words, in order for adoption to exist….(the great, beautiful, hopeful act that it is) …there must first be loss. A child without parents. A broken situation. Abandonment. Pain. Confusion. 

And that’s why I say adoption is strange. 
How can something I know to be so beautiful be directly tied to something so dark and painful?

And, you know, its not as if adoption ERASES what my boys have been through. Its not as if I can just look at them and say, “Don’t worry, now you’re an Atwood. Now you have Mom and Dad. That stuff from your past won’t ever bother you.”

I can’t promise that to them. But what I CAN promise, what adoption affords me to promise them…and what I HAVE promised them…is that through all the way their broken past might haunt them today or in the future…I will ALWAYS be there to walk through it with them…it will simply be their choice whether they let me in to walk with them or not. 

But the fact remains, Keva and I, for as long as we live, will be standing with our sons, to help them reconcile, process, and ultimately overcome the brokenness from their past. 

Without adoption, we can’t make that promise to them. 
And without the darkness, without the pain, without the hurt, the abandonment …as hard as it is for me to say…they wouldn’t be my sons.

So adoption is profoundly strange. Because on the one hand I don’t celebrate my sons’ hurtful past, but on the other hand, I wouldn’t rearrange any circumstances that would cause me NOT to be their Dad.

…and that’s why there may be a different KIND of reason to be thankful that you’re gay.

Title Slide- Being Gay & Christian: Why Your Hope is in Adoption, not Marriage- Romans 8:12-39

Two weeks ago I covered a passage in 1 Cor 6 that listed “men who have sex with other men” specifically in a list of other sin, like an sexual immorality, greed, swindling, adultery, thieves, etc.”

In our cultural climate- even though Paul was not expounding on homosexuality in that text, I feel a responsibility- and desire- to address it today.

There are 2 ways I could do this. 

One way- is VERSUS mode. That's when you use VERSES to BE VERSUS an opponent.

I could spend time taking on the arguments of why the Greek words malakoi and arsenakoites  are almost certainly NOT referring to pedastery, pedophilia, or simply lustful encounters. But they are actually classifying any same-sex sexual relations as against God.

I could spend time today walking through historic philosophy and the biblical confrontation of the idea that our bodies are not some separate entity from a sort of independent spirit. That indeed biblically- we should take our cues from the nature of our given physical bodies as to what male and female is - and how male and female are to function together.

Positively, I could lay out what the Scripture says about sex and marriage- to confront the idea that love is a passionate feeling you have toward someone and if not acted on sexually is deprives you of something inherent to your identity. 

But I did that last week. 

Pastorally, I don’t think that’s what we need today. As your brother in Christ…and as your pastor- I don’t want to speak in VERSUS mode today for anyone who is attracted to the same sex. I want to speak the comfort and calling that God has for you.

One of the reasons why the church has done such a poor job of loving our LGBTQ neighbors- is because we have primarily stayed in VERSUS mode. Which has led so many gay and lesbian young people who want to cling to Christ and who value their church family to leave Christ and the church because the the only comfort and affirmation they hear for their humanity and dignity and well being- comes from people who also would communicate that their sexuality is their core identity and should be embraced and celebrated.

Today- I’d like to offer something different. I’d like to offer you Jesus’ way. A cross that leads to a resurrection. A pain and brokenness that result in adoption. Inclusion. Unconditional love. 
 
The ideas that I present in the sermon today are difficult. 
So I shudder to think that I might present them in a way that feels flippant…that feels disconnected from the hurt in your life…or in your friends life, or son’s life, or daughter’s life…or Dad’s, or Mom’s, your brother’s or sister’s life. 
I can only empathize with you so far. I’ve never BEEN sexually attracted to a man before. And I want to respect that there are some unique temptations and sufferings that happen in life of a person who is attracted to someone of the same sex that I can’t fully feel the weight of. 

But, if I am going to live what I believe, I can tell you these truths confidently based not primarily on my experiences, but on those of God himself. A God who when he was hungry, denied himself bread. A God who became completely human…and never married, never had sex…even though he most certainly had those desires.

