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Exodus 3:1-8, 13-15. Moses and Burning Bush
John 14:1-11. Phillip -Show us the Father

A little girl came out home from Sunday School and said. “Mummy, Mummy we learned God’s name today.”   “Oh, that’s nice” said mum.  “Yes”, the girl explained.    “ His name is Harold Wishart.”  
Puzzled the mother asked where Harold Wishart came from.  
The little girl proudly declared,  “It’s in the Lord’s Prayer.  Our Father Wishart in heaven.  Harold be thy name….”.   

We use the expression of God as Father in all sorts of ways.  Not only the Lord’s Prayer.  The Apostle’s Creed begins I believe in God the Father almighty maker of heaven and earth.  Often people will pray “Father God…” or Abba Father”    All of those have different meanings.  I want to take time this morning to clarify what Father God means in our Christian context.

Quite some time ago Massey University published the results of a survey which showed over 90% of New Zealand population believe God.  But tease that out a bit and things get interesting.

PPT 1.     God is:    	a person, individual, identifiable.    	41%
			A life force, spirit, impersonal.		52%

More than half ( 52% ) believe that God is an impersonal life force. They have been more influenced by Star Wars "May the Force be with you" than they are by Christian theology. For them - most people - god is an idea, a concept, something with which they have nothing in common, and something that has nothing to do with the way they live their lives.

The Apostle's Creed was written in a situation very like ours today, where the belief in God was widespread, but for most, god or the gods were disinterested, impersonal, capricious and not worth serious consideration. The authors of the Creed wrestled with a great difficulty- They lived in a world crowded with gods., Gods of all shapes and sizes. Gods for every occasion and persuasion. Like the Masonic concept of the Great Architect of the Universe. Masons believe in a non-specific god who can be interpreted as Christian if you are Christian; Jewish if you are a Jew; Buddhist if you are Buddhist; the god of Zoroaster if your belief is Zoroasterism.  Non specific - capable of any interpretation.   None of those are Christian. 
Nor is god as Wica (those who call themselves white witches) and some Maori traditions would have us believe - the spirit in the trees and hills, rocks and rivers. That is Pantheism; belief that god is in everything and part of everything. The writers of the Creed knew that the God of Christianity is a specific personality, who declared to Moses that he would not be limited by a name, or single role, but would be to his people what he had to be, to bring them into relationship with him. It was necessary then to define the God in whom the Christian community believed. Christian faith presents a very different God to this general belief.


PPT 2  God is personal    When, with the Creed, we say  I believe in God the Father  or as in the Lord’s Prayer Our Father in heaven, we are proclaiming our belief in God who is a personality; who is moved to anger and to joy, who weeps over the frailties and wilful wrongdoing of his creation. The Bible records God the Father as angry, compassionate, gentle, frustrated.    Far from just being anthropomorphisms, (a big word which simply means attributing to God human characteristics) far from doing that, these are of the essential nature of God.   See, it is quite significant that the Creed does not begin with God as Creator. Maker of heaven and earth comes after Father.   Because the most important fact about God which every Christian must have under their belt is that God is person. You can know a person. You can't know a life force. You can have a relationship with a person, you can't have a relationship with a concept. You can be loved by and precious to a person. To the uncaring gods of the Hindu faith you are of no more value than a single grain of sand on 100 miles of beach.  Father means personal, individual, not just a block of wood, a concept, or even the collective subconscious of the Human race as the Sea of Faith theologians would have us believe.

PPT 3.   God is neither male nor female Some folk want to argue over whether God is male or female. That is irrelevant and not true to the Bible. To say “I believe in God the Father” is primarily an expression of personhood, not masculinity or femininity   It is true that the exclusive use of masculine terms in the Bible create for some a difficulty.   Some people have had a bad experience with human fathers and find calling God “Father” offensive.  Someone who has been molested by a human father who should have protected, cared for and loved them, finds it very hard to make the association of a loving spiritual father in God.   But maleness is not at the essence of the description of God as Father.  Look what the Bible says:

PPT 4.   Then God said, "Let us make man in our image, in our likeness, and let them rule over the fish of the sea and the birds of the air, over the livestock, over all the earth, and over all the creatures that move along the ground."  So God created man in his own image, in the image of God he created him; male and female he created them.   Genesis 1:26-27

The word translated there as "man" is Adam. Literally mankind = human beings. Adam is genderless.
But notice: So God created man in his own image, in the image of God he created him, male and female he created them.   For centuries theologians argued over what is the Image of God in human beings. Obviously God does not have a physical body like us. Mormons believe that God is an old man with a long white beard sitting on a throne somewhere in the heavens. Our physical bodies have too many limitations and frailties for God to have a physical body. Is his image found in the fact we can think and plan, design and build?  Or is God's image found in compassion and caring for each other in a way that none of the animal kingdom do?  If you want a good discussion on this St Augustine's book Imageo Dei is still considered classic. One prominent theologian argues that God is neither male nor female but in the union of the two. That is why physical union in marriage is such a sacred act, for it expresses the love which is the image of God. The love between a husband and wife at its very best is a pale shadow of the very nature of God. That is why Satan works so hard to destroy marriage  and pollute our sexuality. Father God is not either male or female but the best of both.

