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“Show Us the Father” — May 14, 2017
Acts 7:55–60

55Filled with the Holy Spirit, Stephen gazed into heaven and saw the glory of God and Jesus standing at the right hand of God. 56”Look,” he said, “I see the heavens opened and the Son of Man standing at the right hand of God!”
57But they covered their ears, and with a loud shout all rushed together against him. 58Then they dragged him out of the city and began to stone him; and the witnesses laid their coats at the feet of a young man named Saul.
59While they were stoning Stephen, he prayed, “Lord Jesus, receive my spirit.” 60Then he knelt down and cried out in a loud voice, “Lord, do not hold this sin against them.” When he had said this, he died.

John 14:6–13
6Jesus said to him, “I am the way, and the truth, and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me. 7If you know me, you will know my Father also. From now on you do know him and have seen him.”

8 Philip said to him, “Lord, show us the Father, and we will be satisfied.”9Jesus said to him, “Have I been with you all this time, Philip, and you still do not know me? Whoever has seen me has seen the Father. How can you say, ‘Show us the Father’?
10“Do you not believe that I am in the Father and the Father is in me? The words that I say to you I do not speak on my own; but the Father who dwells in me does his works. 11Believe me that I am in the Father and the Father is in me; but if you do not, then believe me because of the works themselves.

12 “Very truly, I tell you, the one who believes in me will also do the works that I do and, in fact, will do greater works than these, because I am going to the Father. 13I will do whatever you ask in my name, so that the Father may be glorified in the Son.

Hosea 11:1–4

When Israel was a child, I loved him, and out of Egypt I called my son. 

2 The more I called them, the more they went from me;
they kept sacrificing to the Baals, and offering incense to idols. 
3 Yet it was I who taught Ephraim to walk,
I took them up in my arms; but they did not know that I healed them. 

4 I led them with cords of human kindness, with bands of love.
I was to them like those who lift infants to their cheeks.

   I bent down to them and fed them. 

That last reading has an unusual image: God bending down and feeding infants. That is what a mother would do! I’ve added that reading because the assigned readings for today had nothing to do with mothers. First I need to look at the two readings that were assigned.

We start with the story of the first martyrdom of a Christ-believer. The dying words of Stephen echo Jesus himself, who said, from the cross: “Father, forgive them; for they do not know what they are doing” (Luke 23:34). Stephen says “Lord, do not hold this sin against them” (Acts 7:60). Such generous forgiveness, while in mortal pain, is really beyond what the natural man can achieve. This power of forgiveness comes from the Spirit dwelling within the believer. 

Stephen was one of the original group of seven deacons commissioned by the apostles with the laying on of hands, who were to take care of the crowd while the apostles preached (Acts 6:1–6). But Stephen did more. He was “full of grace and power [and] did great wonders and signs” it says (6:8). 

Some Jews in the synagogues spread rumors that he was speaking against Moses and God. The Sanhedrin, the Jewish court, was receptive to the rumors, arresting Stephen and questioning him. He refused to be cautious, but gave them a speech about the history of salvation from Abraham to Joseph to Moses (Acts 7:20–44; in vv. 42–43 he quotes the antisacrificial passage, Amos 5:25). 

Finally he comes to the story of the building of the Temple. Instead of praising the Temple, he makes the dangerous statement “the Most High does not dwell in houses made by human hands,” and backs this up with a quote from the radical prophet Third Isaiah, saying “Heaven is my throne, and the earth is my footstool. What kind of house will you build for me, says the Lord” (7:48–49). There was a division of opinion among Jews. Third Isaiah did not revere the Temple, the way many Jews did. Stephen is on that wavelength. He is telling the Temple bosses that the Temple is unnecessary! They see this as a threat to their source of income and power. If possible, he makes his situation even worse by saying “You stiff-necked people . . . . persecute” the prophets, and “have not kept” the Law (7:51–53). Stephen then has a vision of heaven, seeing Jesus standing at the right hand of God (7:56). The priests explode with rage; they have him dragged outside the city to be stoned, which is against Roman law, by the way; Rome did not allow the Sanhedrin to exercise the death penalty.

There’s a line that is easy to miss at this point. The crowd “laid their coats at the feet of a young man named Saul” (7:58). They kill the decent man Stephen, and he asks God not to “hold this sin against them” (7:60). The young man, who has to stand there watching this violence, later has a spiritual upheaval and a conversion experience wherein Jesus speaks to him, saying “Saul, who do you persecute me?” (Acts 9:4). He becomes a believer and then church’s greatest apostle, changing his name to Paul. Now the story does not say that Saul had a twinge of conscience after the killing of Stephen, but I think that this was likely a factor in Saul’s change.

Our other passage is Jesus’ response to Philip. Now Philip believes in Jesus, of course, but his understanding is not very deep; he says “show us the Father” right after Jesus had said “I am the way, and the truth, and the life. . . . If you know me, you will know my Father also” (14:6–8).

