
Lay Reader Sermon Series II


The Ninth Sunday after Trinity


psalter:
Psalm 103
1st lesson:
Wisdom 11:21-12:2
2nd lesson:
Luke 15:11-32
God, the Father
In telling a story like the compelling and striking Parable of the Prodigal Son, the Lord is talking about what is widespread and normal in human experience. As a commentator has stressed, He seems to be saying to us that there is something in God and His kingdom which is parallel to or similar to what we see in the conduct of people. Thus we see in this Sunday's Gospel lesson the joy in a father's heart when a son he thought was lost has returned home. The point is that if a human father rejoices this much over the return of his lost son, how much greater will be the joy of our heavenly Father in the return and repentance of every sinner!
This parable also reminds us of a broader theme of Jesus' teaching, that of God as His heavenly Father and ours. It was not new teaching for His people, for they had taught for many years that God was their Father. It was not that they claimed to be descended from Him in any physical sense, as some of the pagan religions taught about their gods. It was that spiritually and morally, and by His choice of them He had become their Father; as the book of Deuteronomy said, "You are a people holy to the Lord your God, and the Lord has chosen you to be a people for his own possession, out of all the peoples that are on the face of the earth" (14:2). The book of Isaiah said, "Thou, O Lord, art our Father, our Redeemer from of old is thy name" (63:16b). It was all God's free grace that led to His choice of them, not any of their own marks as a people, for "You were the fewest of all peoples," the book of Deuteronomy reminded them (7:7). It was all by adoption and grace.
But there is a great deal more emphasis in the life and teaching of our Lord on God as His Father and ours. It was His main designation of God, and His main form of address to Him. It is found in all the Gospels, and especially in Matthew and John. And this truth about God as our heavenly Father is strongly implied in the Parable of the Prodigal Son.
The relationship of Christ to His heavenly Father was unique, but He came to reveal and share His status as God's Son so that it might be entered into and shared. His uniqueness is taught by Saint John in the Prologue to his Gospel, that the eternal Word which was with God and was God, became flesh and lived among us. At His baptism, the voice from heaven said, "Thou art my beloved Son; with thee I am well pleased." (Mark 1:11) The Father spoke again on the Mount of Transfiguration, when He said out of the cloud of His glory, "This is my beloved Son; hear him." (Luke 9:35)
So it isn't surprising that He had a directness and simplicity in His approach to God which was new. He used an Aramaic word for "Father," "Abba," which apparently came from the family circle, and was not used by others as a form of address to God. He used it in His prayer in the Garden of Gethsemane, and it was used by the first Christians. They saw it as evidence that, though the Lord Jesus was the Son of God in a unique way, yet His followers could share in that status as a Son, that closeness of relation- ship with God as Father which had not been possible before to such a degree.
In a fine passage in his letter to the Romans, Saint Paul wrote, "You have received the spirit of sonship. When we cry, 'Abba! Father! it is the Spirit Himself bearing witness with our spirit that we are children of God, and if children, then heirs, heirs of God and fellow-heirs with Christ." (Romans 8:15-17) It was and is the great privilege of Christians to know and ad- dress God in this way, and all people are invited to share in this life with their heavenly Father.
We begin the Lord's Prayer by speaking to God as "Our Father," and the first thing that Christ taught us to pray for was that His Name be hallowed; that is, that it be reverenced, praised, respected, thought highly of. The language of the Prayer Book is important in this respect. It reflects and teaches us a deep devotion to God as Father, as well as to all the Blessed Trinity. It is a reverent language which helps to teach us the attitude for which we pray when we ask that God's Name be hallowed.
Saint Peter, in his first epistle, tells us to remember another aspect of the fatherhood of God: "As he who called you is holy, be holy yourselves in all your conduct, since it is written, 'You shall be holy, for I am holy.' And if you invoke as Father him who judges each one impartially according to his deeds, conduct yourselves with fear throughout the time of your exile." (1st Peter 1:15-17)
God the Father is a holy God, completely good, opposed to all evil. He does not forgive because He is an indulgent or permissive Father, or because evil does not matter. He forgives because by His mercy. His only Son has paid the price for the reconciliation of us all to Himself. To call Him Father does not lessen His demand for perfect holiness.
Finally, to whom is God Father? The Old Testament teaches that He is the Creator of all, including mankind, and is there- fore the Father of all by creation. But He is Father in a special sense to Israel, by election, because He chose Israel to be His dear child and eventually, thereby make Him known to all people as their loving Father by adoption and grace. That election reached its culmination in the coming and work of Christ; so the New Testament gives the same basic answer as the Old, but in different terms, that God is still the Father of all human beings by creation, but Father in a special sense to all who have come to Him through Christ, that is. Father in a special sense to Christians.
In the Gospel for Rogation Sunday, we have these words of Christ from the sixteenth chapter of the Gospel according to Saint John, "The Father himself loveth you, because ye have loved me, and have believed that I came out from God" (Verse 27). Those who believe that Jesus came from God, with all that this belief implies in the New Testament, are God's children, "regenerate and born anew of Water and of the Holy Ghost," as the Baptism service says. It is a very particular, even exclusive relationship, with God the Father. But it has the potential for being universal, because it is a spiritual relationship, open to everyone who wants to follow Christ as Lord and Savior; and Christians have always tried to win as many people as they possibly can to this way of knowing God as their Father.
The Parable of the Prodigal Son points us to God, our Heavenly Father, One Who is gracious; ready to forgive penitent sinners; holy and good; the object of our worship and reverence; and the Father in a special way of all who turn to Him in His Son, Jesus Christ.
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