I can preach this confidently not because I’ve been where you are, but because Christ has. Not only has he been through your deepest darkness, he’s been further. 
HEBREWS 4:15-16
“We do not have a savior who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses but one who in EVERY respect has been tempted as we are, yet without sin.”
And so my prayer for you, today, if for whatever reason that sex inside a marriage covenant as God designed is not an option for you…My prayer is that through knowing the deep suffering of Christ…you would then with confidence draw near to the throne of grace, that you may receive mercy and find grace to help in time of need.

And let me say, this sermon isn’t just applicable for you if you happen to be gay or lesbian or transgender or bisexual or questioning…
….it has deep application to any kind of suffering you might experience. 

So don’t tune this out because you aren’t gay. If you don’t know yet what it means to question God in your suffering- you will. And what the Scripture says today is a solid rock in a storm.

I’d also ask today, once again, that we are charitable and give one another the benefit of the doubt. Please bear with me. Please be charitable. I’ve poured everything I have into understanding the Scripture, and understanding a struggle that is not PERSONALLY mine. 
As a note of interest for you, this week on the City Church together podcast- I’ll be interviewing one of our covenant members who is attracted to the same sex and he’ll be telling you his story of Jesus’s faithfulness in his life. Additionally, on our podcast, I’ll take a day to cover some of the things I don’t have time to include in today’s message that might be helpful to you. If you have a question you’d like me to respond to- you can email it to elders@borocitychurch.com and I’ll try to respond to it on the podcast this week.
 
So with that, lets turn to the Scripture. Romans 8:12-30
12 So then, brothers and sisters, we are not obligated to the flesh to live according to the flesh, 13 because if you live according to the flesh, you are going to die. But if by the Spirit you put to death the deeds of the body, you will live. 14 For all those led by God’s Spirit are God’s sons. 15 For you did not receive a spirit of slavery to fall back into fear. Instead, you received the Spirit of adoption, by whom we cry out, “'Abba', Father! ” 16 The Spirit himself testifies together with our spirit that we are God’s children, 17 and if children, also heirs ​— ​heirs of God and coheirs with Christ ​— ​if indeed we suffer with him so that we may also be glorified with him.

18 For I consider that the sufferings of this present time are not worth comparing with the glory that is going to be revealed to us. 19 For the creation eagerly waits with anticipation for God’s sons to be revealed. 20 For the creation was subjected to futility ​— ​not willingly, but because of him who subjected it ​— ​in the hope 21 that the creation itself will also be set free from the bondage to decay into the glorious freedom of God’s children. 22 For we know that the whole creation has been groaning together with labor pains until now. 23 Not only that, but we ourselves who have the Spirit as the firstfruits ​— ​we also groan within ourselves, eagerly waiting for adoption, the redemption of our bodies. 24 Now in this hope we were saved, but hope that is seen is not hope, because who hopes for what he sees? 25 Now if we hope for what we do not see, we eagerly wait for it with patience.

26 In the same way the Spirit also helps us in our weakness, because we do not know what to pray for as we should, but the Spirit himself intercedes for us with inexpressible groanings. 27 And he who searches our hearts knows the mind of the Spirit, because he intercedes for the saints according to the will of God.

28 We know that all things work together for the good of those who love God, who are called according to his purpose. 29 For those he foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the image of his Son, so that he would be the firstborn among many brothers and sisters. 30 And those he predestined, he also called; and those he called, he also justified; and those he justified, he also glorified. 


Transition: Just 2 points today.

1) Its not fair that you’re gay…but it doesn’t mean God is offering you less. 
According to the Scripture, all the way through, having sex outside of God’s design is sinful. It's a rejection of what God is doing in showing off his image in the world. 

BUT, that doesn’t mean YOU are evil if you’re gay. It doesn’t mean you can’t follow Jesus until you “get straight”.
Now, Does God have the power to change someone’s sexual orientation? Yes.
Is it possible that a person who experiences attraction to another person of the same sex can marry someone of the opposite sex and have a fulfilling beautiful marriage.? Absolutely. 

