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Maj 36, 1911 John Leonard Cole

J The Doctrine of the FATHERHOOD

OF GOD:

Its Meaning and Value

One of the earliest conceptions that our child mind 
forms of God is that of a Father; and the most pr^ious thot that 

we entertain thruout life and cling to down.:-to old age, is that 

embodied in the familiar phrase, "Our Father, who art in Heaven". 

Young and old, wise and simple—men of every class and creed love 

to look up with child-like trust to a God who is also a Father 
% 

and has revealed Himself in that form more clearly and intimately 

than in any other. The Fatherhbod is the very heart and core of 
our religion; about the Fatherhbod centers the providence of God, 

theincarnation, the atonement and all the -basal tenets of our 
\ Christianity.

Yet, fundamental to all theological thot as the doctrine 

is, there is not absolute unanimity among .Christina writers as to 

the meaning of the Fatherhood. Each writer gives to the subject 

a peculiar turn, a different scope, so that the seeker after the 

truth!is left bewildered rather than helped by much of the theolog­

ical discussion on the Fatherhood of God. By reviewing the Biblical 

history of the doctrine, and examining some of the ideas held 

now, we may reach some definite settled personal view on the 

matter. Briefly, we shall review the Old Testament teaching upon 
"Fatherhood", tracing the development of the idea and its gradual 

elevation and spiritualization. There will we discover the oldest 

and crudest ideas about Jehovah and Israel’s filial relation to Him.

We say "Israel’s filial relation" because from the birth of the 

doctrine, persisting do^vn thru many centuries of the history of
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th© proud sons of Abraham, God was thot of as Father only of the 

Hebrew people. By betth and Esraelitish birth alone did one re­
ceive the priveli^tge of calling himself a son of the Most High God.

Accepting the book of Hosea as the earliest Qld Testament 

literature which-contains pertinent references, we find that the 
land or nation as a whole stands in the relation to God of a wife 

to a husband, (Hosea, Chap. 1 and 5), and the children of this 

faithful wife are knov/n as th© children of God. As long as 
she is ih'righti^elatioh with her husband (J"), the offspring are 

"sons of the living God". Ezekial (23:37, 16:21)) presents a 

similar notion of the members of a nation or sommunlty, in cove­
nant relations with God, being rightly known as his sons.

There is another, and, we might say, higher viev; of 

the sonship of Israelites in Hosea 11, the first four-verses, be­
ginning , "When Israel was a child, then I lov.ed him, and called 

my son out of Egypt," This and succeeding verses introduces more 

of th© fatherly oar© and guidance into Jehovah’s relation to 

Israel. But it is still only the people of Israel who are known 

as hisDhilddB,
The next step upward, in gr(w?Qth of th© doctrine is indi­

cated in the entreaties to Israel in the prophecy of Jeremiah, (Chap. 

3). Along with the conjugal relation still persisting in 3:14, 4, 

there is a conception devoid of ^jhysical origin where sonship is 
based on divine pardon, protection and inheritance: "But 1/said 

How fitill put Jthee among the children and give thee a pleasant 

land, a goodly heritage of the hosts of th© nations! and I said 

Y© shall call me My Father, and shall not turn away from following 

me—--Beturn, ye backsliding children, I will heal your backslidings".

In Deuteronomy th© national , or birth condition as
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3. ■
claim on-God’s Fatherhood, Seems to be transcended and the ground 

of sonship is hojainess. ”Ye are the children of Jehovah your God: 

ye shall not cut yourselves nor make any baldness between your 

eyes for the dead. For thou -art a holy people unto Jehovah, thy 
God, and Jehova^ hath chosen thee to be a people for his own poss­

ession, above all the pe'oples that are upon the face of the earth". 
(Deu. 14:1,2). In the Song of Moses (Chap. 32) the title of sons 

and daughters is withdrawn from those who"dealt corruptly with him" 

