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”So I tell you, don’t worry about everyday life – whether you have enough food, drink, and clothes.  Doesn’t life consist of more than food and clothing?  Look at the birds.  They don’t need to plant or harvest or put food in barns because your heavenly Father feeds them.   And you are far more valuable to him than they are.  Can all your worries add a single moment to your life?  Of course not.  And why worry about your clothes?  Look at the lilies and how they grow.  They don’t work or make their clothing, yet Solomon in all his glory was not dressed as beautifully as they are.  And if God cares so wonderfully for flowers that are here today and gone tomorrow, won’t he more surely care for you?  You have so little faith!  So don’t worry about having enough food or drink or clothing.  Why be like the pagans who are so deeply concerned about these things?  Your heavenly Father already knows all your needs, and he will give you all you need from day to day if you live for him and make the Kingdom of God your primary concern.”  
(Matthew 6:25-33, NLT)
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Series Intro:  Hello My Name is God
· In 2008 the word “God” means many things to many different people – some of the ideas might be very similar, some might be very different – across lines of religion, geography and culture

· What does Christianity believe about God?  We say that we want Him in our lives, that we want to live for Him, with Him in the centre, that He can make an incredible change in us for the better

· But who is He?

· Generally, a religion textbook would place us as a “monotheistic” faith – with some other major world religions as believing in one God, as opposed to some other faiths around the world that believe in none, or many

· But Christianity is unique, in that we really don’t fit even there

· We stopped fitting there the day Jesus showed up to people who believed in one God and said radical things like “I and the Father are one” and “If you’ve seen me, you’ve seen the Father”

· As people followed Him after His death and resurrection, it became clear that God might not be as simple as once was thought

· Yes, He was one God – one in essence, one in being – and yet, somehow, there were three persons at the heart of God – the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit

· After 400 years of living it out and thinking about it, Christians came to agree on this unique, mysterious concept of “Trinity” – by saying what it WASN’T just as much as what it WAS 
· And since that time, Christians have wrestled with the mystery – unable to explain it, and yet unable to find anything better to explain how God was at work in their lives and in the world

· British writer C.S. Lewis explains it this way, in his book Mere Christianity:

“And that, by the way, is perhaps the most important difference between Christianity and all other religions: that is Christianity God is not a static thing – not even a person – but a dynamic, pulsating activity, a life, almost a kind of drama.  Almost, if you will not think me irreverent, a kind of dance...  God is love, and that love works through men – especially through the whole community of Christians.  But this spirit of love is, from all eternity, a love going on between the Father and the Son.  And now, what does it all matter?  It matters more than anything else in the world.  The whole dance, or drama, or pattern of this three-Personal life is to be played out in each one of us: (Putting it the other way round) each one of us has got to enter that pattern, take his place in that dance.  There is no other way to the happiness for which we were made.  
(175-176)

· So this morning, we start with “Father”
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Text:  Matthew 7:7-11; 6:25-33; 
Key Thought: Whatever our experience of our own fathers, if we will let Him, God wants to be the perfect Father: joyfully present and involved in our lives.
7”Keep on asking, and you will be given what you ask for.  Keep on looking, and you will find.  Keep on knocking, and the door will be opened.  8For everyone who asks, receives.  Everyone who seeks, finds.  And the door is opened to everyone who knocks.  9You parents – if your children ask for a loaf of bread, do you give them a stone instead?  10Or if they ask for a fish, do you give them a snake?  Of course not!  11If you sinful people know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will your heavenly Father give good gifts to those who ask him.”  (Matthew 7:7-11, NLT)
Intro: Your father vs. The Father
· [pass out small paper and pencils]
· I want to start off with a little exercise this morning – and it’s not hard
· On your own, I’d like you to write down three words that come into your mind when you think of your father and/or your relationship with Him
· One word to describe your father
· One word to describe your relationship with him
· One word to describe the way you feel towards him
· You won’t have to share your answer with anyone else – this is purely for yourself – you don’t have to censor this, or send it to your dad for Father’s Day, or do anything at all with it after – just three words, on one side of the page
· Done?  OK – now flip the piece of paper over
· I’m looking for three words on the other side, too – and probably most of you have guessed now where this is going
· Again, privately, three words that come into your mind when you think of God and/or your relationship with Him
· One word to describe Him
· One word to describe your relationship with Him
· One word to describe the way you feel towards Him 
· Now compare the two sides of the sheet: are they very similar?  Or very different?  And do you think that one side has influenced the other, in your life?  Maybe even still?
The Elephant In The Room: Fathers Today

· It’s the first side of the sheet that I wrestled with – in terms of even dealing with this topic

