What Great Fathers Do (Father’s Day 2010)

Jer 35:5-10 Then I set before the Rechabites pitchers full of wine, and cups, and I said to them, "Drink wine." 6 But they answered, "We will drink no wine, for Jonadab the son of Rechab, our father, commanded us, 'You shall not drink wine, neither you nor your sons forever. 7 You shall not build a house; you shall not sow seed; you shall not plant or have a vineyard; but you shall live in tents all your days, that you may live many days in the land where you sojourn.' 8 We have obeyed the voice of Jonadab the son of Rechab, our father, in all that he commanded us, to drink no wine all our days, ourselves, our wives, our sons, or our daughters, 9 and not to build houses to dwell in. We have no vineyard or field or seed, 10 but we have lived in tents and have obeyed and done all that Jonadab our father commanded us. ESV

John 3:16 "For God so loved the world, that he gave his only Son, that whoever believes in him should not perish but have eternal life. ESV

_______________________________________________________________________

It is the fifth of what we call the Ten Commandments and – as Paul reminds us in Ephesians – the first one with a promise attached to it, that we are to honor our father and mother.  The promise is that if we do so, our days will be long, which is a Hebrew figure of speech for a full and blessed life.  And so it is fitting and proper to set aside days to celebrate and bring honor to our mothers in May and now our fathers in June.  Yet is always good to take commandments in context and to remember exactly how these things were put by the unction of the scriptures and so let us remember Paul’s exact words in his letter to the Ephesians and the entire passage reads like this:

Eph 6:1-4 Children, obey your parents in the Lord, for this is right. 2 "Honor your father and mother" (this is the first commandment with a promise), 3 "that it may go well with you and that you may live long in the land." 4 Fathers, do not provoke your children to anger, but bring them up in the discipline and instruction of the Lord. ESV

Let us never forget that Paul finishes the commandment to honor our fathers with an admonishment for fathers to bring their children up in the discipline and the instruction of the Lord.  And so alongside the command to honor our fathers and mothers is also a mandate that fathers live and conduct themselves in such a way as to be honorable.  We are told elsewhere to “give honor where it is due.”  It is God’s will that fathers live in such a way that they are easily honored by godly children.  It is God’s design that fathers act in such a way as to make themselves distinguished and honorable by those who observe their actions.  There is much riding upon this because children will only reap the promise of long and full life where “it goes well with them” if they obey the commandment to truly honor their father and mother.  And it’s a whole lot easier and compelling for them to obey the commandment to give honor to their father and mother if their father and mother have conducted themselves in an honorable manner.  If you had a parent that proved themselves less than honorable in a Godly sense, you can still honor them even if you cannot obey them or emulate them.  Respect them as your parent and as the fountain of your life and set a precedent for your children to follow even though your parents may be far from deserving.  The commandment is to honor – not follow foolishly or blindly – and even children are to obey their parents “in the Lord.”  You act as a true Christian when you do not give back to others negatively what they have given to you and so if your parents are dishonorable and yet you still in every way that you honestly can, honor them, you obey scripture and reap a blessing upon yourselves.  Such is the honorable and Christian thing to do although it can be very hard; it is the bigger and Godly thing to do.  

Yet let us admit that the whole process is much easier if the father and mother conducted themselves in an honorable manner in the first place.  I’ve never known children to refuse to honor an honorable parent.  And so a father can set up his children for blessing by making it very easy to obey the commandment to honor them by their life choices and actions.  Viewed this way, Father’s Day serves a two-fold purpose in our lives:  to give us an opportunity to obey the command to honor our fathers, and also being a time where men and women can take stock and search themselves to ensure that they are living in an honorable manner for their children and children around them to see.  With the help of the Word and the Spirit of the Lord, this is the path that I feel God would have us to take today.