But marriage IS NOT what God is offering as salvation.
I think to put your hope in that is foolish…not because it can’t happen, but because that is not why God has allowed you experience these attractions. 
He’s allowed you to be attracted to the same sex for the same reason Corey Tin Boom and Dietrich Bonhoeffer went to Nazi concentration camps. 
For the same reason my sons were in an orphanage.

He’s allowed you to be gay for the same reason, he allowed Job to suffer, and the same reason he let his good friend Lazarus die, and for the same reason the apostle Paul was imprisoned.

To show his glory through the way he gives you grace that is unique to the way you suffer. 

Romans 8 is very clear. All of creation is broken and suffering. 
There is not a person, a tree, or a rock that is the way God created them to be. Because when sin came into the world, all of creation broke. Just like anything breaks when it isn’t used for its created purpose.
Ever try using a outboard motor as a cake mixer? Try it. See if something doesn’t break. 

Here’s what that means. It means that every single one of us has a cross to bear. Things about us, and things about the world that are broken. That we have to suffer in. Being broken is not the same as sinning.  

Now, before I go any farther, I want to talk about what your initial reaction might be to thinking that being gay is a form of suffering.

You might be thinking, “Well, that’s not fair. I didn’t do anything to have this attraction. How can God allow me to feel this way and keep marriage or sex from me? Its not fair that other Christians get to have that and Jesus expects me to miss out?”

So, that’s a good question? If we all suffer, should all of our suffering feel equal? Should the crosses we are called to bear all be the same size? Should they all be the same weight? 

Jesus has something to say about that.
In the last chapter of the book of John, after Jesus assures Peter that he still loves him even after Peter denied Christ 3 times…Jesus tells Peter about the kind of suffering Peter will have to endure.  

John 21:18-19
“Truly I tell you, when you were younger, you would tie your belt and walk wherever you wanted. But when you grow old, you will stretch out your hands and someone else will tie you and carry you where you don’t want to go.” 19 He said this to indicate by what kind of death Peter would glorify God. After saying this, he told him,“Follow me.” 

See that? In your suffering, in the way you “die to the flesh” as Romans 8 put it, in that you will glorify God.
And then Jesus tells him “So, you are going to die, you are going to suffer…Ready to follow me?”


Then Peter does what so many of us do.
Even my kids do it.
If I say “Isaac, clean up your room.” You can bet money the next phrase out of his mouth will be, “Does Micah have to clean his side up?”

And that’s exactly what Peter does. See?
John 21:20-22
`So Peter turned around and saw the disciple Jesus loved following them, the one who had leaned back against Jesus at the supper and asked, “Lord, who is the one that’s going to betray you? ” 21 When Peter saw him, he said to Jesus, “Lord, what about him? ”
22 “If I want him to remain until I come,” Jesus answered,“what is that to you? As for you, follow me.” 

Jesus doesn’t promise that glorifying God in the middle of a broken creation is going to be easy. He also doesn't promise that the kind of suffering I experience will be the same as yours.
He simply says, “You keep your eyes on me, Follow me. I’m with you in the middle of it all.”

Listen, you haven’t suffered in the same way I have. 
I haven’t suffered in the same way you have. 
I’ve never been locked in a concentration camp.
I’ve never had a sword at my throat or a gun at my head.

I’ve always had full use of all my limbs. 
I can see. I can hear. I can breathe without a machine to help.

I’ve always had relatively good health. 
I am sure that without a doubt there are those of you who would look at me and say “I’m depressed.” “I’m chronically sick.” Or even “I’m gay.”
….and you might look at me with disdain.

But Jesus doesn’t give us license to spend our days comparing our suffering and feeling sorry for ourselves because one of our lives seems particularly more difficult than the other. 
The good news Jesus brings is not “Follow me and I’ll be fair with your suffering.”
The good news Jesus brings is “Come and die with me, and you’ll also live me. Put to death the deeds of the flesh, and get ready for resurrection.”
Jesus comes saying take up your cross…which may be of a profoundly different weight than your brother or sisters…but as you follow me, I won’t leave you for a second.

When Jesus addresses our suffering, he says to focus on following, not fairness.
Because you’ve been adopted. 

…and that means as Jesus walks with you in your suffering, If you are sexually attracted to the same gender…that he is going to do some very beautiful things with you. 
It means that even when it feels like you are missing out, that God isn’t offering you less. In fact, he’s given you a unique kind of grace to help you in your time of need. 

