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Chapter 3  
Building Family through 

Spiritual Motherhood and 
Fatherhood 

As we have seen, God is looking for a spiritual house, a 
family and a people amongst whom he can dwell by his 
Holy Spirit. As I have proposed in the last chapter, one 
way in which the family of God gets built is through 
rooting people in the Word of God. This builds identity 
into God‟s people, and an understanding of what the 
Father wants his children to be like, look like, and 
behave like. Leaders therefore need to build God‟s 
people up through the Word of God, and also set an 
atmosphere in their leadership that will facilitate a 
„family feel‟. Can we find from Scripture what this 
„family feel‟ might look like, or does it simply depend 
on the whims of different leaders? 

There is no doubt that leaders influence their 
families, and that the families take on, to a degree, the 
character and nature of their spiritual parents. To cite 
a rather trivial example, I go to Africa a lot. It is not a 
criticism, but a rather obvious statement of fact, that 
Africans are not the best timekeepers in the world. Life 
unfolds in a rather relaxed way for Africans, and 
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relationships are very important, so you always have 
time to talk to people, no matter where you may be 
going, nor how important your engagement. Recently I 
was in Zimbabwe for a meeting of our Salt & Light 
International Team, and I commented to our hostess 
how impressed I was that all the meetings we had been 
to in the Faith Ministries churches had started on 
time, and that quite a lot of people were there on time! 
“Oh yes”, my hostess replied, “that was how Ngwiza 
(the founding father of the Faith Ministries family of 
churches) trained us. He was always clear that nothing 
would be accomplished by people who were slack, lazy 
and indisciplined! And he was always on time for 
everything.”  

Without doubt, building the family of God is 
something that God himself does, first and foremost. 
The church is God‟s family, and God must build that 
family. When Paul is writing to the Christians in 
Ephesus about the big purposes of God in the church, 
and how God wants to display his glory in the church 
to principalities and powers, he bursts into a powerful, 
apostolic prayer: 

For this reason, I kneel before the Father, from whom 
his whole family in heaven and on earth derives its 
name. I pray that out of his glorious riches he may 
strengthen you with power through his Spirit in your 
inner being, so that Christ may dwell in your hearts 
through faith. And I pray that you, being rooted and 
established in love, may have power together with all 
the saints, to grasp how wide and long and high and 
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deep is the love of Christ, and to know this love that 
surpasses knowledge – that you may be filled to the 
measure of the fullness of God. 

Now to him who is able to do immeasurably more 
than all we ask or imagine, according to his power 
that is at work within us, to him be glory in the 
church and in Christ Jesus throughout all 
generations, for ever and ever! Amen. 
(Ephesians 3:14-21) 

A Family Filled with Love 
This „building family‟ is God‟s doing. This is the prayer 
of all leaders, not just the apostle Paul: “Father God, 
please build your family here!” But Paul‟s prayer has a 
profound significance. What he is saying is that there 
is a corporate dimension to our grasping the love of 
God, which we will never discover with our 
westernised, individualistic approach to family. On my 
own, I can only grasp a miniscule perception of the 
love of God, by looking at how Jesus died for me, how 
God loved me enough to make me with all my 
imperfections and rebellion a child of his. All of that is 
true, but it really is a very tiny bit of the truth. 

What Paul prays for these Ephesian Christians is 
that God will help them to understand together with all 
the saints the love of God, and its vastness. When we 
see the family of God – all these peculiar people with 
their different personalities loved by the Father, all 
these different people with a huge destiny in God, and 
how he has planned for them all and given them 
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promises that will never fail – when we see this vast 
family, men and women, black and white, rich and 
poor, people from all different sorts of backgrounds 
and with all different sorts of gifts and talents – when 
we see that God loves every one of them, then we start 
to understand just a little bit of the vastness of God‟s 
love. 

And when you‟ve been around the family of God for 
some time, you understand that for such a family to be 
filled with the love of Christ, and to joyfully embrace 
one another with all of our different personalities, 
well, that‟s not straightforward! It is a virtually 
impossible prayer to pray, “Lord, fill these people with 
your love, so that they look and behave like family!” 
Which is why the Apostle Paul prays: “Now to him who 
is able to do immeasurably more than all we ask or 
imagine, to him be glory in the church…” 

There is a truly spiritual dynamic here. Only God 
the Father can build the church into his family. 

