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“Fatherhood” in the Bible
(a)  The Old Testament
In the Old Testament,  there are many references to human fatherhood,  and a few to God as Father.    It is worth exploring this for a moment.
In ancient Israel,  the family consisted of all those united by common blood and common dwelling place.  Jacob’s family comprised three generations  (Gen 46. 8 – 26).
      From the time of our oldest documents, the family was patriarchal  -  “the house of one’s father”  (Hebrew: beth ab).  This contrasts with the contemporary ancient near Eastern cultures.     The Enuma Elis,  the Babylonian creation story,  tells of strong mother gods,  strong sons and weak father gods.     In the Canaanite Baal myths,  the goddess has a strong place in the drama, and again the son,  but much less so the father-god.   In the Egyptian stories of Isis (mother god)  and Osiris (father god),  it is the actions of the mother which safeguards the world,  and rescues and empowers the father god.
   By contrast,  in ancient Israel,  Yahweh,  the covenant God and sovereign lord of all,  is a divine father.    Miller argues that it is from this that the Israelite emphasis on the importance of fatherhood derives in all later Judaeo-Christian civilisation.    In comparison with the divine father gods in other ancient myths,  the picture of Yahweh in Israel stands out.  Israelite patriarchy is not simply copying the stories being told in the other cultures around   -  it is doing something new and distinctive.  It is reflecting the faith that God can be known as Father.   It is this fact which lies behind the importance of fathering in Western culture.

 I say that Yahweh is described as ‘father’ and that is correct,  but in fact even in the Old Testament it is still a relatively minor theme.
There are, of course,  numerous references to human fatherhood in the Hebrew Bible,  the Hebrew word translated ‘father’  [ab]  meaning also ‘ancestor’  or ‘source’  or even ‘inventor’.
   The narrator in the second creation story says ‘for this reason a man leaves his father and mother and cleaves to his wife.’ (2.24)   Abraham is the father of many nations (17.24).   At the Exodus, God says ‘I am God of your father, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, the God of Jacob.’ (Exod 3.6).   The Ten Commandments require God’s people to ‘Honour your father and mother’ (Exod. 20.12).  King David blesses God ‘O lord the God of Israel, our father..’ (1 Chron. 29.10).  Nehemiah acknowledges that ‘I and my father’s house have sinned.’ (Neh 1.6). 

But what of references to God as Father?   Very occasionally in the Old Testament God is compared with an earthy father,  in his compassion, discipline and protection.


As a father pities his children,  so the Lord pities those who fear him.( Psalm 
103.13)


The Lord reproves him whom he loves, as a father the son in whom he 
delights. (Prov.3.12; cf. Deut. 8.5)


In the wilderness… you have seen how the Lord your God bore you, as a man 
bears his son. ( Deut 1.31; 8.5).     
Slightly  more frequently  (15 times out of about 1200)  the word “Father “ is used to describe God in his relationship with the people of Israel,  or in his relationship with the King.  First with Israel:

Is not he your father, who created you?  (Dt 32.6);
In comparison with Israel’s neighbours,  God as Father of Israel is less thought of in terms of biology,  but more in terms of salvation.  God is a father who cares for and rescues his people.    To be a child of God is a miracle of God’s grace  Exod 4.22 Deeut 14.1f; Hos 11.1.   For an individual believer to see God as his father it is because he is one of God’s people.  A God who scatters enemies, drives away the wicked, rides upon the clouds is also “Father of the fatherless and protector of the widows…. God in his holy habitation.  God gives the desolate a home”  (Psalm 68. 5 – 6  in context of vv. 1 – 4). 
In much later Judaism,  the understanding of God as Father became more widespread,  and also at that time another word became more common  -  the word abba.    In some of the prayers of the rabbis,  God is addressed as abba, best translated as “dear Father”.

So the  picture is developing in which fatherhood,  derived from the understanding of God as father, means authority, protective care, compassionate covenant love.
It is important before we move on to note the ways in which God is also described in the Old Testement in motherly terms.   Just as God-likeness is seen in the co-humanity of male and female (Gen 1. 27),  so in the nature of God there are motherly as well as fatherly attributes.  Moltmann uses the phrase  “Motherly Fatherhood”,  and we can give substance to this by recalling the Psalmist’s pictures of God as a mother bird (Ps 17.8);  a mid-wfe (22.9),  a mistress as well as a master (123.2).  Deutero-Isaiah pictures God weaning the infant (Isa 49.15):  “Can a women forget her sucking child…?  I will not forget you.”  Isaiah 66. 13 reads:  “As one whom his mother comforts, so I will comfort you.”   Hosea depicts God with a tenderness usually associated with motherhood  “Yet it was I who taught Ephraim to walk” (Hos 11.3).  The male begetting and the female bringing to birth are both pictures used of God in Deut.32.18:  “You were unmindful of the Rock that begot you,  and you forgot the God who gave you birth.”