Here in several verses (5,9,20, 21, 43) a moral element is intro­
duced which is to be more strongly emphasized later. "In the fear 

of the Lord is strong confidence; and his children shall have 
a place of refuge" exclaims the writer of proverbs (14:26). But 

in the prophecy of Isaiah, or Deutero-Isaiah, the moral element 

is so prodoraiaant that sonship belongs even to Gentiles^and Heb­
rews arb excluded if unfaithful to JehoVah. "For thou are our Father, 

though Abraham knoweth us not, and Israel doth not acknowledge 
us: thou, 0 Jehovah, art our Father, our Redeemer from everlasting 

is thy name" (Is. 63:.16). Chapter 64:8, 65:1, 66:19-21 still fur­

ther implyes that others than Israelites 8.re to be blessed with 

sonship, based not on bebrth, but spiritual redemption. Malachi 

asks (2:10)‘ "Have we not all one Father? Hath not one God created 

us?" And in 3:17 Jehovah promises that those who feared Him

should be spared, and "I will spare them as a man spareth his 

onsm son that serveth-him" .
In this cursory resume we have seen in the Old Testament 

the
a gradual development inAmeaning of God’s Fatherhood, and e-onohip f 

sonship of man, J. S. Candlish has thus exhibited these stages, 

"(1) Prom the first it appears to be raised above a physical noticxi 

by the conception it as nrigin from the people that is married to 

J". Then (2), it is conceived as being members of the people
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that Jehovah has created as his son, (3) as being taught and train­

ed by Jehovah as a father, and- (4) as not constituted by mere natur­

al descent, but by the fear' of the Lord, and so, possible for those 
who are not by birth members of the people of Israel". (H.B.D, Vol, 

II, p. 217).

In turning to the -Hew Testament the Fatherhood of God 

looms Instantly into a more prominent place. It is clarified, 

and amplified and given a taore definite theological cast. Beginn­

ing with J'esus who made that the very'foundation of His message, 

and the principal point of His revelation to men, the writers in 
the Nevf Testament gave it the particular coloring which their nature 

and training prompted. The fountain-head of all the references 

and discussion, of course, was the teaching of Jesus, the Unique 

Son, upon the sonshrp of men, and how it was obtained. So, before 
we examine what- the followers of Jesus said about God, the Father, 

and men as His children, we should study carefully what He said 
about the Fatherhood and its significance.

X Christ doesn not explicitely say anywhere that sonship

is ^heeprenogative of Gentiles as well as Jews; but he does not, 

on the other hand, make it depend on birth in the seed of Abraham. 

And he does most emphatically make sonship to depend on kindness, 

peaceableness, generous dealing man as brothers, in short on the 
possession of those qualities which are in the Holy Father Simself. 

God is the Fatherof all in the "Kingdom", and entrance to thsft 
Kingdom, Christ teaches, is open to all men. By inference, there­

fore, Christ does teach that God is the Father of Gentile or 

Jew, barbarian, bond or free--anyone who is eligible to enter 

the "Kingdom of Heaven". And that leaves no doubt that all men are
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included in the fatherly care and protection of God. In Mathev^ 8:11 

He said, "And I nay unto you that many shall come from the east and 

the west, and shall sit down with Abraham^ Isaac and Jacoh in 
the Kingdom of Heaven”. This and his saying (Mt. 9:1©, 13) came 

not to call the righteous hut sinners to repentance” implyemore 

clearly that God is the universal Father, i.e., his paternity is 
not limited to believers. The parable of the Prodigal Son even more 

then these seems to imply that the filial relation of the unregeneoate 

and rebellious in not destroyed,’ but that men even in sin, are 

God’s children.

As a matter of fact, Christ lays more stress on the 

correlative truth that man’s relation does depend upon his belief 
the 

and his manner of life; thatAmere fact of being born, or "created" 

does not make one a true son of God, but it is thru Him and His 
life in us 'that the benefits of sonship-~at least, the highest ben­

efits-- reach to us. No one, he declares, can knovz the Father but 

ghe Son and he to whomsoever the Son reveals him (Mt. 11:2S). The 

blessedness of the Kingdom and of being His brothers and sisters,* 
(so,sons of God) belongs not to those who say "Lofid, Lord", but 

to those v/ho do the will of His Father in Heaven (Mt. 7:21). "Foh 

whosoever shall do the will of ray Father vzho is in heaven, he is 

my torother and sister and mother”. (Mt. 12:50). It is interesting 

to note, f^pQther, that in speaking of men, Jesus always uses the 

terra "sons”, Dipl rather than "children", a , The former, 

some believe, directs attention to the relationship and priviledge, 

a word expressive of more maturity, jberhaps, than the other.