But Fatherhood and Motherhood Help 
Just after Paul prays this huge prayer for the 
Christians in Ephesus to be filled with all of the love of 
God, he goes on to talk about life in the family of God, 
or, to use another picture, the Body of Christ. 
Christians are supposed to live like “children of light”. 
They were to “put off the old self”, “be made new in the 
attitude of their minds”, and “put on the new self” 
(Ephesians 4:22-24). This would result in different 
behaviour, such as telling the truth, working honestly 
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for a living, not getting angry, not using bad or 
destructive language, and not grieving the Holy Spirit. 
Living like “children of light” (Ephesians 5:8) would also 
result in transformed relationships, where husbands 
love their wives like Christ loves the church, where 
wives submit to husbands like the church submits to 
Christ, where children obey and honour their parents, 
and fathers are kind to their sons, and bring them up 
in the training and instruction of the Lord.  

This sounds like family life as God wants it! Families 
filled with love, care for one another, submitting to 
one another, where children are cared for fully and 
properly as God designs. That takes good fatherhood 
and good motherhood. And Paul tells Timothy and 
Titus that one qualification for leadership is that 
leaders should know how to care for their families 
properly. “For if anyone does not know how to manage his 
own family, how can he take care of God‟s church?” 
(1 Timothy 3:5) 

The church is a family; the qualification for being a 
leader in the church is to be able to take good care of 
one‟s family. The principle is clear: good fathers and 
mothers develop good families, and good spiritual fathers 
and mothers will develop good spiritual families. 

It seems likely that Paul was a widower. He must 
have been married to have been a member of the 
Sanhedrin, because single people did not qualify. But 
he implies in 1 Corinthians 7:7 that he is single; 
elsewhere he says that he has the right to take a wife 
with him on his travels, but he forgoes that right 
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(1 Corinthians 9:4) for the sake of the gospel task. 
Nonetheless, he says to the Christians in Thessalonica 
that he has exercised the care of both a father and 
mother! Presumably he recognises the need of both: 

As apostles of Christ we could have been a burden to 
you, but we were gentle among you, like a mother 
caring for her little children. We loved you so 
much that we were delighted to share with you not 
only the gospel of God but our lives as well, because 
you had become so dear to us. Surely you remember, 
brothers, our toil and hardship; we worked night and 
day in order not to be a burden to anyone while we 
preached the gospel of God to you. 

You are witnesses, and so is God, of how holy, 
righteous and blameless we were among you who 
believed. For you know that we dealt with each of you 
as a father deals with his own children, 
encouraging, comforting and urging you to live lives 
worthy of God, who calls you into his kingdom and 
glory. (1 Thessalonians 2:6-12) 
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Chapter 4  
Let’s Hear it for  

Spiritual Mothers! 

Mothers have an incredible capacity to give love to 
their children. They are generally more emotionally 
attached in the parenting process than men, who often 
remain slightly more detached. This is no criticism of 
either, simply an evaluation of how things work in the 
large majority of families. (There are exceptions to 
every generalisation of course!) They nurture their 
kids with dedication; defend them with passion; train 
them with diligence, and work hard night and day to 
provide for them, care for them.  

Paul says he was like a mother to the Christians in 
Thessalonica, giving to them “not only the gospel, but our 
own selves as well”. New Christians and young Christians 
need this sort of care and attention. In the normal way 
it is a spiritual “mothering” care, only Paul has to 
combine it with his “fathering” care as well, 
“encouraging, comforting and urging them to live lives 
worthy of God”. 

