OUR FATHER IN HEAVEN

Text: Matt 6:9a
Heidelberg Catechism LD 46
Readings: Gal 3:26-4:7; Matt 6:5-9a.
Theme: We are to approach God with intimacy and trust because he is our Father, but also with reverence and confidence because he is in heaven
Purpose: To urge us to pray to our father in heaven with intimacy and reverence.


Most of us here look back over our childhood and years of growing up and are thankful for a father who loved us, provided for us, cared for us and above all, taught us about our Father in heaven. Our upbringing and experiences have given us very positive memories of our fathers. 

Sadly, this is not true for everyone. Some fathers are harsh to their children; some have abused their children sexually, emotionally or mentally. Many fathers in our society have abandoned their kids, throwing in their responsibility and walking out for another relationship or to please themselves. Some fathers have been distant; preoccupied with their rugby, racing and beer. Some of you may have very negative memories of your father.
  
We need to be aware of this because our view of God is often coloured and shaped by our view of our own father. If we have had loving and godly fathers then we will have a positive view of God as our Father; if we had distant and cold fathers then we may have a poor view of God as our Father. 
Today we want to consider God as "Our Father in heaven". Our understanding of God as our Father must be shaped by the Bible and not by our own experience or by our earthly fathers.

These opening words of the Lord's Prayer are very familiar, so much so that we often say them without thinking. Yet Martin Luther said that if he could understand the first few words of the Lord's Prayer he would never be the same again. Let's consider how we should understand them.

1. OUR FATHER

a. Explanation

i. God is our Father

There is a general sense in which God is the Father of all people in the world because he is our Creator. He created everyone in the world and every person in the world owes their life to him. He brought us into existence. He is the Father of us all.

But the Bible usually uses this word in a more limited and specific sense in that God is the Father of believers. He is our Father, not only by creation, but also by redemption. He bought us to be his own and then adopted us into his family. We can call him Abba, Father, because we have been included into his family as sons and daughters. 

This has happened through the Lord Jesus Christ. If it had not been for Jesus we would have remained outside the family, we would be orphans. Our sin prevented God our Father from adopting us into the family. He is holy and he cannot include rebellious children who want nothing to do with him. But through his death Jesus took our sin on himself and he died in our place so that we could be accepted by God. God bought us, he redeemed us as his own through the precious blood of Jesus his Son. Jesus is our Mediator who has made it possible for us to call God our Father. 

ii. This is a personal relationship. If you believe in Jesus then God has adopted you into his family as a son or a daughter. This must happen to each one of us, one by one, person by person. Adoption does not come by family connection. You are not adopted into God’s family just because your parents or grandparents or brothers or sisters are part of the family. No, God must be your Father, and that comes through faith in him, you must believe in him. 

iii. But this relationship with God as our Father is also communal, or covenantal. God is the Father of all of us who believe, so we pray to our Father. The people of Israel had a strong sense of being part of the covenant people of Israel. That is true of us as the people of God in the New Covenant. We are part of a community of faith, the body of Christ; together we pray to our Father. We do that as a local church, aware that we are part of the church universal. 
God is not just my Father, but he is also your Father, and so he is our Father. The opening two words of the Lord's Prayer remind that we are not praying alone, by ourselves, as an individual; we are all in prayer, praying to our Father. 

b. Applications

i. This relationship with God as our Father is close and intimate. That ought to characterize the relationship between parents and children. One of the first words a child learn is “daddy", which warms a father's heart! In his letters the apostle Paul describes our adoption as sons, by which we cry out, "Abba, Father." (Rom 8:15ff; Gal 4:6). 

This is how God revealed himself to his people in the Old Testament. Israel said about God; “O Lord, you are our Father.” (Is 64:8; Deut 32:6) And God said to David about Solomon; "I will be his Father, and he will be my son." (2Sam 7:14)  However, as time went on the Jews lost this awareness of God as their Father. That was evident in the prayers of the Pharisees which were stiff and formal.

When the disciples saw and heard Jesus praying to his Father they realised that he knew something about prayer that neither they nor the religious leaders knew, so they asked him to teach them to pray.  
In response Jesus taught them to approach God simply and directly, as children speaking to their father. Our language should be natural and normal. There is no need for ornate words or flowery language or a special voice. We have the privilege of drawing near to God, who is "the father of the fatherless" (Psalm 68:5). Psalm 103 assures us that "as a father has compassion on his children so the Lord has compassion on those who fear him, for he knows how we are formed, he remembers that we are dust." (v 13) So we can approach God with the closeness and intimacy of a child speaking to his father.

ii. And we approach him with trust.
Sometimes you are in a park and you see a little girl, frightened by a big dog, who goes running back her father for his protection. 
Or think of a son who has a bad dream and cries at night calling for his daddy.
Or you see little children ready to jump from a height or from a distance believing that their father will catch them. Little children have an implicit confidence in their father. 
We are to trust our Father in heaven as little children trust the earthly father they love. We need this confidence and faith in God. 
He is your Father and you can rely on him, you can trust him, he won't let you fall. When you call out to him in faith he is there, and he hears you and he will answer you. 