· The stereotype of fathers in our society has been earned by years of people living it

· And in fact, the image of a father has changed over time

· 60 years ago, it was Father Knows Best – Dad had it together, he was a role model, a good provider, a family man, solid and stable and successful and supported

· Then Dad became out of touch – irrelevant, old-fashioned, square, not “with it”, even the butt of jokes because of his inability to succeed or get things done

· Then Dad became present, but absent – hiding behind the newspaper, angry, stressed

· And then Dad just became absent

· Now a new generation of fathers – my generation – are trying to be friends to their kids while still being their parents, and we’re having mixed success with it

· So that word “father” is a loaded term – if you didn’t have the stereotype, then maybe you had better: a dad that was involved and supportive, that you could talk to and count on – if you do, I’m envious and happy for you
· But maybe you had much worse – maybe your father was a horrible person – perhaps you were abused, at one or a variety of levels – and if so, I’m so sorry that it happened
· And then, there is the fastest growing contingent: those who have little or no firsthand experience with a father – who may not know their biological father, or were abandoned by him, or have never had a positive male role model in their life, other than perhaps a favourite teacher

· As the online quote I found from someone named Kent Nerburn said, “It is much easier to become a father than to be one.”
· That’s a lot of baggage – cultural, psychological, emotional – and then we turn to the pages of the New Testament in a search for God and we find Jesus talking about God – a lot – but always referring to Him as “Father”

· And if that’s not a good word for you, then how do you get around that?  What do you do with that?  Especially on a morning like this, when it is the elephant in the room
· There are many followers of Jesus who can’t use that word for God but who love Him dearly – it’s just too hard
· And if that’s where you’re at this morning, that’s OK – I ask your patience as I talk about this, and moments like this are part of the reason why we advertise our topics a week in advance

· I don’t expect your perspective to be radically altered as a result of the next 25 minutes, but you are already a courageous person, and perhaps something that is said will lead to something positive – and after all, God is in the business of healing hearts and minds

Jesus: God was His Dad

· So like I said, Jesus came on the scene, into a very religious society, that generally viewed God as all-powerful but distant, someone to be pleased or even placated by acts of obedience and lifestyle
· If you had success in your life, God was pleased – and if you didn’t, He wasn’t – and living in the in-between was very difficult

· But there’s this young Rabbi, this young wandering teacher, who keeps talking about God as “Father” – on a personal, intimate level – that He is Abba, “Daddy”

· Hard as it is for us to get after 2000 years of hearing it, this is revolutionary in his culture, and people are scandalized and intrigued and hopeful all at the same time

· One amazing day on a mountainside, Jesus sits down and starts to talk about what God is like, and what life can be like with Him – and one of his close followers, Matthew, was there to take notes

· One of the things he talked about was already read this morning – but there was more, about the kind of relationship a person is able to have with God – and this is what He said: 
7”Keep on asking, and you will be given what you ask for.  Keep on looking, and you will find.  Keep on knocking, and the door will be opened.  8For everyone who asks, receives.  Everyone who seeks, finds.  And the door is opened to everyone who knocks.  9You parents – if your children ask for a loaf of bread, do you give them a stone instead?  10Or if they ask for a fish, do you give them a snake?  Of course not!  11If you sinful people know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will your heavenly Father give good gifts to those who ask him.”  (Matthew 7:7-11, NLT)
· This section of Jesus’ teaching gets talked about a lot with praying – and generally, how to get what you want when you pray
· That’s not necessarily a bad thing – but that’s a very small part of what we can have with God

· It’s about a relationship, not operating a vending machine or having a purchase plan

· What if this passage was seen as being about a lifestyle, instead of just how to get something that might be very important to you or I?
· As a father to my kids, it is very natural for them to ask me for things, to look for me, to knock so that they can be admitted into where I am

· Sometimes I say no – like to the “Can I eat all of my Hallowe’en candy tonight?”

· And sometimes I say wait – like when a tiny hand is knocking on the bathroom door that I happen to be inside at the time

· But the best part is, in one very important way, they don’t even NEED to ask for their needs – and yet, I love it when they do,  because I love talking with them and being close to them and involved in their lives in every small detail

· Some scholars say the real point of this section is the three little words near the end: “how much more”

· This is not a how-to guide for getting from God – it’s not a comparison, where one thing is like the other – it’s actually a contrast, where one thing is actually much better than the other – that’s where the “how much more” is

· I would throw myself in front of a bus for my kids – go without – do anything to help them and keep them safe – and I always want to give them everything they want, even when my better judgment is holding me back

· And Jesus looks at me as an imperfect but well-meaning father, created in God’s image, and says – “Good – but how much better is God! – if we would just have a relationship with Him!”
What if God really is a perfect Father?