We still need spiritual mothers in the church. In the 
early church the men took the overall role of 
leadership within the family of the church, but the 
women were also called up by Jesus to sit at his feet 
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and be part of the disciples‟ wider group. Jesus 
honoured the women and included them. So, for that 
matter, did the Apostle Paul, who encouraged the early 
church to ensure that the women took their place in 
learning and leading. After outlining the qualifications 
for elders and deacons in the context of the early 
church, Paul goes on to say: 

In the same way, the wives [or maybe, „the women 
leaders‟ – the translation is equally valid] are to be 
women worthy of respect, not malicious talkers but 
temperate and trustworthy in everything.  
(1 Timothy 3:11) 

In other words, these influential ladies or women are 
to qualify through their character for the spiritual role 
and influence they have in the life of the church, 
alongside the men. We will talk a bit later in the next 
chapter about the importance of character, but for 
now let us be quite clear that, even if we are 
committed to men being elders in the church, as most 
churches in the Salt & Light family are, the need for 
spiritual mothers in the family of God is of paramount 
importance. 

Like Lois and Eunice 
Paul speaks highly of Lois and Eunice, Timothy‟s 
grandmother and mother. Although Timothy‟s father 
was Greek (Acts 16:1), his Jewish-background mother 
and grandmother were clearly influential in his 
training. Paul suggests in his second letter to Timothy 
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(1:5) that they had clearly imparted a strong and 
robust faith to him – their faith “lives on in him”. And 
in one of the most famous passages on the divine 
inspiration of Scripture, Paul says: 

But as for you, continue in what you have learned 
and have become convinced of, because you know 
from whom you have learned it, and how from 
infancy you have known the holy Scriptures, which 
are able to make you wise for salvation through faith 
in Christ Jesus. All scripture is God-breathed and is 
useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training 
in righteousness, so that the man of God may be 
thoroughly equipped for every good work.  
(2 Timothy 3:15-17) 

I think of my own heritage: I was raised in a similar 
family to Timothy. My mother became a believer after 
my parents were married, and my father did not find 
faith until close to the end of his life. My parents were 
very divided over the issue of faith, and I can 
remember some very lively, and not so pleasant, 
debates. Actually, lots of arguments! My mother was a 
godly lady, who taught us God‟s word and God‟s ways. 
She was also secretary of the Baptist church in which 
we were raised. She was an extremely influential 
mother, both naturally and spiritually. Her influence 
was felt by us, her children, but by many, many others 
as well! She took her place clearly in home and church 
alike. We need lots of spiritual mothers like that! 
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Like Deborah 
Deborah was a prophetess and a judge in Israel. 
Obviously a woman with giftedness and wisdom, she 
prophesied over Barak that he should go and take on 
their enemy Sisera, the commander of Jabin‟s army. 
Jabin was a king in Canaan. Barak was timid and 
insecure, and agreed to go only if Deborah would go 
with him. She agreed, but prophesied that, because of 
his cowardice, the credit for Sisera‟s death would go to 
a woman, and indeed, it was Jael, wife of Heber, who 
eventually killed Sisera by driving a tent-peg through 
his head (another impressively forceful woman!).  

In Judges 5, Deborah is heralded in the „Song of 
Deborah‟ as a “mother in Israel”, whose heart is “with 
Israel‟s princes, with the willing volunteers among the 
people.” Deborah was responsible for inspiring God‟s 
people to exploits, and wasn‟t afraid of battle herself. 
She was a woman of the Spirit, and a fighter, and 
provoked Barak and others to stand up to Israel‟s 
enemies. She was a spiritual mother in Israel, and we 
need spiritual mothers who are women of the Spirit, 
and who will fight for their families, for God‟s family, 
and for the cause of God‟s kingdom. 

Like Priscilla 
The Apostle Paul met Priscilla and Aquila in Corinth. 
They were of Roman origin, but the Emperor Claudius 
had evicted all Jews from Rome in the mid-forties AD. 
They shared the same profession, making tents, and 
became firm friends. Priscilla‟s name is often 
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mentioned first in this partnership, possibly indicating 
that she came from a higher-born family. Acts 18:26 
shows them working side by side in Ephesus in a 
teaching ministry, helping Apollos, who was a Jew with 
a thorough knowledge of the Scriptures, to understand 
the ways of the kingdom better.  