is pr<^ferred by John and emphasizes oririn rather than a relation. 
Paul employs KjV o L , and, as we have said, Jesus always uses it.
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It suggests that the sons are in a relation of peculiar trust 

and. confidence; and may lares, imply a personal element in the son- 

ship. It is not a general or universal prerogative, but a personal 

and individual matter depending upon the disposition of each perscn.
Flowing from this revelation, which Jesus gives, there 

run thru the New -Testament two currents of teaching, tho not of 

equal volume or force. One teaches the "universal” fatherhood: 

all men are sons of God. The othat; and the more prominent, «limited" 

Fatherhood4-only regenerate are sons of God. Some writers stand 

for one phase, others for the other; yet in nearly all,ths both 
views are more or less mingled. Paul, with his strong legal train­

ing and emphasis on "adoption" stands fhe most stanch ezponent of 

limited sense of the Fatherhood-true sons are created only by 
the work of grace of Je^us Christ. Yet in Paul’s writings are ut­
terances looking toward the other view. In his speach at Athens 
(Acts 17:88,29) he speaks of all men as the offspring of God, be^ 

cause he has made us that we should know him and live, move and have 

our being in him. In Col, (1:15-17) he farther declares all things 

to be in and thru the onlybegotten Son, Christ. And in Cor. 8:6 

the universality of God’s Fatherhood is emphatically taught: "There 
is one God, the Father,of^hom are all things and we unto him; and 

one Lord Jesus Christ thru whom are all things and we through him". 
The writer of Hebrews, who uses the name "children" rather than 
"sons". Inclines toward the sonship of all created spirits wh6n 
he says (12:6), ---shall we not mu-Qh more be in Subjection toto

the Fathercf spirits and live ". James as clearly as any of 

the N.T. writers represents God as absolute, universal Father, (1:87) 
"pure religion beofre our God andFather--"; (3:9)"therewith curse 
we men who are made after the likeness o/ood". m this sense of
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being made- £n His likeness and subject to his care., all men, be- 

lievers or not, are represented as children of God.
These few represent about the sum of New Testament verses 

which jbean toward the side of a universal Fatherhood. Scripturally, 

the doctrine is of absolute and universal Fatherhood is not strongly 

supported. Xn a book designed to lead men to repentance and the 

highest relations with God, it- is to be expected that the emphasis 
should rest upon the fatherhood■that comes thru Christ and. the. re­

generate life, and thattthe blessedness of sonship thru acquired 

likeness to God, should be held out as the great desideratum. The 
purpose of the New Testament writers seems to be to 'combat '‘entirely 

the notion that God ‘acfiepts men as children because they happen 

to be aorn in a Jewish home, and to set up instead a harder dri- 
terion, yet e. broader and faireci one, based on doing the yriH hf 

God, thru the strength imparted by Jesus Christ.
3Phus, Paul labors thru the most of his Epistle to the 

Galatians to shw them that before bhrist camp they Jews-, children 

of Abraham, were kept in tutelage, were but wards, or servants, learn 

ing the "rudiments of the world”, together with tlie Gentilesi 
Christas coming brot full sonship to those who were in ward, and 

freedom to those who were slaves. ”But nov/ that faith is .come, we 

Are no longer under a tutor, For ye are all sons of God thmugh 
faith in Christ Jesus’* (Gal. 5:25, 26); "-—but when the fulneps cf 

time came, God sent forth his son, born of a woman, born under the 

law, that he might redeem them that were under the law, that/we 
might receive th© adoption of sons". (Gal. 4:4,5), Here it is 

clear that Paul does not view all created, beings as sons, but only 

those who, thru faith have "put on" Christ Jesus, been buried with 

him and raised to nevmess of life. (Rov 6:4). As above mentioned



James makes one reference which points to a universal Fatherhood, 
hut in chapter 1, verse 18, the weight of meaning is on the other 

side: "Of his own will he brought us forth hy the word' of turhh, 

that we should he a kind of first-fruits of his creatures", peter 

is more pronounced in the nepessity of a new hirth for sons of God, 

one of the references being similar to the one just quoted from 
James, "Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, 

who according to his great mercy begat us again from the dead", 

raking this with the statment in 1:23 ("Having been begotten again 

not of corruptible seed, hut of uncorruptible through the word of 
God v/hich liveth and abicieth") the conclusion is unavoidable 

that peter esteems the sonship of God as beginning in a marked 
change in heart and life comparable to the "new birth" of which 