So, let me share with you three things that God is doing for you, and in you, and with you. Three things that whatever your suffering is, you can take deep comfort in.

In your suffering, your Father will remind you of your last name.

When I was kid, before I went out the door to school my Dad used to say, “Remember Who you are, and Whose you are.”
Now, That typically was met the eye-rolling of teenage angst. 

But, I’ve come to appreciate that phrase. Here’s what it means.
My Dad told me that because he wanted me to remember my identity. 
He wanted me to remember that all the pressures that I was going to face that day at school, didn’t change who I was. 
On one hand, my Dad was telling me to remember that I am an Atwood. He asking me to remember that I belonged to him, and that there is something about being an ATWOOD that should cause me to think about how I represented my family at my school. 

But, more importantly, he wanted me to remember that, by adoption, I belonged to God the Father.
And that the key to facing those pressures…the suffering, the temptation I would face in hallways of middle and high school, …was remember WHO GOD said I am…and the fact that I belonged to him by adoption.

Romans 8:15
See, the fact that God has adopted us gives us a new last name. 
It welcomes us into a new family. One that is not defined by what we do and don’t do, but that is defined by the fact that Father has said about us “He’s mine. She’s mine”

In Romans 8:15-17, Paul says that God’s declaration of WHO WE ARE and WHOSE WE ARE creates a unique kind of way that his Spirit is in us…with us during our most intense suffering…crying out Daddy! Father!

See, this exclamation is not like a kid climbing up in his Dad’s lap licking a lollipop on Christmas and saying “Daddy!”
This “Abba” cry is like the cry of a two year old child whose face is being ripped up by a rabid dog…crying out “Daddy! Help me!” 

It is a cry for the Father to fix the brokenness, it is a cry during a moment where Dad seems absent, that he shows up.

It is a way in the middle of suffering that he reminds us, “Yes, this creation is broken, but I will not leave it like this. Every child I’ve adopted will become whole. Complete. Unbroken. It will not happen immediately, but I will give you my Spirit RIGHT now…unique and particular to the suffering you are in…to remind you WHO you are and WHOSE you are. 
To remind you that because I’ve adopted you, we share a last name. 

Nowhere in Scripture is this given so explicitly as- 2 Cor 12:7-10
Therefore, so that I would not exalt myself, a thorn in the flesh was given to me, a messenger of Satan to torment me so that I would not exalt myself. 8 Concerning this, I pleaded with the Lord three times that it would leave me. 9 But he said to me,“My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is perfected in weakness.”

Therefore, I will most gladly boast all the more about my weaknesses, so that Christ’s power may reside in me. 10 So I take pleasure in weaknesses, insults, hardships, persecutions, and in difficulties, for the sake of Christ. For when I am weak, then I am strong. 

In a world where we are asked to normalize brokenness, even to celebrate it and take pride in it…Whether that is celebrating being gay, or celebrating divorce, or even just giving politically correct euphemisms to our disabilities…this passage is painfully counter-cultural.

See, on one hand, Paul says I have this thing that’s not supposed to be there. I’m suffering. A thorn in the flesh. 
Remember, in the book of Genesis when Creation broke, one of the curses of sin was that thorns would sprout up.
It seems Paul has that in mind here. He says, “I’m suffering the Romans 8 kind of brokenness of creation, the curse of sin.”
He doesn’t make his weakness a badge of honor. 
And he hates it. He pleads with God, his Father, to take it away 3 times.

Back to 1)
Many of the stories of LGBT folks that I have talked with and read about have had this same story. The same kind of wrestling. Where they are pleading with God to take it away.
But often the response when God doesn’t do that is either…to turn it into a badge of honor, to become prideful about being gay…or its to hang their head and walk about life as if they have something to be ashamed of.

But Paul doesn’t offer either of those as options. Instead, he says this is an opportunity for me to experience the presence of God in a unique way. To remember my new last name on a more frequent basis.