_______________________________________________________________________

There are many, many fathers mentioned in the scriptures and the genealogies of Christ are huge lists of fathers and sons; a preacher has many examples to choose from for a Father’s Day message.  There are good fathers in scripture; there are great fathers in scripture.  There are also examples of what we might call “poor” or lousy fathers recorded for us.  There are some men who at times were great fathers and then suddenly became lousy ones and back again.  One thing is clear from reading the scriptures, though, a father is a great or lousy father based upon what they do.  It is a father’s actions, and not advice or words, that label him as a great father or not – does not Solomon prove that to us?  It’s possible to achieve incredible things in this life and yet utterly fail at being a great father – does not David prove that?  David is one of the worst examples of fathers in the scripture.  It’s possible to be a mightily anointed man of God and yet utterly fail at the role and calling of father – both Samuel and Eli show us that.  I’ll quickly leave the negative examples alone today and focus on a few positive examples:  It is often more productive to begin with what we should be rather than focusing on what we should not, but let me just say this as a young father:  I don’t want to succeed wildly in some areas in my life and even the kingdom of God and yet fail miserably as my God-given calling to be a father to my children.  And despite those examples that I have just named, you and I don’t have to follow them and there are plenty of teachings and examples in scripture so that we can avoid such a fate if we will start thinking about it today.  

The key principle to grasp is that great fathers are not born, but they become so based upon their life choices and actions.  Again, a father is a great father or not based upon what they do; it is all wrapped up in how great fathers act.  Their actions speak hundreds of decibels above their words.  And this should be a message of hope to the men who are here today because men like to do something about it, whatever “it” is.  When our wives or children tell us about something, we are trying to figure a way to solve it.  We don’t just listen for the sake of listening because God hardwired us to act.  And so there is some solace in the fact that I will be a great father or not based upon whether or not I do some things.  

So how does a great father act?  What is it that great fathers choose to do that makes them such?  Let’s start by thinking about a great father, Father Abraham.  Abraham listened to the voice of God telling him to leave his homeland and to go on a lifelong journey following God’s leading.  And despite the fact that nobody else of his generation was doing such a thing, Abraham listened and followed the Lord.  Here it is:

Great fathers listen and follow.

Great fathers hear the voice of God and they follow that voice throughout their lives.  They do so even if the majority of the people around them are oblivious to the voice or ignoring the call of God.  Great fathers listen and follow even though to do so will probably mean to go against the flow of their society.  Abraham had no examples before him of men who had done what he was doing; yet he listened and followed anyway.  Everybody around him was listening and trying to follow the planets and the stars and mythological gods that were a far cry from the one God of the Bible – Abraham listened and followed that one God anyway.  Abraham’s own father didn’t listen and follow and stopped way short of what God had for him, but Abraham listened and followed anyway.  His closest friend, his nephew Lot, bailed out on him along the way but Abraham listened and followed God anyway.  Abraham made mistakes and heard that voice command him to do some pretty tough things with his kids that really tested him like sending Ishmael out and even offering Isaac upon an altar, but Abraham listened and followed anyway.  And despite his many mistakes and his great humanness, Abraham was a great father both to his children and to a nation that would come after him because he was willing at all costs to listen to God and to follow God.         

This message is a rallying call to action, but it is also a call to responsibility.  In the words of the modern wise man, whose name I will not mention here, any old fool can sire a child but not just anybody can and will be a father.  To truly be a father means you leave Never-Never-Land and grow up.  It means that you serve something other than your own desires in this life.  It means that you look the “r” word – responsibility – square in the face and embrace it.  To be a Godly father means that you act and that means that muscles are involved.  It means that you are willing to stand up for some things and choose some paths that are not the broad and narrow path chosen by the multitudes.  Don’t you believe for a second the lie that Godly men are weenies and weak – the truth is that it takes a strong man to go against the flow and to fight for what is right; it is a strong man that can listen to the voice of God when an entire generation and family around him are doing everything that they can to tune it out.  It is a strong man who will look his father in the eye and say, “Dad, you’ve chosen only to go this far and you are stopping far short of the promised places that God has for you, but I’m going onward dad and farewell.”  Even if the grandpa to my children is not on board, yet I will be a Godly father!  It is a strong man who lives his life trusting in the hand of God and making life decisions based solely upon the voice of God in his life.  Anybody and most everybody can just roll with the punches and float aimlessly through life – it takes no effort and no muscles at all to just float along in the tide, but it takes great strength to put your shoulders to the oars and to man the sails and to face the wind and the current that is blowing everyone else along and go the opposite way because you are following a higher wind, the wind of the Spirit.  Humanity naturally tends to follow the path of least resistance and Jesus Christ said wide is the gate and broad is the way that leads to destruction.  But the right path is a narrow path and has a narrow entrance.  It takes no strength at all to be a man of the world because you are choosing to be ordinary, but it takes real strength to become a man of prayer and a man of Godliness and a man of choosing a direction for his family opposite of the crowds.  Great men don’t just follow the crowds but they forge a path towards heaven even if nobody in their families ever did such a thing.  Great fathers – and mothers, but it is father’s day today – listen to the voice of God and follow it!  They seek first the kingdom of God and His righteousness and they follow His Spirit in every life decision for all of their days.  Their life is continually about listening and following; such is how a great father acts!