Later on, they have a church meeting in their home 
(probably quite a large house, and able to 
accommodate a good size house-church) in Corinth. 
Clearly, by the time Paul writes his letter to the church 
in Rome, they are back in Rome, and he asks that they 
be greeted: 

Greet Priscilla and Aquila, my fellow-workers in 
Christ Jesus. They risked their lives for me. Not only I, 
but all the churches of the gentiles are grateful to 
them. Greet also the church that meets at their house. 
(Romans 16:3-5) 

Paul is clear that Priscilla and Aquila are equally his 
fellow-workers. They are partners – in tent-making 
and the work of the gospel. They teach others the ways 
of Christ. And here they are back in Rome, with a 
church in their house again! We need spiritual 
mothers like Priscilla, who are right alongside the 
apostles, right alongside their husbands, and engaging 
in the Lord‟s work. 

Like Junia/Junias 
Many people make much of Paul‟s comment about 
Junias/Junia (we are not quite sure what the right 
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form of the name is – and we don‟t even know whether 
Junia was a man or a woman), and of the fact that Paul 
says that Junia(s) is “outstanding amongst the 
apostles”. A woman amongst the apostles? Was this a 
woman apostle? Or was it just that she had an 
outstanding reputation amongst the apostles? We just 
don‟t know.  

But if Priscilla can work alongside the apostles, 
there is no reason why other women can‟t. It‟s not 
necessarily a matter of position or office, but simply 
being part of the apostolic team or band. The women 
clearly have a place there on the apostolic team. We 
need spiritual mothers there, too, as well as in local 
churches! And there are other women who Paul 
recognises: 

Greet Tryphena and Tryphosa, those women who 
work hard in the Lord. Greet my dear friend Persis, 
another woman who has worked very hard in the 
Lord. Greet Rufus, chosen in the Lord, and his mother, 
who has been a mother to me, too. (Romans 16:12-13) 

Arise, Mothers in Israel! 
The song of Deborah in Judges 5 laments Israel‟s state 
until Deborah arises. And when Deborah rises up, 
everything changes. Her role was essentially 
influential. She prophesied into Barak and into the 
nation. In Hebrews 11, Barak is lauded as the hero of 
faith, and there is no mention of Deborah. But she is 
clearly „the power behind the throne‟. She is the 
prophetess and woman of God who inspires the men to 
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action. This is not a competition, but a partnership; 
she wants the cause of God‟s name and God‟s kingdom 
to succeed. 

We want, without doubt, to release women in the 
church to the leadership, ministry and influence that 
God wants to give them. Eighteen months ago, I was in 
a leaders‟ gathering, and a man I know and respect 
came and prophesied over me. I felt that he had a bit 
of an agenda, but at the same time, I knew that what 
he was prophesying was the word of the Lord to me. 
He outlined the Lord‟s pleasure over me, that I had 
raised up and developed many sons in the Lord, but 
made clear that it was now time to develop spiritual 
daughters. I had no doubt that, whatever his agenda, 
God was speaking to me. As a father of three daughters 
and two sons in my natural family, it has always been 
my desire to see each one flourish and do the best that 
God has made them for. That surely is what God wants 
too. This is not a question of position, but the full 
release of all the God-given gifts that God has put 
inside each one of us. This prophecy has challenged me 
enormously. It is obviously practically much easier to 
travel in teams with young men in training than with 
younger women; but we must find ways of ensuring 
the training and release of the gifts in spiritual 
daughters. 

The Proverbs 31 Woman 
I think of the Proverbs 31 woman who is so extolled at 
the end of the book of Proverbs. This passage, an 
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epilogue for the whole book of Proverbs, praises this 
woman of excellent character. She is the wife of an 
elder (verse 23), and her husband is honoured amongst 
the leaders of the city. But while he is sitting in the 
city gate conducting the city business with the other 
elders, she is up early, providing for her family, 
extending the family estate, running the family 
business, conducting a ministry to the poor and the 
needy, overseeing the furnishings and affairs of the 
household, speaks with wisdom, prepares well for the 
future, is diligent and hardworking. She is a 
remarkable lady, appreciated by everyone for her 
talents, hard work and wisdom, honoured by her 
children and husband, whose praise for her is: “Many 
women do noble things, but you surpass them all!”(v29) 

Questions 

1. Who has been a spiritual mother to you? What 
have you appreciated about them? 

2. How do the biblical descriptions in this chapter 
of what spiritual mothers are like fit with what 
society tells us about the role of women? 