Jesus spoke to Nicodemus. Peter (1:17) mbre directly implies that 

all men are not to__address God as "Father", hut only those who hy 
belief have been begotten ggain, if ye call on him as Father, 
who without respect of person Judgeth according to each man's 

work, pass the time of your sojourning in fear". John's Gospel 

stands decidedly on the ground of a limited Fatherhood, or one 

which prevails over men only thru the work of Christ. It is allied 

■closely to the Petrine teaching in that JoVin prefers the word 
"children" and not "sons", and points thus to the origin of the 

paternity of God rather than the relation that exists between God 
and us. Corresponding accurately to Paul's idea- of "adoption^ thru 
Christ (without the technical language) is John's introductory 

statement (1:12, 13) "to as many as received him, to them gave he 

the right to become the children of God, even to them that believe 

on his name, who were born not of blood, nor of the will of the flesh 
not of the will of man, but of God". The last half of the verse bi. 

brings out the distirctive teaching of the Fourth Gospel—a new
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birth, not Allied to natural generation, nor common bond of human 

brotherhood, not depending oh natural instincts of man (’’will of 

flesh”), nor on volition of human will('’will of man"), but coming 

solely thru the grace of Christ to those who believe on him. 

Safeguarding against njere intellectual faith, howeuer-, he makes the 
true s^onship depend also on a new life, actuated by love, and fill­

ed with righteousness: 1 John, 2:26, "If yeknow that he is right­

eous, ye know also that everyone that doeth righteousness is be­

gotten. of him". John goes further in defining the condition of 

those who are without Christ than the other vzriters. They are "ly­
ing in the evil one" (UJno.5:19); they are the "children of the 

Devil" (?:lo). Christ came as the propitiation for the sin of 
the whole wo<\^ I j8hn 10--"'Vhosoever is begotten of God 
doeth no sin, because his seed 'i^ideth in him; and^e cannot sin 

because h:^ is begotten ^f God. In this the children of God are 
manifest and- the bhildren of the devil; whosoever doeth no righteous­

ness is not of God, neither he that boveth not his brother". Christ 

came as propitiation for the sin of the whole world (3:3), 

but the general argument of the Foruth Gospel is against all men 

being considered God’s children—Christ, a new birth, a life of 

righteousness, are first necessary.

JohnsrdpEtS^ntsnJesus as flatly denying the claim ©f the 
Jews to have one Father, God, on the ground of lack of faith in 
him. "If God were your Father,ye would love me, for I came forth 
and am come from God; for|nelther have I come of myself, but ife 

sent me—ye are of your father, the devil, and the lusts of your 

father it is your will to do" (John 8:42-44). S'romxthisxaxarn

From this examination of the Bibl? testimony, we must 

agree, whatever our personal views may have been, that the bulk of 
Scriptural authority is opposed to universal Fatherhood—if we take
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universal Fatherhood as expressing similar paternal* relations, 

add similar filial privilodges for alL men, regardless of their 

individual attitude to^vwrd the Christ. While "universal" in the 
sense of not bounded by national lines is certainly taught, "unvehsal 

in the sense of obliterating moral division is contradicted by 

weight of Scripture. Altho mere numbers of references taken inde­

pendent of context may not be conclusive argument, one v/ay or amother 
it is significant that in a collocation of Scripture dealing 
with Fatherhood (Naves' Topical Bible) thero. were over twice as 

many references which taught, directly or indirectly, a Father­

hood of believers as those v/hich taught g&therhood of all men. 

There were in fact as many references which pointe'd towards a Father 
for Jews or>ly as for a universal Father: nine of each^ and twenty- 
four v/hic'h regarded God as the Father of faithful ^nd believing.