_______________________________________________________________________

Abraham was a great father and he teaches us that great fathers listen and follow God’s voice.  Consider another great father, Noah.  Noah also listened and followed God’s voice when his entire generation was tuning God out.  And Noah’s story teaches something else:

Heb 11:7 By faith Noah, being divinely warned of things not yet seen, moved with godly fear, prepared an ark for the saving of his household, by which he condemned the world and became heir of the righteousness which is according to faith. NKJV

The ESV says here that Noah “constructed an ark.”  The NIV says that Noah “built” the ark.  I like the wording of the NKJV and the KJV where it says that Noah “prepared an ark for the saving of his household.”  In other words, although Noah was a “preacher of righteousness” and he was building a boat according to God’s specifications that would hold many, many human beings, yet his thoughts were, “if I do all of this work and only save my household, it’s worth it.”  He moved with fear and faith and “prepared an ark for the saving of his household.”  How does a great father act?  

Great fathers prepare and construct.

Great fathers act in preparation and view their lives as a building project; great fathers construct and prepare and build an ark for the saving of their household.  The ark of ancient days is a type and foreshadowing of the church.  The word “ark” means a box and all men spend their lives building some sort of box for themselves and their families.  For some it is a straw house of fame and power without godliness.  For some it is a house of cards of fortunes at all cost, even to the cost of holiness.  For others it is castles in the air, living for a pipedream that never comes to fruition because it was not rooted in the perfect will of God for their life.  But great fathers always build and construct and devote at least part of their life to preparing an ark of salvation for their family.  Some men may be called to build businesses and great dreams and other things, but great men always take time to build the church of the living God.  

The church is the ark of modern times.  Jesus told us that, as it were in the days of Noah, so shall it be in the days of His return.  The majority of the world would be ignoring the voice of God and not even close to following Him.  And sudden destruction will come upon them and yet there will be an ark of safety, a refuge to which men and women can run and be saved.  Only God can close the door and that door of mercy is still open!  And God outlined that ark of safety and Jesus divinely imparted the blueprints to His disciples.  Like the ark, men must act upon these commands and build the church if it is to be built.  I know that there are all sorts of animals on this ark called the church, including some snakes and some skunks, but despite the stench and despite the mess, you’d better get on board because when this thing wraps up, this church of Jesus Christ is the only thing going!  You need the church and you get into it on the local level!  

Men – fathers – listen to the cry of this man of God today:  build your businesses and build your castles in the sky.  Build your dreams and provide for your family.  Provide for them monetarily and provide for them food and clothing, but in all of your providing and all of your preparation for their college and their school year and their future and their education make sure that you are just as passionately and just as devotedly preparing an ark in which they can be saved!  If you give more to hobbies than you give to missions, you’d better take a step back and reconsider your investment.  If you are giving more of your time and resources into building the cares of life rather than the local church which is their ark of safety, you’d better rethink your priorities.  Because great men and great fathers prepare and build the local church!  They know that the time to Jesus’ return is short; they know that destruction is coming upon this world.  Therefore they march to the beat of a different drummer than that which is soundtrack of this world’s pace and they move in fear and in faith and prepare and build an ark of safety!  “Well, preacher, I’ve got to take care of my family.”  You’re right – and the best thing that you can do for your family is to build the church, invest in your church, sacrifice and work in your local church because if the only ones saved through it are you and your household, then your investment will have been worth the trouble and sacrifice!  All of your other endeavors, sir, will burn up in the flood of fire that is coming to this world, but only the ark of God’s church will ride high!  Godly fathers – godly men – build and prepare an ark of safety to the salvation of their household!  Building and preparing the kingdom of God – it is how Godly fathers act!