3. How are you going to find ways of ensuring the 
training and release of the gifts in spiritual 
daughters? 
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Chapter 5  
Spiritual Fathers –  

We Need More! 

Paul says to the Christians in Corinth: 

Even though you have ten thousand guardians (or 
guides) in Christ, you do not have many fathers, for 
in Christ Jesus I became your father through the 
gospel. Therefore I urge you to imitate me. For this 
reason I am sending to you Timothy, my son whom I 
love, who is faithful in the Lord. He will remind you of 
my way of life in Christ Jesus, which agrees with what 
I teach everywhere in every church. 
(1 Corinthians 4:15-17) 

Paul was aware that, while there are many people in 
the Body of Christ who can bless us, there are not 
many spiritual fathers. Fathers and guides are two 
different things. Guides show you the way for a period 
of time. They can be easily hired, and move on pretty 
fast. Fathers are carers and guides for as long as they 
are wanted; and even when they are not wanted, they 
have a concern for their spiritual offspring which 
cannot be easily laid aside. I am a father to five 
children, and have been for many years. I still love 
those who have left home and married their partners, I 
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still carry their concerns and needs close to my own 
heart, and, if they need me, I am there. I do not have 
the same responsibility I once had when they were 
single, and maybe lived in the same house, but you 
don‟t suddenly switch off your care, prayer, concern 
and encouragement. When they need help of any sort, 
you are there. That‟s fatherhood! 

Everywhere I go, in all sorts of countries, whether 
in Europe, Africa or America, there is a cry for spiritual 
fathers. We have a number of young leaders we are 
working with in Poland, who have been pretty much 
looked down on and despised by priests in the Roman 
Catholic church for their lack of experience or 
training. They are good men, with passion for Jesus 
and his kingdom. They have gathered communities of 
God‟s people around them, and are seeking to help 
them grow in God. They say to us regularly: “We love 
having spiritual fathers like you – the age of our 
natural parents. Without you we would be like 
orphans.” In France, pastors have lashed out at church 
members and berated and exhorted them 
prophetically and sometimes abusively. What churches 
need is spiritual fathers who will encourage them, be 
patient with them, as well as provoke them and press 
them into God. In church in the USA, leadership is 
often caught in a trap of professionalism. Everything is 
neat and tidy. There is someone employed in the 
church to meet your needs, but that is not the same as 
someone loving you, being there for you, giving you 
affirmation, and picking you up when you fall.  
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People need fathers, not professionals. Fathers have 
time, and if they don‟t, true fathers make time. 
Professionals fit you into their diary-convenience, and 
if it won‟t work to fit you in for a couple of weeks, too 
bad. In many nations, pastors and leaders are more 
interested in their own advancement, position and 
status than caring for God‟s people. That‟s why pastors 
want to be called Bishops or Apostles, and to 
accumulate titles which demonstrate their 
importance, while all it demonstrates in fact is their 
own acute insecurity and need for affirmation by 
others. These people are interested in themselves, but 
not in the people God has given them to care for. 

The Heart of a Father 

For you know that we dealt with each of you as a 
father deals with his own children, encouraging, 
comforting and urging you to live lives worthy of God, 
who calls you into his Kingdom and glory.  
(1 Thessalonians 2:11-12) 

We have already commented on Paul‟s comment to the 
Christians in Thessalonica. Clearly, he had a big heart. 
He writes to the churches in Galatia, who were in 
danger of making some seriously bad choices and of 
falling into legalism, in a tone that manifests 
incredible emotion: 
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My dear children, for whom I am again in the pains of 
childbirth until Christ is formed in you, how I wish I 
could be with you now and change my tone, because I 
am perplexed about you! (Galatians 4:19-20) 

He so wants to see the Galatians become everything 
they can be, and not to miss the mark, that it feels like 
labour-pains. In the King James Version of the Bible, 
the work of Jesus the Servant is described in these 
words: “He shall see the travail of his soul and be satisfied.” 
(Isaiah 53:11). Paul is describing something of a similar 
thing here. He is travailing, longing, labouring, in his 
soul to see the Galatians enter their destiny in Christ 
and not miss it. That‟s fatherhood. We are desperate 
for our kids to succeed and do well. We feel their pain 
when things go wrong for them, or when they are 
disappointed and fail in some way. 