With so much in the Scripture on the -side of a restrict­
ed Fatherhood, there is still a Iftrge amt5unt of argument, based 

on philosophic abd rational considerations in favor of a universal 
t

Fatherhood. D.F. Eaurice, F. W. Robertson, and such writers, have 
i

maintained the position that all men are children of God. AY M. 
Fairbairn in "Christ in Modern Theology", strongly supports the 

Tho
same point.a it is not the view most clearly set forth in the Bible 
it seems to be the one that appeals most strongly to the mind and 

heart of minds and hearts of men generally. It is- vj-hat vre like 

to believe., and what the average man, if iquestionefi, will declare 
to be his fonviction, that God is Father of every created human 
being,-ho matter how far from Divine llbeness^es^may have departed,— 

regardless of how they have proved disobedient children If the 
"will to believe" is to be trusted as an indicator of moral 

truth, we will have to allow a universal breadth to the paternity 

of God.
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31. Dr. Fairbairn,
in Buppprtinr this point on philosophical grounds* (The Place of 

Christ in Modern Theology, PP- 843-4), makes the sonship of all 

men depend upon the ethical end or motive of God in creating men. 
With Dr.Candlish he rejects a definition of Fatherhood which refers 
only to the physical creation-one given by Dr. Crawford in his "Reply 

to Dr. Candlish: "Fatherhood implies the origination b? one intellt 

gent person by another intelligent, like in nature to himself, and 

the continued support, protection, and nourishment of the person 
thus originated by him to whom he owes his being". With Dr. Cand­

lish, Fairbairn refuses to dispute such a universal fatherhood. 

"For all that we have is a figurative and euphonious way of des­

cribing the creation and providence. But cur discussions have thm- 

oughpreceeded upon this principle:-Fatherhood cannot here be 

stated in physical terms of crctxun or procreation, which repre­
sents an instrumental or secohdary caused, but only in terms of 

ethical motive, relation and end. It is not the phynloal act^.as 
physical, that is constitutive of paternity, but th^act is ethically 

conditioned and determined. Man is God".s son, not simply because 
God's creature and ^.odiike., but because bf the God and the ends 

of the God whose creature he is. Fatherhood does not come through 

creation, but rather, creation came because of Fatherhood. The 
essential love out of which creation issues determined the standing 

of the created before the Qreator, and the relatibn of the Creator 

to the created. When love is causal it is paternal; where it 

creates a fellow with whom it can have fellowahip, the relation 
of the created is filial. Spiritual and personal relations, which 

have their ends in sprtitual -and personal needs, cannot be stated- 

in terms of physical creation, or .political institution, but 
only in those of the heart and the life. And the aboriginal rela-
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tion of* man and God is the universal ana permanent; within it all 

later possibilities are coijtained. It is the emptiest nomialism to 

speak of the adoption of a man Who never was a son, for the term 

f'an denote nothing real. The legal fiction has a use only when it 

represents, or pretends to represent something in the world of 
fact; but to speak of the ’’adoption” of a creature who is no re­

spect a son, is to use the term which is here without the saving 

virtue of sense. The sonship must be real to start with if adoption 

is ever to be real, and its reality depends on the reality of the 

paternity. If the motive and ends 6f God in the creation of men 

were paternal, then man's filfal relation follows, and it' stands, 
howe^er^a son he may prove himself to be”.

This, it appears to us, is plainly taught in Christ’s 
parable of the prodigal Son., The son who wandered was no less a 

son than the one who stayed at home; the paternaVattributes were 
prevalent i^o leas in the father’s relation to the Prodigal than 

to the faithful. When the erring boy was sunk to lowest shame, 
when he had squandered all of his inheritance, the father’s love 
went out to him with undying intensity. Tho the boy erred, the 
father’s instinct and affection could and did not err. Viewed 

thus, from the standpoint of the paternity in God’s end or object 
and the immutability of Hig cahracter, we must grant a Fatherhood 

extending to every being, or else admit the inconsistsHKyxkhact 

po&itDOn that some people have gotten into the world without the 
that

loving will of God being exerted toward them; Adhere are som^ men 

toward whom it is not true that "God is love”. If God is love, 

if God is Qauial in the creatior^^f all men, then the irresistable 

conclusion is, God is paternal toward all-"a universal Father.

The apparent inconsistency of this rational and natural 

view, with what we found taught in tho Bible is only apparent.