_______________________________________________________________________  

Godly fathers listen and follow God’s leading; Godly fathers prepare and build an ark of safety for their family.  Such are the lessons by our well-known examples of Father Abraham and Noah.  Now we come to a lesser-known father but one that brought about the story in Jeremiah that is one of my favorite chapters in the entire Bible from which to preach.  Abraham, you know and you’re well acquainted with Noah, but now get acquainted with Jonadab, one of the greatest examples of a father that ever lived!  

Our text in the 35th chapter of Jeremiah is the end of the matter – sort of – and to really get to know Jonadab, you’ve got to go back almost three centuries to the time of King Jehu.  Jonadab is the son of Rechab which means that he was a gentile nomad, an outsider to God’s promises and not of the lineage of the Jews.  In Old Testament terms and culture that means that he was a nobody, but he became somebody because of his decisions and how he acted.   If you don’t get anything out of this message today, get this:  you don’t have to have had a great parent to be a great father!  Great fathers are not defined by their birth and familial trees, but rather by what they do!  

Jonadab is also referred to as Jehonadab in the scripture and in his time almost everybody – including most of the Jews – were worshipping the false God Baal.  In the 10th chapter of 2 Kings, we find that King Jehu follows the prophet Elijah’s instruction and begins to destroy the centers of Baal worship.  He struggles to find Israelites that will stand with him for the true God and to destroy the idols, but when he meets Jehonadab or Jonadab, he finds in this outsider someone whose heart beats loyal for the true God as his own heart beats.  In the story Jehu zealously cleanses Israel of the loathsome worship and adoration of Baal and his faithful and zealous companion throughout the process is Jonadab.  Great fathers listen and follow the voice of God even when most of the other people of a generation are not.  Great fathers build and prepare an ark of salvation for their family and so Jonadab prepares his family to worship the one, true God by ridding Israel of the false worship and aligning himself with the prophet Elijah’s teachings and commands.  Jonadab was a great father!  

But Jonadab takes it one step further.  In our text we read that Jonadab was so determined to keep his family from falling into the trap of worshipping Baal, that he made some decrees for his family to keep in even the generations after his death.  Jonadab, son of Rechab, declared that his family would never settle down in a village and would be nomads and tent dwellers moving from place to place.  They would never plant seed so that they would never plant vineyards and that they would never drink wine under any circumstances.  Jonadab knew exactly what he was doing and his commands were not random.  Baal was usually worshipped in a grove of trees and a high place associated with a local town and it was usually worshipped as the god of the sky, which provided them with rain and crops.  Baal was usually worshipped through imbibing and drunkenesss and orgies and such.  By never building houses or inhabiting a home other than a tent, and by never settling down and by never planting vineyards and never touching wine, the descendants of Jonadab ensured that they would never ever, even by accident, worship the false god of Baal because everything that was associated with him, they kept themselves from.  They wouldn’t get invited to the local celebration in a grove because they would never be in one place long enough to get to know the people well enough.  They would never participate in the abominable feasts of Baal worship because they refused to take up strong drink and even to plant a vineyard.  Jonadab, by making these strange decrees had given his family one of the most precious gifts that a father can bestow, the gift of holiness and separation.  

Great fathers separate.

Like Jonadab, great fathers separate their families from idolatry and the sinfulness of this world.  Great fathers place a gulf between what is acceptable in their homes and families and what is called “normal” by the world but sin by God Almighty!  And in our text, three hundred years later, the descendants of Jonadab the son of Rechab – the clan that became known as the Rechabites – were still obeying perfectly the lines of separation that Jonadab had declared for them.  The story of our text is that God tells the prophet Jeremiah to bring some of the Rechabites into the temple and to command them to drink wine.  They wouldn’t do it, even though the prophet of the Lord told them to do so and God knew that they wouldn’t and when they quoted Jonadab as their reason for refusing, God spoke to Jeremiah and the people and said in effect, “I’m the father of Israel and I’m alive and you have forsaken my command, yet this family two and a half centuries after Jonadab’s death still perfectly obey his commands!”  Jonadab’s fatherly example and commandment became an object lesson through which God Almighty chose to speak!  

