As A Father Pities His Children

Psalm 103

Doug Hayes, July 2, 2006 – Church of the King, Sacramento, CA

The sermon text for this morning is Psalm 103. Please stand and give attention to the reading of God’s Word to us this morning.

He who has ears to hear, let him hear!

Prayer of illumination

Our Father, we stand before you this morning mindful of the fact that it is by grace that we have been saved, and that by faith we have been given the right to become children of God. As your beloved children, we ask that you would feed us this day with the heavenly food of your word, and that you would thereby cause us to be transformed and renewed for service in your kingdom. For we pray in the name of our only Savior, Jesus Christ. Amen.

Please be seated.

Over the last 20 years or so I have been greatly blessed by being associated with so many godly men, who have pursued their callings as fathers with self-conscious and biblical zeal. 

And yet, being a good father is no easy business. I know most certainly that I am not the man that I ought to be for my children. In addition to my own general sinfulness and folly, no matter how hard I try and how self-conscious I am about fathering, I feel certain that I just don’t measure up. Although I have read scores of books, listened to tapes, watched videos, gone to conferences, work with my wife to develop written parenting plans for each of our children, tried to be proactive and self-conscious about parenting in every way – I still feel like I am behind the eight-ball and just not providing what my children need from me. What is more, as sadistic as it may sound, I confess to you that I find a great deal of comfort when I hear from other fathers that I respect significantly that they too struggle and that their children have the same sin patterns that I see in my own children (although hidden from my view – looking to me like angelic representations). I am fairly confident that if I called for a sincere and truthful Amen from you who feel the weight and difficulty of fathering, we would hear a hearty shout.

I keep wishing that there were some manual that God would send down from heaven that would make clear exactly how everything should be done. But there isn’t such a document! And so I continue to muddle through in faith in God and His mercy, remaining hopeful that God will use my inadequate fathering for the good of my children and His glory. When I feel this inadequacy I need to be reminded of the faithfulness of God our Father and the sufficiency of the Bible. As Doug Wilson asserts in his book, Standing on the Promises, “Parents must remember that all questions that need to be answered can be answered from the Bible” (p. 15). 

While, it is not Father’s Day (and interestingly and providentially it was Mother’s Day when I was last with you), I chose to preach this topical sermon this morning because the issue of biblical fathering has been a matter of some considerable importance to me over the last several years. It has occurred to me that Psalm 103 gives us some insight into why we fathers feel so inadequate in our parenting, and give us both comfort and instruction on how we should relate to our children. 

Psalm 103 has been called a “Psalm of Descriptive Praise,” and universally among commentators it is thought that the structure of such Psalms is less clearly defined than in many other Psalms. These types of Psalms are thought to have 1) an introductory call to praise, and 2) a main part that describes the praise or reasons for praising God, and sometimes, 3) a concluding praise or call to praise. J.A. Alexander says, The Psalmist (in Ps. 103) calls upon himself to praise God for personal favor already experience (vv. 1-5). In the body we see a contemplation of God’s attributes, also in relation to his people (vv. 6-19). He concludes where he began with exhortation to bless God by all creatures (vv. 20-22). As I have looked at the Psalm, it occurs to me that there may actually be some chiastic structure. On you’re your sermon outline I offer my thoughts for your consideration. The reason that I believe there is some reason to take into account this structure is that it helps to illuminate the reason for praising God: Ours is a God that has a personal relationship with us. He is not some remote deity that we cannot understand or relate to. He is one that reveals Himself to us as someone that is near us, one who so loves us that He forgives our sins, and who sovereignly superintends the world around us so that we are blessed with every good blessing. Of concern to me this morning is the center of the Psalm, which reveals to us that that Yahweh is a Father to us, His children. When we work out from that center we learn how it is that He relates to us as a Father.