13..
There is no real contradiction between our conception of God’s 

relation to men as it is gained from total view presented in the 
the one natural to our

Scripture and/^our consciousness, and -that, which trCLught-in npoclflo 
Fe^^ererrces. We need only to realize that Fatherhood and sonship 

are used in a double sense; the one referring to the general 

paternal relatiohr which extends to'all men, a objects of God’s 

love and Fatherhood; tiio ochor to the 'oecufti^r, intimate communicn V
grantel to tnose who are ’’sons” thru uhrist. it is not wrenching 

the sense of the name, or the unity of the father, to divide
atherhood into two phases, and sons into two classes corresponding: 

ratherhood of generation, by which is meant more than the physxaal 

acts of creation,-the love, providence, readiness on nis part to 

receive ihto most intimate relations, is included; and Fatherhood 

of regeneration, expressive of the relation of those who have come 
into Justifying -and regenerating relations with vrod. nnd accordingly 
sons of &pd are of tv/o sorts: sons by creation: to whom '^od’s 

heart yearns, for whom he sent Christ as propitiation for the 

sin'’of the whole world”; and sons by recreation, as those 

who have been made anew by faith in Christ, "horn again" of the 
Spirit, xhe one condition vre might express by the prodigal bji 

the midst of his excesses^-a son, truly loved and longed for; 

the other, the prodigal after repentance and humble return to the 
B’ather’s house. Fatherhood was not lost for a moment, not the 

sonship, but both were glorified and enhanced by the change in the 
son’s heart, and the son was admitted to higher and choicer 

priviledges as a regenerate son than before, xhere is a place 

in this satisfying view for the universal rather- the "ratherof 
spirits", and the _ather of believers ho have been "adopted” or 

become sons and heirs, nofwarda"; while the ratherhood in the sense 

of toOd’s love and providence Is unchanged there is recognized a higher
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position, a happier state for those who have received Hirn and 

been given the right to become sons of aod. This is the view 

advocfefed by x. J'. Crawford in hi "xhe fatherhood of ^iod” .

also by ur,.]frioyd vj. -yompkinson in "Addresses on the v^ospel of 
ot. Jol|n", commenting on the passage in the prorogue of John, 
(erses 12 and 13), he says "Hence you see what a growth there is 

is in our relationship to uod. i am nod’s child because he has 

made me. I am nod’s child because he has re-made me thru Jesus 
Christ, and yet, you notice how the tnith enters, we are all nod’s 
children by creation, but only those who believe in ^om have received 

the power to become his sons by recreation--- l^hen you turn to the

’sons of '^od* interpreted by’recreation’ how much more wonderful 

it ifi to be god’s son; to be admitted to nis fellowship because 1 
trust Him and love .Him; and being His beloved son, to be admitted 
more and more as 1 am able to bear it info the mysteries of his 4 *
txnith, to be made more and more the object of His confidence, to be 

made more and more acquainted with the powerful purposes through wSi 

^hich He works; to be more and more in my own being after His 

image“-Gonverted into his likeness-- and atldast to be admitted 

into His presence where -shall be revealed the very acme of glory . 

rhis quotation sets forth clearly the difference in the sonships 
to which we refer—not difference of kind, but of degree; God the 

Father alike immutable,but revealing more of Himself to those 

who are sons, born of "incorruptible seed.
While Paul emphasizes more the sonship by regeneration, 

(or "adoption”, to use his phraseologythis compromise view is not 
at all contradictory to his. Ife it not^just the distinction 

which he draws between men (Jews and Gentiles) in tutelage, under 

the "rudiments" (but still they were sons), and men under grace
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in uhrist. "Adoption” ia our ovm view is but the advancement from 

sonship by creation to sonship’by recreation—but, as rairbairn 

pointed out,"sons" atlthe time.sf This Fatherhood conforms,too, 
*iith the declafcation of Harnaok in "..nat ia ^nrioui^nity';" (p,70), 

that the whole of jesiis’ message may be reduced to two heads: 

"kjoci as the rather, and the human soul so ennobled that it can
and does unite with him". Thus Harnack implies that there is no 

change in the fatherhood; that is the eternal fundamental in 

Christian theology; but as the soul of man is ennobled, there 

an elevating ©fidthe relation of the son with father. ihru benefits 

od the Oftiybegobten, the oon in a unique sense, (which are to 

all sons) some advance to the stage of sons by regeneration;
1 and the Fatherhood is then that which have called the .Father- 

hoo-d of regeneration. Only let us bear in mind in use of this 

two-fold ratherhood, that the paternity of God doe s not change;
’< *-

He is the one in v/hora in thia respect, as in every other, "there 

is no variableness, neither shadow that is -cast by turning".