The story is told of a great man of high standing and great means in London in the late Victorian era of seeking for a hansom driver to drive his family around town in his horse-drawn carriage.  When men applied, the earl would take them to a roadway that followed a great cliff and say, “how close to the edge can you drive without going over?”  The minute that they would begin to try to demonstrate their skill, he would dismiss them and tell them that their services were not needed.  Finally, he got one man who said, “sir, I do not drive anywhere close to the edge and will not even attempt to do so, but will stay here on the other side of the road.”  That man was instantly hired because such was the sort of man that the earl wanted to entrust his family!

Was Jonadab the son of Rechab’s requirements required for salvation under Mosaic Law?  Certainly not!  But Jonadab understood something that if you want to keep yourselves from something, you don’t draw the line on the edge, but rather well away from the edge so that if you make a mistake you are not gone off of the edge!  He drew the lines very clearly and even had his descendants messed up a bit and accidentally once cross the line, they would not have been destroyed because he had given them the precious, precious gift of separation!  

Great fathers give the gift of separation from this world and they draw the line well away from the edge!  Great fathers don’t ask, “What is the bare minimum that I have to do be saved?”  Instead, they ask, “What else can I do for my savior?”  Great fathers don’t say, “what is the farthest that I can allow in worldliness in my home, in our family’s life choices, in our entertainment options, and still be saved?”  Great fathers say, “lets draw the line back here so that we are nowhere near the ultimate edge.  Separation is one of the greatest gifts that you can give your families and you give it not by words by your actions.  Your family’s separation from the world will be defined by what they see you do and not do.  The paths and lines crossed and traversed by your children will largely be determined by where you draw the boundaries.  Some fathers just let anything go and nothing is off limits.  Some fathers claim to be Christian and yet lead their families in a lifestyle that is really not all that different from the common sinner who does not even care to profess Christ.  Such fathers lose their children and they lose their chance to influence many generations.  Be a great father and choose to separate yourself from sinfulness!  Don’t do something just because it is common in our society to do so!  Great fathers don’t follow the crowd!  They listen and follow God’s voice despite a Godless society!  They build and prepare an ark of safety!  They separate their families well away from sin and the dark precipice of judgment!  It takes work!  It’s not always easy, but it’s what Great fathers do!  It’s how great fathers act!

_______________________________________________________________________

Our final text is perhaps the best-known verse in the scriptures.  Unfortunately it is not always the most emulated and obeyed.  Everybody can quote John 3:16; it would be better if everyone would follow the example of John 3:16.  Notice the first phrase, especially:

John 3:16 "For God so loved the world, that he gave his only Son, that whoever believes in him should not perish but have eternal life. ESV

I think that we can all agree that God is the greatest father of all!  Since that is so, notice what this verse tells us:

Great fathers give.

“For God so loved the world, that he gave his only Son.”  And yet we know that the Son of God, the son born to Mary was but an expression of God, Himself.
  Jesus is the image of the invisible God.
  He was God made manifest in the flesh.
  As John’s other 3:16 says in the KJV:

1 John 3:16a Hereby perceive we the love of God, because he laid down his life for us: KJV

The Father sending the Son was not one person of the Godhead sending another to do His dirty work, but rather a God whose Spirit filled and fills the Universe yet loving us enough to come in flesh and be born of woman for the purpose of redemption and saving us!  The greatest love is expressed by the willingness to lay down one’s life and so the love of God is perceived because “he laid down His life for us!”  As Paul told the ministers from Ephesus in Acts 20:28, “this is the church which God purchased with His own blood.”  Jesus Christ was not another coming to do God Almighty’s work, but rather God Almighty coming in the form of flesh.  God loved us so much that He gave of Himself!  

Now realize what this verse is teaching us today:  It’s not easy being a great father because to do so requires a giving of yourself away.  You have to interrupt your plans for life; you have to go to great lengths to help children who have created their own mess.  You have to sacrifice and live your life for others.  To be a great father is to give yourself away.  My earthly father followed this heavenly example:  he poured himself and his dreams into me and my brother and worked to provide us with opportunities that he was never afforded.  My ministry is the result of a father and of a mother who gave their life away.  Just as God gave of Himself and was born under Law and took the weight of changing it upon His shoulders so that people in the future could be born under different circumstances so do great fathers do so in their own lives!  Great fathers change the circumstances of life for their children and they do so by giving sacrificially of themselves!  