So the theme that ties these two stories together is: coming to understand Jesus, even though Philip was already a believer, and Saul was not. Both stories have something to do with STARTING to understand Jesus. 

Philip’s honest curiosity was the major factor in HIS learning experience. His ignorance was sometimes frustrating, but his honesty was refreshing, and it gave Jesus the occasion to make his meaning very clear. “Whoever has seen me has seen the Father” (14:9). Jesus’ central mission is to reveal the Father. “I am in the Father and the Father is in me,” he says (14:11). There is complete unity between the Father, the Son, and the Spirit; that is why we can speak of a Trinity, and not of three separate gods. We should not think of God’s attitude or nature as being any different from Jesus’ attitude and nature. Jesus is kind to children; God is kind to children. Jesus is very merciful and forgiving, but he hates hypocrisy; God is very merciful and forgiving but hates hypocrisy. 

Many theological mistakes have been made by people who mean well, but who wrongly believe that God is a stern and demanding Judge, while Jesus is the merciful and victimized Son. Rather, Jesus has the same divine nature, and in this passage he says he can hand some of his power on to us. He says those who believe in him “will also do the works that I do and, in fact, will do greater works than these” (14:12). This may include miracles, but Jesus always emphasized the spiritual works: the rescued lives, the conquered sins, the defeated addictions, the transformed characters. Those are certainly the most important works, along with the alignment of our wills with God’s will, so when Jesus says, “I will do whatever you ask in my name” (14:13), he envisions that what we ask is what God desires. “In his name” means in his power; and in his power means in his attitude, his spirit, his purpose. We would not be asking for anything out of alignment, twisted toward the service of self. Pray in his name, which must be in his attitude, with his values.

“Show us the Father.” Jesus did that, and we can do it, in our small way.

Now, can we work Mothers’ Day into the sermon? We can if we look at some biblical images of God as a mother. We saw the image Hosea used “I was to them like those who lift infants to their cheeks. I bent down to them and fed them” (Hos 11:4). Even more direct is Third Isaiah: “As a mother comforts her child, so I will comfort you” (Isa 66:13). These are metaphors, of course. But even Jesus uses a mother image about himself when he says “Jerusalem, Jerusalem . . . . How often have I desired to gather your children together as a hen gathers her brood under her wings, and you were not willing!” (Matt 23:37). Jesus would have been like a protective hen! With all these images, I think it clear that we can think of God as a caring Mother, the same way we think of God as a kind and protective Father. 

Now Mothers’ Day is about human mothers, of course, but these images encourage us to remember what we love about our mothers. We honor mothers because of their amazing loyalty, unselfishness, patience, kindness, their hard work, and also their good cheer. When we are small, we never need to say “show us the Mother,” since our earth mothers are ever-present. We actually have to grow up and away from these god-like beings. We all grow up in a mother matrix, and then we start getting minds of our own, and holding mother at arm’s length. And we start taking them for granted. But on Mothers’ Day we remember to not take our mothers for granted! Fortunately, most mothers have a good sense of humor about this. 

It is good to be grateful. What is more comforting than a mother’s love? A psalmist, searching for an image of how he felt comforted, said, “I have composed and quieted my soul, like a weaned child rests against his mother” (Ps 131:2 NASB). It’s really staggering to think of how much our mothers guided us and taught us, and the extent to which our early impressions of life were shaped by our mothers. Human parenting reflects the divine parenting, though imperfectly.

So we got three different lessons today, with some threads connecting the three. The tremendous forgiveness that Stephen expressed is something that he got from the Spirit; he was full of grace and Spirit, and he gave his life for the Son. Then we read the words of that Son saying that whoever has seen him has seen the Father. In other words, his role is to reveal the Father. God is invisible to us, but in Jesus we see how God would act if God were to become a human being. God the Son did become a human being. And both the Father and the Son can sometimes be pictured with female images, of God like a mother comforting her child, or like a mother hen taking her brood under her wings. 

Our mothers are human and fallible; we know that. But they reflect something of the nature of God, too, when they calm us and quiet us and protect us and teach us. And when their children go astray, a mother’s heartbreak is like the heartache of God. I pray that God reach all of us, and help the wandering souls to realize their need to get back on the straight and narrow, and then to be able to benefit from God’s parental love.

Hosea pictured God’s motherly love: “I led them with cords of human kindness, with bands of love. I was to them like those who lift infants to their cheeks” (Hos 11:4). God’s love is both fatherly and motherly. So is Jesus’ love, although we can add that he has brotherly love for us, as well. He is our leader and Savior, but he also knew what human life was all about, and what it’s like to be rejected by those who should have accepted him. Yet he remained gracious to the very end; he knew that evil could not do any real and lasting damage to him. 
He empowers us to reflect God’s love. We can learn more and more about God’s love, and pass it on to those in our environment. God is love: pass it on.