H4sLiove is so broad as to make him yearn for the wayward son, even 

more than for the obedient, so we may interpret the parable of 

the lost sheep, the rrodigal son. The only thing that changes 

is the condition of the child of God by indifference to or respon- 

□ iveneessto the invitation of Christ, who caYne for the express pur­
pose of calling sinners, winning the loS^st sheep, or in the terms 

of our exposition, making all of the sons by creation, sons by 

Regeneration. That is why the weight of Bible testimony seeiys 
,to be against the broader Fatherhood of God--it is a book which voe 

voices the call of God to men, to enter a- better relation with 

Him, and so there sounds thro it continually, the call to higher 

holier sonship, to respond to--the love of a Father, realize his 

3onship and show in mind and life a likeness to Him.



15. I I
This leads us naturally to mention briefly some of' the 

benefits of this double view of the Fatherhood. 1. it links all 

men with God by the tenderest tie in human experience, the love of 

a Father for son, and unites all men with one another in the bond 

of brotherhood, it destroys all of exclusiveness and pride

such as prompted the Jews to conceive that the seed of Abraham 

alone were the sons fif tiod and entitled to his special care. 

It bpings God close to all men, and does av/uy vzith that blind 
groping after vrod"if haply they might feel after him and find him" 

which marked--and marred—v.reek philosophy, and even, u-reek theology. 

It it only on such a view as ours that Paul could declare to 
the "religious" Athenians "no is not far from each one nf us, 
for in him we live and move and have our being" . (n-Cts 17:27). 

The error of even ureek Christian theology was in ©ver-emphasiz­

ing th0^ Sonship of Christ until the sonship of men was impoverished. 
I* ** I*"Fatherhood is so‘Confined to iJh© first ^ersoh of the Trinity, and 

Sonship to the second that God tends to lose the unity and reality 

of ttis moral relations to man, and man the unity and reality of f 
his moral being before uod". men who are trught that Christ’s 

sonship alone is real--that theirs is virtually a figure of speech*-- 

He alone the i)On by nature, they oflily by adoption, begin soon to 
feel isolated from uod by a great space. Fatherhood and sonship 

are on the way to extinction as far as they concern God and men in 
their relations. Anything that impairs the filial’ consciousness 
in men, or tends to separate God from humanity, is cont^4>pjto the 

supreme purpose of God for mankind, and defeats the very mission 

of Christ to the world.
2. The broad view of God’s paternity affords greatest 

incentive to missionary and evangelistic endeavor. To feel that 

the unbeliever really bejongs to God, is properly a child of God,



and that, as a sinner, he is, for the time being, abnornal, is 

ghe greatest spur to the zeal of one who would bring all men to 

God. He understands■the purpose of Christ in the parable of the 

lost sheep, the Iosl coin, the wandering son; the appreciates why 
Christ died and apostles|labored—hhat men might be re-claimed. 

Enmity with God is discord; union and trust is harmony, bin and 

rebellion are abnormal, obedience is normal. So, the evangelist 

or missionary is enthused with the thot that he is not working against 

the natural; he is simply trying to restore the natural relation, 

and awaken^in a lethargic soul, consciousness of its greater poss- 
ibilitytand privileXge. He is not trying to drag- someone into 

the family who is by nature without, or striving to ’’adopt” one 

who is not by right a son; he is simply leading back a son who 

had brbken from the family hearth, and been lost in the wilderness 

of Sint’,
3. The double s^nse of the Fatherhood avoids the deaden­

ing effect of pantheism and universalism by providing a place for 

the essential doctrine of faith in Chris^, salvation and sanctifi- 
I

cation Him. By recognizing that sonship by nature is not 
sufficient to save, the cross of Christ is not made of none efffect.