Paul wants to be in so many places at the same time, 
because his heart is with so many people. He tells the 
Christians in Corinth that he is longing to be with 
them, but cannot. But the next best thing he can do is 
to send Timothy, his son, whom he loves, who will 
remind them of Paul‟s way of life. He says virtually the 
same thing to the Philippians: 

I hope in the Lord Jesus to send Timothy to you soon, 
that I also may be cheered when I receive news about 
you. I have no-one else like him, who takes a genuine 
interest in your welfare. For everyone looks out for 
his own interests, not those of Jesus Christ.  
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But you know that Timothy has proved himself, 
because as a son with his father he has served with 
me in the work of the gospel. I hope, therefore, to send 
him as soon as I see how things go with me.  
(Philippians 2:19-23) 

Paul‟s fatherly heart wants to be with all the people he 
feels fatherhood towards. He clearly can‟t be 
everywhere at once. The best thing he can do is to 
send a son. And Timothy is such a dear and faithful 
son, that he sends him to Corinth, then he sends him 
to Philippi, and then he sends him to the very 
significant church in Ephesus. His brief: to remind 
them of Paul‟s way of life in Christ Jesus. 

This leads us to an important aspect in seeing the 
family of God built. Not only do we want to see 
spiritual mothers and fathers in order that God‟s 
family may be properly cared for and encouraged, we 
need to raise up spiritual sons and daughters to see the 
quality and vitality of the life of that family flourish 
and develop. This is an important aspect of our 
training and leadership. We are not just looking to 
develop lots of courses so that we have better 
developed and equipped Christians who can do lots 
more things for Jesus. We need to think hard about 
how we actively train and develop sons and daughters 
of the kingdom (a phrase Jesus used in Matthew 13:38). 
God definitely wants us to leave a legacy for him and 
his kingdom as we build his family here on the earth. 

I count it a privilege to have been fathered by two 
men of God. The first was the pastor of the Baptist 
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church in Toxteth, Liverpool, under whose care I grew 
up. He was by nature, it seemed, a spiritual father. He 
didn‟t have to think about it – he wasn‟t that strategic! 
But he did it. And there were lots of young people in 
this church for whom he had vision, and whom he 
encouraged to take their full place in the kingdom. I 
think it was a constant surprise to him throughout his 
life and ministry that God used him. He was just an 
ordinary guy, who left school at fourteen to take care 
of his family who were rather uncared for by their 
alcoholic father. But God met him in his late teens, and 
he dramatically came to Christ, and shortly afterwards 
God called him to be a pastor in Liverpool. He was 
everyone‟s friend in the area of Liverpool in which he 
lived, welcome in any home, always called on in times 
of crisis. And he was a father to many of us young 
people. He took us out with him when he went out to 
minister, he trained us through serving alongside him, 
and he encouraged us not to live for less than God‟s 
best in our lives. 

A few years after I became a pastor, it occurred to 
me that I still needed a „father in God‟ to watch out for 
me and guide me. I wasn‟t suddenly mature enough to 
manage without. Indeed, the decisions I was taking 
and the leadership I was exercising seemed to have 
greater implications than I might imagine. Being 
trapped to my own perspectives, and not receiving the 
benefit of the wisdom of others who had learnt far 
more than me could be very dangerous. We see this 
pattern of father-son relationship in Paul and 
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Timothy. Paul spotted Timothy in Lystra, and took him 
under his wing; but when he sent him to lead the very 
significant church in Ephesus, he wrote two fulsome 
letters with lots of instructions. Paul knew that 
Timothy needed fathering even more closely now, not 
less. And that‟s what I realised for myself. And that‟s 
why I am so grateful that I came into contact with 
Barney Coombs, who became a father and friend to me 
at that time. 