And notice fully the example of our heavenly Father:  He gave of Himself so that Jesus Christ could come into our lives!  It was one of the most solemn duties of the Israelite father of Old Testament times that he was to be the one to bring home the Passover Lamb to his family.  God our heavenly Father fulfilled this duty ultimately by providing for us Jesus Christ.  Listen carefully fathers:  when you choose to give of yourself and when you choose to live your life for the sake of your families and in leading them in righteousness, you perform the great duty of bringing the Lamb home to your family!  It’s your responsibility!  Bring the Lamb home!  Introduce them to Jesus Christ!  Let Him be a member of your family!  Let Him be a common personage in your home!  Let Him be on your family’s lips continually and may His precepts be at the forefront of everything your family does.  And the only way to get Jesus Christ into your family is to give of yourself!  Teach your family!  Show how to pray by example!  Show them how to usher in the King of Kings by leading them in worship!  Bring the Lamb home and give of yourself in order to make it to happen!  Follow the example of your Heavenly Father and give Jesus Christ!  It’s what great fathers do!  It’s how great fathers act! 

_______________________________________________________________________      

We have focused on four great fathers; four great examples, and yet notice that there is a common trait in all four stories.  Every great father in scripture and in life forever leaves a positive and lasting impact on his family, both in the immediate generations and in the centuries that follow.  

Father Abraham followed God’s voice and became the father of a mighty nation of Israel and of the faithful yet today.  Noah prepared that ark for the saving of his family and yet there were more than just eight souls saved as a result, but all of humankind was given the gift of life by his obedience and his great work is now a type of water baptism which saves us today!
 

The end of the story of Jonadab’s family, the Rechabites is lesser known but now less glorious.  After using them as an object lesson to Jeremiah and the Israelites of that day, God declared:

Jer 35:18-19 But to the house of the Rechabites Jeremiah said, "Thus says the LORD of hosts, the God of Israel: Because you have obeyed the command of Jonadab your father and kept all his precepts and done all that he commanded you, 19 therefore thus says the LORD of hosts, the God of Israel: Jonadab the son of Rechab shall never lack a man to stand before me." ESV

Jewish tradition and hints in scripture work together to tell us that the daughters of the Gentile Rechabites, the descendants of Jonadab the son of Rechab intermarried with the Levites and God permitted it so that the Rechabites would forever be a part of leading worship at the temple of God.  In the book of Psalms, in the Septuagint there is a preface to the 71st psalm indicating that it is a song for worship written by the Rechabites and Jewish traditions tell us that they were a part of the temple singers.  Later on, after God had brought judgment upon Israel by allowing them to be taken captive in a foreign land and when Nehemiah came back and began to build the wall, a Rechabite helped rebuild the wall of the city and is mentioned as being the ruler of Beth-haccherem which means “house of vineyards.”  Who better to be in charge of the vineyards than a Rechabite in order to ensure that things were not misused and that the worship of Baal would never rise again through such things?  In the time of the Apostles, when James, the half-brother of Jesus Christ and author of the book of the Bible entitled “James” was killed, records indicate that some of the priests, the ones descended from the Rechabites, stood up in protest of his innocence and were against his killing.  This lets us know that some of those priests who were filled with the Holy Spirit and converted to the Apostles doctrine were descendants of Jonadab, the son of Rechab, the father of the Rechabites and truly God fulfilled His promise that “Jonadab the son of Rechab will never lack a man to stand before me.”  

Of course, you and I have been given the awesome opportunity to be born again of water and of Spirit and to be called the Sons of God.  Every great father set in motion blessings and lineages that cross generations and eras and eons!  Great fathers listen and follow God’s voice; great fathers build and prepare an ark of safety in the form of a local church; great fathers separate their families well away from the line of sin and worldliness; great fathers give of themselves and bring Jesus Christ into their families.  And the result is that great fathers forever impact not only the generation after them but generations and generations that follow!  Choose to live for something greater!  Choose to act in the same manner!  Act as great fathers act!  Do as great fathers do!    
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