Not only that, he says that God’s grace…somehow…is coming to him in a unique way to his suffering. 
Its like Jesus treated Mary and Martha when their brother died. Each of them made the same comment- Jesus- if you would have been here…our brother would not have died.
But in their suffering- to one Jesus offered the truth of resurrection- to the other- he simply wept with her.
The Grace of God looked different for each of them…BUT- BOTH got witness the glory of God in Lazaurus’ resurrection. 

See, Mary, Martha, Paul…Jesus knew each of their personalities…he knows each of the unique way they suffered, and he ministered to them in that unique way. Jesus doesn’t give some one size fits all grace…No. The grace he gives is sufficient…for you. For your attractions. For your pain. For your unique suffering. 

Mini- Transition: That’s a huge comfort. But there’s more. 

Your temporary suffering deepens your eternal joy. 
V 18 in Romans 8 says that all the pain and suffering you experience now doesn’t hold a candle to the glory that’s coming. 
IN other words, when Jesus comes back and makes all things new FOREVER…you’ll barely be able to remember the cross you bore in this life.

It will seem like a pin-prick. Like a small pinch you had in a dream one time. 
But, this is where it gets really good.
2 Cor 4:17 

IN his 2nd letter to the Corinthian church, Paul writes that the suffering you experience in this life is actually PRODUCING in you an ability to enjoy eternity in a deeper more profound way.
I’ve always compared it to waking up from a nightmare
TELL NIGHTMARE ANALOGY- HUG MY KIDS and WIFE

When you walk closely with Jesus in your pain and suffering, what you experience will be even sweeter.
Its like stepping outside on a freezing cold winter day and then stepping back into your 74 degree house. 
You didn’t appreciate that heat nearly as much, you didn’t take joy in it nearly as deeply, until you had suffered the cold of being without it. 

One more comfort.-No suffering is wasted
Romans 8:28 
For those who have been adopted by God, and experienced his love, every ounce of pain and suffering you walk in, is being used for your good and for God’s glory.
I can’t give you, neither do I know, every way God does this, but I’ll give you one. 

Take a look at 2 Cor 1:4-5
He comforts us in all our affliction, so that we may be able to comfort those who are in any kind of affliction, through the comfort we ourselves receive from God. 5 For just as the sufferings of Christ overflow to us, so also through Christ our comfort overflows
One way God is using the unique way he comforts you in suffering…is by using you. As an instrument to comfort someone else who hasn’t experienced God’s adoptive comfort.

You, by remembering Who you are and Whose you are become equipped to remind someone else who is struggling to believe that. 
ILLUS: You want a real life example of that?
You’re looking at him. 
When my marriage was threatened by infidelity. When my son died. When my life fell apart for 5 years while I was in seminary…I thought “What is God trying to do? Kill me?” It was the deepest most intense pain I’ve ever endured.

Instead, he used all of those things, more specifically the unique and intense way he comforted me during those times, to prepare me to plant City Church. And to preach to and counsel many of you. And, even to preach this series on sex and this sermon today on suffering.

Your adoption by God the Father is everything you need to walk faithfully following Jesus in his suffering. You don’t need extra. You don’t need marriage. You don’t need sex. 
What you need is a God who ties himself to you by his adoptive love, so that as you struggle, there is no doubt that your Father is saying “I’m here for you. I’m here with you.”
…the only question is, “Will you take him up on it?” Or will you look for your comfort from something or someone else?

2) When you share in Christ’s sufferings, you share in his conquering. 
I remember the first time I ever saw Micah in person.
Keva and I pulled up in the parking lot outside the little Russian apartment we would stay in for 3 days with him.

And as we got closer to Micah. And got out of the car, I remember not knowing what to do?
Was it Ok to grab him? To hold him? Was it Ok to take him from the arms of his orphanage caretaker? 
I had so many emotions.

Then I noticed something. It wasn’t easy to notice at first glance because he was wrapped up head to toe in about 4 layers of clothes….but I could see on his face, and his hands…marks. Scabs. Wounds. 

They told us it was a rash…and so I had this small fear. If I hold him, will I get the rash? Will I get what he has?

In fact, what he did have was contagious. It wasn’t a rash at all. It was scabies. Little bugs that had made their home in his bed and in his clothes from the orphanage. They were eating up his flesh.