· What if that’s true?  What if God is everything that your father or mine should have been, but wasn’t?  Or even better than the great father we might have had?!?

· What if, instead of being absent, God the Father is present in your life and mine?
· Jesus says earlier on in this section that God the Father knows us intimately – even the number of hairs on our head are numbered – that not a bird falls to the ground but He knows it

· It doesn’t get much more present than that – we are not abandoned, we are not alone – He is near, even if it doesn’t always feel that way to us

· Tell story of Dad leaving?
· And what if, instead of being merely present, God the Father is involved in your life and mine?
· Like what was read earlier – “Your heavenly Father already knows all your needs, and he will give you all you need from day to day if you live for him and make the Kingdom of God your primary concern” (Matthew 6:32-33)
· He’s not hiding behind a newspaper – He’s not just putting time in, day to day – but He’s on the floor, playing with you and I, asking us questions over the dinner table, taking walks with us

· And what if as He’s present and involved in your life and mine, that He’s filled with joy?
· We don’t associate joy with God – many things, perhaps – but not joy – did anyone put that on their sheet?  
· And yet, He is joy – look at His creation, what He’s made – incredible animals, biodiversity, sunsets, flowers that no-one has ever seen but Him 
· And look at the joy YOU feel, the laughter that comes, the sense you have when all seems right – God is not in perpetual mourning, and He’s not always crying because of you – yes, His heart is sometimes broken, but He always comes back to joy – it’s irrepressible, out of the great dance that he shares with the Son and the Spirit

The Big Idea: 
Whatever our experience of our own fathers, if we will let Him, God wants to be the perfect Father: joyfully present and involved in our lives.
But how do we get past our perspectives?

· My dad was for the most part always present in my life, but distant – and I didn’t know what anything else could be like, and I imagined God to be much the same – always around, doing good things for me, nice things – but distant

· And then I became a father – then I started to get a small glimpse of God, just like this says

· Jesus knew what it was like to have a messed up home life – refugee, lost his father early on, his dad wasn’t his biological father – he’s been there

· But still, He clung to the belief, to the experience of God as His Father

· It’s a life-giving belief, once we can get there – but it’s true whether we’re there or not, because God makes it true, and He wants to heal the part of you and I that can’t accept it as true
Conclusion – how do we let God in?  The Father we’ve never known...

· I’m not much for movies that make me think – I like the ones that make me feel, instead – so I wasn’t sure when some friends and I went to see the movie “Blood Diamond” a couple of years ago, what I would think
· It’s set in the African nation of Sierra Leone, in 1999, when that whole region is in near civil-war over diamond production, and the rest of the world doesn’t know or care how many people are dying for them to wear their jewelry

· It tells the story of a fisherman who is separated from his family when diamond mercenaries destroy his village, and is forced to work as a slave, panning for diamonds

· At the same time, his son is kidnapped by the mercenaries and brainwashed, turned into a drug-addicted, manipulated child soldier and forced to watch and then commit horrible atrocities

· The fisherman, Solomon, escapes his captors and begins what seems to be a hopeless search for his son and the rest of his family – and along the way, he is forced to compromise nearly every one of his principles as he struggles to survive and find his son – but he never gives up hope

· In this clip he has finally found his son – but still has more to overcome before they can reach safety
Clip: Scene from Blood Diamond where the father finds his son
· We are the child soldiers – somehow, along the way, we walked away from God, or we were taken, and we forgot who we were – but God the Father has never given up on us, never stopped searching for us, never stopped calling out to us with His love

· And all He wants for us is to lower our weapons – to stop hurting ourselves and others long enough to feel the warmth of His embrace, and to remember that we are His children
· However you view God, however sophisticated you are, whether you think deeply about theology or take it day by day, our primary relationship is perhaps most rich when we view it as that we are His child, and He is caring for us in every way – present, involved and joyful – as Jesus’ best friend John put it later in His life, 
“See how very much our heavenly Father loves us, for he allows us to be called his children, and we really are!  But the people who belong to this world don’t know God, so they don’t understand that we are his children.  Yes, dear friends, we are already God’s children, and we can’t even imagine what we will be like when Christ returns.  But we do know that when he comes we will be like him, for we will see him as he really is.”  

(I John 3:1-2, NLT)

· If that understanding seems very distant from you today – if your piece of paper reflects more of Archie Bunker than Solomon Vandy – then offer that to God the Father this morning, and let Him perhaps awaken something in you that has been asleep or even dead for a long time – he can heal your heart and give you back the same joy he has, the same life that the Father shares with the Son and the Spirit
Response: The Father’s Song (Matt Redman)
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