The life of ’’son by regeneration” is high, far above the life of 
"son by creation”, asjthe man is-above the child, or freedman nobler 

than the slave, while the love of God is broadened in this view, h 

the way of life is still straight and narrow; for the superstruc­

ture of a true Christian life, we have still no other foundation 
thaib that which is .laid which is Christ Jesus. The sinner hasfche 

love of a real father inviting him back to the joys of a home 

full of good things, and the returned son has an ideal sufficiently 
high/ to elicit his deepest trust and greatest endeavor-th© Only- 

begotten Son of God. Things of spirit are not placed on the same
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level with the things of the flesh-; there is still ample room for 

the highest endeavor of the Spirit-filled saint; growth into the 

life of a regenerate sojJ demands all the striving of the most as­
piring Christian, and all the strengthening of the guiding Spirit. 

In an instant, by process of birth, we becojne sons of the first 

class, but it,is only thru a life founded on Christ, lived in close 

communion vzith the Father that we are sons in the higher sense. 

This progressive sonship John dwells upon from the Pro)jogue of 

hi^k Gospel^to the Epistles. After years of holy babor for Christ he 

writes to the mature Christians, "Beloved now are we the sons of 

God, and it is not yet made manifest what we shall be. we know 

that if it be manifested, we shall be like him—-"(I Jno.3:2). The 

Saint of Patmos evidently believed that there was plenty of room 

for development ^odv/ard for those who knew the Fatherhood of uod 
even Ih.the most Intimate aspect.

, 'J k J4.* Another vadue of this interpretation of the doctrine 
is expressed by Fairbairn in speaking of Jesus’ use of the Pather- i
hood. "He makes the Fatherhood the basisof all the duties which 

man ovzes uod. Supreme love to God is possible only because Ccxj. ig 
i 

love. On the ground of mere .sovereignty, or judicial and auto­
cratic authority, the first commandment could never be enjoined. 

We cannot love simply beeause we will or wish or are commanded, 
only

buty^because vze are loved'. Supreme affection is jiossible only through 
the Sovereign Fatherhood. And what is t^ue of this first, is 

true of all our other duties. '^^orship is to be in spirit and truth 
f 

because it is worship of the Father, prayer is to be constant, 

simple and sincere, because it is offered to the Father, We are 

to give alms in simplicity and without ostentation, because the 

Father see in secret. We are to be forgiving, because the Father 
forgives. Obedience is imitation of Ood, a being'perfect as our



Father in heaven is perfect. In a word, duty is but the habit of '

filial spirit, and it possible and incumbent on all men, because all 

are sons”.

The worth of the doctrine, fjtom a theological standpoint, 

is set forth fairly in these points above. Yet, the real value- of 

the Fatherhood of God to human hearts is as impossible of adequate 

expression as the setting a price upon our earthly father or mother. 

Conceive the emptiness of our Bible with the teaching!of God, our 
Father, taken out of it J Remove those passages which ’centre around 

the Father in Heaven, and the most eonsoling, the most sublime 

and inspiring passages in the whole book are gone. Imagine the bar­
renness of religious life among the children of men, if the con­

sciousness of being, likewise, children of God were blotted out-- 

if burdened hearts could not feel that "like as a father pitieth
V his chi^ldren, soothe Lord pitipth them that foar!'him"—if the sinner 

could /iSt find rel*ief and justification in the thot of love 

of a Father so intense as to give an Only-begotten son that every
I 

child of His might be a son like unto thq^ Ghrist^-if the soul hun- 

gru for spiritual and temporal blessing Could not know that more 
glad than earthly parents to give good things to/.heii4hildren, is 

God to give the Holy Spirit to them that ask him*. If we could 

conceive the Bible without the doctrine; human life vrithout the 

blessings that flow therefrom, we would be able to approach a fair 

valuation of the Fatherhood. When we come to estimate the worth 
of the fact of ^’’atherhood to mei;^, we shall have to know how to

/ 
measure the value of those sould which have been saved from sin 
and death by feftling that God loved them like a Father, the worth 

of the new strength and self-respect that has surged into exhausted 

souls and bodies with the thot of relationship to God Almighty, the 

value of the solace and peace that has eetlled upon human hearts

\ /



I '
to repeat 

since men learned,Enomebheuone perfect Son of God,those words, 

precious beyond price, "Our Father who art in Heaven, Hallowed he 

thy name ’’.
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