(b)  The New Testament
In the New Testament,  there are many more references to God as Father,  especially in Jesus reference to God as his Father,  and to God as Father of Jesus’ disciples. 
There are 151 times when the Greek word pater refers to human fathers,  and 265 times when it refers to God the Father.   Significantly most of these come from the lips of Jesus as recorded in the all Gospels, especially John.  Jesus did not seem to call God the Father of Israel,  but rather his own Father  and the Father of his disciples.  He said to Mary Magdalene in the Garden on Easter Morning:  “Go to my brethren and say to them ‘I am ascending to my Father and your Father, to my God and your God’ (Jn.20.17).
The Sermon on the Mount has a number of references to God the Father.   Jesus in the Gospels speaks of God as ‘my Father’  and ‘your heavenly Father’ .  Significantly, most of the references to the Fatherhood of God refer to the disciples,  to the Christian Church,  not to human beings in general.  This seems to imply that people discover the Fatherhood of God through the their relationship to Jesus Christ his Son.   As Helmut Thielicke put it in his sermon on the Lord’s Prayer,    “Only on one condition could we say  “Our Father”.  And that would be if the Father had first spoken to us, if he had revealed himself to us….this is the tremendous importance that is to be attributed to the fact that it is Jesus Christ himself who teaches us the Lord’s Prayer…… He alone, in his life and his death,  is the guarantor that there is a Father,  that God is nevertheless at work in the cruel, hard and fatherless world,  building his kingdom of mercy in the secrecy of the Cross.’

There are three places in the New Testament when the writers pick up the intimacy of relationship with God the Father expressed in the word “Abba”,  dear Father.   The first is Jesus himself in the Garden of Gethsemane:


‘And he said, “Abba, Father, all things are possible to thee;  remove this cup 
from me;  yet not what I will, but what thou wilt.’  (Mark. 14.36)

The second is Paul’s letter to the Romans where he is talking about the Holy Spirit aiding our prayers:


‘When we cry “Abba, Father” it is the Spirit himself bearing witness with our 
spirit that we are children of God.’ (Rom 8.15).

And similarly in Galatians:


‘Because you are sons, God has sent the Spirit of his Son into our hearts, 
crying, “Abba! Father!”  (Gal. 4.6).

So we are taken into the intimacy of the relationship of Jesus with his Father,  a relationship which we,  his disciples,  are privileged to share,  as we are united with the life of Jesus through the Holy Spirit,  and so adopted as children into the family of God.    Matthew’s Gospel ends with the commission to baptise disciples ‘in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.’ (Matt. 28.19).   St Paul begins some of his letters;  ‘Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.’ (Rom 1.7;  1 Cor 1.3;  2 Cor 1.2 etc.)   It is the doctrine of the Holy Trinity  -  God as Father, Son and Holy Spirit, which is at the heart of the Christian meaning of fatherhood  -   and Christian discipleship is living as adopted sons and daughters in the Father’s family.  
 The concept of family thus takes centre stage also when we are trying to discover a meaning for fatherhood.  As the Letter to the Ephesians graphically puts it:

‘I bow my knees before the Father, from whom every family in heaven and on 
earth is named.’  (Eph. 3.14).

This text from Ephesians,  though rooted in the love of God which is seen manifest in Jesus Christ,  also has a more universal reference than just the Christian church:  ‘every family in heaven and on earth’.
   

So if we are going to give a Christian answer to the question  “What is fatherhood for?”  we need to think more about God the Holy Trinity,  and what that means for understanding  family,  and we will do that shortly.

The New Testament also gives us some instruction for human fathers in relation to their children, and children their fathers.   Eph. 6. 2 picks up the commandment to “Honour your father and mother” , and goes on to say to fathers:  “do not provoke your children to anger.” (v. 4; cf. Col . 3.21). In  1 Thes 2. 11 Paul reminds his readers how,  “like a father with his children, we exhorted each one of you and encouraged you and charged you to lead a life worthy of God.”   And in 1 Tim 5 1:   “Rebuke not an elder, but exhort him as you would a father.”  The writer to the Hebrews makes reference to “earthly fathers to discipline us” (12.9),  and St John writes to the fathers, as well as to children and to young men (1 John 2.12f.).
As in the Old Testament, so in the New,  fathering is depicted as including care, protection, encouragement, teaching, and authority.

� R. De Vaux Ancient Israel Darton Longman and Todd, 1961,  p. 20


� See Miller op.cit. pp36ff.


� Young’s Analytical Concordance


� This paragraph taken from D Atkinson and D Brown chapter on “The Future of the Femily” in C. Baxter ed. Stepping Stones  Hodder and Stoughton 1987


� The Prayer that Spans the World.
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