PPT 5     Father is the intimate and personal involvement / interaction of God with us
Believing in God the Father is belief in God who is intimately involved in your life and mine. This is of course in direct and intentional contrast to Indian religions.   The highest aim of the Indian religions is to become divorced from reality; to be separated from humanity and human frailties; to reach the ultimate state of Nirvana, where no pain or joy can touch the devotee. The Brahman can sit in total disassociation from all the events around him in the expectation that he is reaching a god-like state. 

That concept is totally rejected by Biblical Christianity; totally rejected by the compilers of the Apostle's Creed. The God in whom we believe is intimately involved in humanity. I believe in God who is a Father. He has a Father's love.  

PPT 6. "an unshakeable commitment to the ultimate well-being of the loved one"
The best description of love I have heard is "an unshakeable commitment to the ultimate well-being of the loved one" God the Father has that for you and me. That is why he made the huge sacrifice of sending his son. For God so loved the world... That is not Nirvana, not disassociation, but total commitment.   I believe in God who is totally committed to you and me, to this world, and who has demonstrated that commitment time and time and time again. God does not sit on a distant throne, dispassionately and casually gazing over all his immense creation. Jesus said God knows every time a sparrow fails - The word he used means God takes notice every time a sparrow hops on the ground. Watch a flock of sparrows feeding on scattered bread. They are constantly moving, never still. It is impossible to keep your eye on one individual sparrow for long. Yet God records every hop. Jesus said even the hairs on your head are numbered. That is how detailed and personal God's knowledge and care is of you. You are not a number on a WINZ computer. God will never lose you.

PPT 7.    Father means relationship  
We can, and must,  have a personal and individual relationship with him. In fact that is what he desires for each one of us. I believe in God the Father is an affirmation of the personal-ness of that relationship. In fact without the personal-ness of God the Father Almighty it becomes possible to believe in God as a general statement, like belief in a grand planner who has no association with his subjects. 
At the end of the Sermon on the Mount Jesus made an interesting statement. 

PPT 8    "Not everyone who calls me 'Lord, Lord' will enter the Kingdom of heaven, but only those who do what my Father in heaven wants them to do.  When the Judgment Day comes, many will say to me, 'Lord, Lord! In your name we spoke God's message, by your name we drove out many demons and performed many miracles!'  Then I will say to them, 'I never knew you. Get away from me, you wicked people!'   Matthew 7:21-23

 Notice  I never knew you.   These are good people, who lived good lives, never hurt anyone, did many good deeds in Jesus’ name – but did not have a personal relationship with Jesus.  The judgement is Get away from me!!!!   

When the Lord’s Prayer begins “Our Father”  it means you and I are proclaiming that we have a  personal relationship with the God of all creation.  Everything else within the Lord’s Prayer and the Creed depends on this. As indeed everything else within our lives depends on our relationship with the Living God.

I believe in God the Father is a proclamation, not only of who God is, but of our individual relationship with him. As you pray the Lord’s prayer, or proclaim your faith in the Creed, recognise, not the gender of the term, but the personality of God who loves you and calls you to himself.

PPT 9
5. Father means Protection.    We sing  words like:  "He's my rock he's my fortress he's my deliverer in him will I trust.”   And  “Rock of ages cleft for me, let me hide myself in thee”. Another song is: "Hidden under the shadow of his wings we find security.”    

For years I had this poster on the wall of my study:
PPT 10
Help me to remember Lord that nothing's going to happen today that you and I can't handle together
It does not matter what we face;   trials and troubles will come our way, - that is part of being alive.   
It does not matter what we face;  Heartache, hurt, disappointment – you will have your share.  
It does not matter what we face;  sickness or health, poverty or riches… whatever life throws at us.
We have a Father.     

Two small boys boasting at each other.  “My dad can beat your dad.”   And one that beat them all,  “My dad is a policeman.”   What are they doing?   They are acting out the belief that my father can protect me.   When we proclaim in the Apostle’s Creed I believe in God the Father  we are saying that no matter what happens we absolutely trust the God who protects us.    The Old Testament book of Job says Even though he kill me yet I will trust him.  

PPT 11
6.  Father means provision	
God will provide our every need. Not every want or desire but every need.   We can turn to him for every aspect of life. Think about the Lord's Prayer Give us this day our daily bread.     Some people, particularly older people feel they can pray for others but not for their own personal needs. Jesus taught in the Lord's prayer, bring tiny ordinary daily details, like what to have for the next meal, to your Father who loves to meet his children's needs.  We sometimes sing:
Nothing, nothing,  absolutely nothing. 
Nothing is too difficult for thee. 
Do you believe what you sing?

PPT 12
7.   Father means purpose   
There is a reason for living. There is a purpose to this world, in spite of - or maybe because of - all the heartache and tragedy and injustice and wrong that we see all around us. Somewhere God works through the disaster of war and starvation sickness and disease. This world has meaning because God is Father. 

PPT 13
For I know the plans I have for you, " declares the Lord, "plans to prosper you and not to harm you, plans to give you hope and a future. Jeremiah 29:11
Your life and mine has meaning because God is father.
When we proclaim in the Apostle’s Creed I believe in God the Father  we are saying  “I trust my whole life, the very fabric of my being on the fact that God is “Our Father”.  

PPT 14.    Calling God ‘Father “ means:
1. He is Personal
2.  Neither male nor female
3.  Intimate & personal involvement with us
4. God has a Relationship 
5.  He is our Protection
6.  He is our Provider
7.  He gives each one of us Purpose

For all these reasons then we can with confidence proclaim I believe in God the Father.
And in the Lord’s Prayer.  Our Father who art in heaven.