...and during our time with him for 3 days, Keva and I lovingly tried to keep him from scratching at his bites. Even though it felt good, and gave a temporary sense of relief to scratch at them, Keva and I knew that scratching only made it worse in the long run. 
That scratching at his bites would open wounds and cause scars. 

Over the course of the next 3 days, there would be short periods where he would get so involved in playing with us that he would almost forget his bites. He would laugh and giggle as we enjoyed each other, but then, he would begin to scratch again. Distracted from his mother and I who wanted so badly to take it away.

We provided temporary comforts, like a hot wash cloth or a bath, but ultimately all we could do was promise him that we were going to take him to a place where there were no scabies. 
Where his wounds would heal, and he would be in a home with us as our son and we would enjoy each other forever…without scabies.

But see, Russia was a two trip adoption experience. First, we had to come to meet our son, to spend time with him and to sign all the adoption paperwork, but then we had to leave for a month before we could come back and finally take him home.

I remember over the course of the next 3 days with Micah, telling him over and over that we had to leave, but we would come back. 
That we would not leave him as an orphan, but fully adopt him and bring him home.

I remember how excruciating it was him on that last day to take off the clothes we had brought him, and change him back into the clothes from the orphanage. 
We knew he was entering back into a place without parents…and a place with beds full of scabies. 

We could hardly watch as they carried him out the door
But we left him with a little stuffed elephant. And a photo album  filled with pictures of us. 
And on that little plush elephant, we rubbed some of my shampoo into it, so he could remember how his Daddy smelled in the middle of that scabies ridden orphanage.

SO he would remember WHO he was and WHOSE he was in whatever way his little one-year old heart could process.

…and one month later, we he was flying out of Russia, coming home to his Father’s house, where we had prepared a room for him. No more scabies. NO more temptation to scratch at the brokenness for a temporary pleasure that just leaves deeper scars.
No more an orphan. Forever an Atwood. 

Did you notice what is promised at the end of Romans 8? A chapter about adoption in the midst of suffering? Take a look.

Romans 8:31-39- 	
31 What, then, are we to say about these things? If God is for us, who is against us? 32 He did not even spare his own Son but gave him up for us all. How will he not also with him grant us everything? 33 Who can bring an accusation against God’s elect? God is the one who justifies. 34 Who is the one who condemns? Christ Jesus is the one who died, but even more, has been raised; he also is at the right hand of God and intercedes for us. 35 Who can separate us from the love of Christ? Can affliction or distress or persecution or famine or nakedness or danger or sword? 36 As it is written:

Because of you

we are being put to death all day long; 

we are counted as sheep to be slaughtered. 

37 No, in all these things we are more than conquerors through him who loved us. 38 For I am persuaded that neither death nor life, nor angels nor rulers, nor things present nor things to come, nor powers, 39 nor height nor depth, nor any other created thing will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord.

You know what it means to be more than a conquerer?
A conquerer- overcomes his enemies.
You know what more than conquerer does?
Overcomes his enemies with his enemies.

On the cross, Jesus defeated death by dying.
Jesus defeated sin by being sinned against.
It wasn’t fair- but it brought life.

As you suffer, he’s inviting you to use all your suffering- to be the space in your life where you feel his presence, the sureness that he will not abandon you…because he died in your place…so you could be adopted. And as you feel the closeness and comfort of God- you pass that along to others.

No matter who you are sexually attracted to…no matter how confusing your gender is to you… we all share this in common. And it should bind us together as a family- our hope is that Jesus is coming back.

We’re adopted.

John 14:1-4 
“Let not your hearts be troubled. Believe in God; believe also in me. In my Father's house are many rooms. If it were not so, would I have told you that I go to prepare a place for you? And if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come again and will take you to myself, that where I am you may be also. And you know the way to where I am going.”

John 14:18-19
“I will not leave you as orphans; I will come to you. Yet a little while and the world will see me no more, but you will see me. Because I live, you also will live.

If you follow Jesus into suffering and death- you will also follow him home- into eternal life. Don’t stop. Don’t quit. He is nearer to you in your suffering than you can ever imagine. 
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