I.
Image-bearers reveal the Father “As a father…so the Lord” 

Psalm 103:13 says, “As a father pities his children, So the Lord pities those who fear Him.”
What strange words these are. The Psalmist, under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, tells us that for us to understand the Fatherhood of God, we can look to human fathers as illustrations or representatives. God the Father, in effect, says that we can know Him by looking to our earthly fathers because their relationship with us is such that it resembles the relationship God our Father has with us. What is most interesting to me is that these words are not followed by a list of qualifications, such as: human fathers pity their children in an imperfect, creaturely way, or human fathers merely typify the infinitely superior Fathering of God, or God condescends to our need by using anthropomorphic language for our benefit. While these qualifications are perfectly true, the text wants us to understand that fathers (both good and bad) image the God the Father by the way they father their children. [This, by the way, is one of the reasons that gender neutral Bibles are go so terribly wrong. They fail to tell the truth about who God has revealed Himself to be – a person that can be analogously imaged by a man – father.]
I believe that we feel the weight and struggle of fathering because of this analogous truth that fathers are image-bearers of God the Father. We, as believers, know that we do not measure up to the character of God, and feel inadequate to fulfill our responsibilities as fathers. But with every other area of our lives, we are called to live by faith, and that by grace alone are we able to fulfill our callings as fathers of the covenant children He has given to us. We have been filled with the Holy Spirit, and are empowered to do what God calls us to do.

Psalm 103 (and other similar texts) does not give us a great deal of information about how it is that earthly fathers are image-bearers of the heavenly Father. It may be that we men are generally bigger and stronger, have deeper and scarier voices than their mothers. It may be that children feel not only a sense of fear of their fathers (in a proper sense), but feel have a sense of security and safety in their fathers. Children know that it is their fathers that provide for the family, and are the leaders of their homes. All of these things together provide children with a sense that this is what God is like – that their heavenly Father cares for them in like manner. 

The reality is that children (especially when they are very young) have a very difficult time understanding or relating to that which they cannot personally experience by sight, sound and touch. To them, the concept of God is so abstract that there is no possibility of understanding the love of God for them or having a relationship with him apart from something they can relate to experientially. God graciously provides models, image-bearers, fathers, by which they can build their understanding of who God is. When the Word of God is added to this as they grow and develop, it springs forth into faith and faithfulness. It springs forth over the years into relationship with their heavenly Father that resembles the relationship they had with their earthly fathers.

How great is our calling as fathers, to know that we are to image the heavenly Father to our children, for indeed, the word tell us that “as a father pities his children, so also the Lord pities those who fear Him” (i.e. His children). 

II.
As the Father pities

The converse is also true – As the Father pities His children…in like manner, human fathers ought to pity the children given to them by the Father of fathers. In order to properly bear the image of our heavenly Father, we must know how He Fathers.

Again, Psalm 103:13 tells us, “As a father pities his children, So the Lord pities those who fear Him.” The word “pity” in our common usage generally means to feel sorry for someone. But the Hebrew word used some 47 times refers to a deep love rooted in some natural or covenantal relationship. In addition to a father’s love, as in our text this morning, it is also used to describe a mother’s love toward her nursing infant in Isaiah 49:15. This word is also used at times similarly to the way we use it, meaning to be merciful and to show compassion for someone. When applied to God, the word indicates most often that His relationship with His people is not only one of great love, but a love that leads to specific acts of salvation and care. 

The central section of the Psalm (vv. 13-16) reveals this deep love rooted in our relationship with Him. Of first importance to our children is to have a relationship with them. They have to see and experience our love for them. From their earliest days they need to know with certainty that we love them and are there for them. This comes by holding them, and talking to them, and doing things with them. There is no substitute for a father’s constant care for his children. We need to continually evaluate if we are there enough for our children. Men, your wives well know the condition of our relationship with our children and we are wise fathers insofar as we hear and respond to the urgings of our wives to be better fathers. They know the needs and weaknesses of our children, and, in most cases, are eager for to help us meet the needs of our children.


In vv. 13-16 tells us that the Father knows our frame, and remembers in all of His actions towards who we are and what our capacities are. We need to know what the frame of our children is. 1 year olds cannot obey as a 16 year old will. Often, we have to teach them over and over again how to be obedient. Our children are in many ways frail and breakable. We need to handle them wisely and gently so that they are truly edified by our parenting. We need to adjust our fathering to their changing needs as they go through the various stages of life. This is not easy thing, but very necessary if we are to properly image the Fathering of God. 

As we move out from the central section of the Psalm, vv. 8-12 and vv. 17-18, we see with greater clarity how it is that God deals with our sins. Folly and sin are bound up in the hearts of our children, and our proper responses to their sins is of first importance in our fathering. In this section we see that God is not only merciful and gracious to forgive sin, but also strives with us in His anger to remove our sins. He is neither harsh and unmerciful, nor content to allow our sins to remain unchecked. He deals with sin in the most effective ways to assure that the relationship He has with us is a blessing to us – causing us to want to bless Him from the depths of our souls. Such is the relationship we are to have with our children.