Call No Man Father? 
Some people get really nervous with all this talk about 
fatherhood. Are we asking others to take decisions for 
us? Does this stop us growing up as individuals in 
hearing God? Doesn‟t this smack of control? Doesn‟t 
Jesus say: “Don‟t call anyone father”? Well, he does, 
but we need to understand the context of Matthew 23. 
Jesus is confronting the religious leaders with their 
love of status, and their pride in titles. He confronts 
their drawing glory to themselves, instead of giving 
glory to God. What he is appalled at is the pride behind 
the titles and those who want them. And having said, 
“You shouldn‟t be called teacher”, he still calls them 
teachers, which is what they were. What he means is: 
you shouldn‟t crave that title, and the honour that 
goes with it. So Paul is unashamed to be a spiritual 
father, and to call himself such; and he wants to raise 
up spiritual sons to become spiritual fathers. 

My experience of receiving fatherhood from both 
these men of God I have mentioned is that, far from 
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controlling or diminishing me, it expanded and 
enriched me. It undoubtedly gave me an increased 
sense of security in my walk with God. I was not like an 
orphan trying to prove myself and do everything on 
my own; I regularly received from them a broader 
perspective of life in God‟s kingdom than my own 
rather short-sighted perspective gave me. And, as I 
became a spiritual son to them, I became a father in 
my own right as well. This is the law of impartation at 
work. By being around them, the fatherhood that they 
exercised rubbed off on me, and I received some of 
that spirit of fatherhood myself.  

There has been a reaction in the UK, even in some 
of our own Salt & Light churches, to all this talk of 
fatherhood. But I think that we could be in danger of 
throwing out the baby with the bathwater, because of 
our own cultural background. The current emphasis 
on „learning in community‟ promotes a great attitude, 
for we must all be lifelong learners, and being taught 
by one another is godly and important. „Learning 
theology in community‟ is great, for example, so long 
as there is sufficient theological awareness in that 
community, so long as the members of that 
community are well enough informed. So there needs 
to be a combination of us being willing to receive from 
those who know some theology – that is, we are willing 
to be instructed by those better informed than us – 
and of sharpening one another up in a learning 
community as to how we respond to and apply what 
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we are learning. The learning community is not „flat‟, 
in terms of everyone‟s views being equal. They aren‟t. 

A Community like the Trinity? 
Actually, our model for the Christian community 
comes from the Trinity. As ever, God is our example 
and model. Our understanding of God is of 
three-in-oneness. Father, Son and Holy Spirit. This was 
one of the dilemmas of early Christian theology. How 
do we understand God and talk about him? There is an 
incredible interrelatedness between Father, Son and 
Holy Spirit in so many passages in the New Testament. 
These persons of the Trinity never act independently.  

The early church found many creative ways to 
express this, and in different centuries people have 
looked for new ways to express this massive mystery 
of the Trinity. In the seventh century, this mystery 
came to be expressed as „perichoresis‟ by John of 
Damascus, meaning that each member of the trinity 
was rotating round and dancing round the other. This 
is where ideas of God being „Lord of the dance‟ come 
from. But if there is equality and community within 
the Trinity, there is also leadership within it. The 
Father has planned things before the creation of the 
world, and the Son and the Spirit are willing partners 
in his sovereign projects for salvation. 

There is a paternalism that is rightly rejected by our 
generation. Fatherhood has been abused in the past, 
and has been a synonym for a somewhat dictatorial 
form of leadership. We definitely don‟t want that! It is 
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also the case that some natural fathers have been 
rather authoritarian; but we do not for that reason 
scrap the whole idea of having fathers in families! No, 
let us rather adjust how fathers lead, so that they are 
not authoritarian and dictatorial, and let us receive 
the love and encouragement and security that good 
fathers can give us, so that we are well surrounded 
with the sort of care and guidance we need as the 
family of God. We live in a glorious fellowship of 
equality and community within the church, where we 
honour the gifts of all. We want to receive and 
encourage the gifts of every single person, while also 
honouring the leadership of fathers who have been 
proven in God in various ways, and can lead us in the 
wisdom of God. This is an incredibly important 
balance, but if we can do it, we will have a godly 
society within the church of Christ. 

Questions 

1. Who has been a spiritual father to you? What 
have you appreciated about them? 

2. Are there any areas where rejecting paternalism 
has meant you‟ve missed out on receiving the 
wisdom and care of those who have gone before? 