Our relationship with God is that of children to their father; it is personal and communal, close and trusting. The Catechism says, “At the very beginning of our prayer Christ wants to kindle in us what is basic to our prayer – the childlike awe and trust that God through Christ has become our Father.” (Q. 120)

2. Secondly, our Father is IN HEAVEN.

a. Explanation

i. Heaven is the place where God dwells, where he has his throne. It is his sanctuary, his temple.  Of course, he is not confined to Heaven. Solomon, at the dedication of the temple, said; "The heavens, even the highest heavens cannot contain you." (1 Kings 8:27). But heaven is the seat of his power, the area of his dominion. In the vision by which he was called as a prophet Isaiah had a vision of heaven and said that he "saw the Lord, seated on a throne, high and exalted." (Is 6:1). Later God spoke through Isaiah saying; "I live in a high and holy place" (57:15).

Heaven is place where God is worshipped and adored by the four living creatures, the 24 elders and millions of angels, as well as by the saints who have already died. It is a place of glory and majesty, of radiance and splendor - a place where God dwells in unapproachable light that no one has seen or can see.

ii. That God is in heaven means that he is powerful; God is almighty and sovereign. Nothing is too hard for him. He has the infinite resources of heaven at his disposal; "Our God is in heaven; he does whatever pleases him." (Ps 115:3). 
God's power has been delegated to his Son who is seated in heaven at his right hand. Jesus said, "All authority has been given to me." God the Father has made the nations his inheritance, the ends of the earth his possession. (Ps 2:8).

iii. That God is in heaven means that he is omniscient, which means that he is all-seeing.
Sometimes children try to do something sneaky, behind their father's back; they hope they won't be noticed, that their father won't see what they are doing. And sometimes they get away with it. 
The Scriptures picture God in heaven looking down on the people of the earth, watching everything that is going on; "The Lord looks down from heaven on the sons of men to see if there are any who understand, any who seek God." (Ps 14:2) Our earthly fathers sometimes miss what is going on, but our Father in heaven sees and knows everything, nothing escapes his notice. 

b. Applications
i. Because our Father is in heaven we must regard him with reverence and awe. 

Children sometimes speak disrespectfully to their fathers, which is wrong, because we are commanded to honour our father and mother. 
Some Christians speak to God with disrespect. They are too familiar, and familiarity breds contempt. They speak to God as if he were one of their mates at work or a neighbour over the fence. 
We must remember who God is, that he is in heaven, and we must speak to him in prayer with great respect. 

You may have heard the expression, "Fools rush in where angels fear to tread." The angels in heaven know the majesty and glory of God and they honour the Lord, so should we. As you begin to pray, pause and think about who you are and who God is. 
We are creatures of the great Creator; puny people of the earth addressing the almighty Lord in Heaven. 
The men of God in the Bible realized this.
Moses hid his face because he was afraid to look at God. Isaiah said, "Woe to me... My eyes have seen the king, the Lord Almighty." (Is 6)
Ezekiel saw the appearance of the likeness of the glory of the Lord and fell facedown. (Ezk 1) We too need to approach God with reverence. 

ii. Yet we can also pray with confidence.
The catechism says that these words teach us "to expect everything for body and soul from his almighty power." (Q. 121)

As earthly fathers we are very limited.
Think of fathers who watch their children being swept away in flood waters and who are unable to save them. 
Think of a father sitting at the bedside of his daughter who is dying of cancer feeling utterly helpless because he cannot make her better. 
As earthly parents we often feel powerless.

But we have a Father in heaven who is all powerful. We can go to him with absolute confidence because he will provide us with all we need, for body and soul, in life and death, in this life and in the world to come. God does that in and through the Lord Jesus his Son. He has given us his Son as the greatest gift of all and he continues to provide for all our daily needs. 


Some of us have very positive experiences of our fathers while the experience of others is negative or even terrifying. But no matter what your earthly father was like, you can put all your trust in your Father who is in heaven. 
If you do not know him then pray to him, believing that he exists, and that he rewards those who earnestly seek him.” (Heb 11:6) 
If you do know him, then continue to trust in him and continue to pray to him through the Lord Jesus Christ. 

The opening address of the Lord’s Prayer teaches us that God is a God of grace and glory, of love and power, of mercy and majesty.
It teaches us that we can approach him in prayer with intimacy and trust because he is "our Father", and that we must pray to him with reverence and confidence because he is "in Heaven".
So we begin our prayers by reminding ourselves of to whom we have come: "Our Father, in heaven".  

Amen