God our Father is not impatient and harsh, and neither should we be. We must be self-controlled and gracious with our children. We must abound in mercy. If our children feel as if we are always angry with them, they will never have a sense that they can please us and be in good relationship with us. We need to be quick to forgive, and eager to embrace them in good relations. There are times where it is best that the short-comings of our children should be overlooked in love. Love covers a multitude of sins.

But feelings of love, laziness and cowardice should never be excuses for not dealing with sin in our children. We are all busy and distracted guys, aren’t we? It is easy to sinfully ignore our children and their sins. God our Father does not ignore sin, but strives with us and deals with our sins by bringing correction to us. Prov. 3:11-12 (which is also quoted in Heb. 12) says, “My son, do not despise the chastening of the Lord, Nor detest His correction; For whom the Lord loves He corrects, Just as a father the son in whom he delights.” It is good and proper to be angry with our children, as image-bearers of God the Father. While children are young, we properly discipline them for almost every outright disobedience. We do this not only because they need to learn obedience, but because we want to remove their transgressions from our relationships with them. Discipline is painful and unpleasant for both the father and the children, but beneficial/profitable/fruitful to produce holiness and righteousness to those trained by it. This is the covenant mercy described in vv. 17-18. By striving with and forgiving sin, we extend covenant love in the relationship into the future. Our relationships with our children are not characterized by strife and difficulty, but peace and love. Not only so, it trains our children in this type of relationship building, so that our children’s children will manifest the righteousness of God their Father. My experience has been that when I am unfaithful in dealing with the sins of my children, by relationship with them suffers. But when I discipline them in love, our relationship with them is also restored. I often wonder to myself why I sinfully allowed things to go on so long, because once it has been dealt with, my relationship with my children is so much better.

Moreover, in vv. 17-18 we see that God our Father’s mercy goes on into history, even to children’s children. He can assure inter-generational righteousness because He is faithful to His covenant promises from everlasting to everlasting, and because He rules over all. As fathers of covenant households, we are to be leaders in our homes and rule them in faithfulness to God and His word. He promises to be our God and the God of our children. As they grow in faithfulness to Him (through us), they have the assurance that He will cause His righteousness to be manifested to them and to their children. What joy it is to see so many of our children now growing up and marrying and having faithful children.

As we move out from the center of Psalm 103, we see more clearly in vv. 6-7 and v. 19 how we are to father our children and deal with their sin. In vv. 6-7 we see that the Father executes righteousness and justice for the oppressed. He is a just judge, making known His ways to us. There are innumerable times where we are called upon as fathers to adjudicate disputes in our homes. A more wearisome task I can hardly imagine. Seldom do we get all the facts, and the truth of the matter is often elusive. But our children need to have us image the Father by executing righteousness and justice for those who feel oppressed. They look to us, as we look to God our Father for justice and righteousness in the world. By dealing with these hard issues we teach them to look to God the Father who does this perfectly. And so we must humbly but firmly deal with their problems. Of great importance, and with great caution, we must keep in mind that we must not allow our children to pit us against their mothers. While we must stand on the side of righteousness and justice (even if our wives have not done so properly), we must never allow our administration of it undermine the authority of their mothers. They must not only see our desire to make things right in the home, but also that they absolutely must respect and submit to their mother. By doing so we establish our authority in the home, and rule over all, just as God does (in v. 19). 

V. 7 also says that God makes known His ways and acts to His children. We must be men that teach our children. Certainly, teaching includes instruction in the Bible and theology. But what they must learn is who God is and how He acts in relation to His people. They must be instructed about how to live the Christian life, both by observing our lives and learning to imitate us as we are imitators of God. They will learn about God by how we live. I have always tried to teach my children to learn how to know my thoughts and what I expect of them so that they will be able to think my thoughts themselves, and act accordingly.

As we move further out from the center of Psalm 103 to calls to praise Yahweh in vv. 3-5 and vv. 20-22, we learn even more about the Fatherhood of God. V. 3 tells us that godly fathering requires us to forgive all the sins of our children. As image-bearers of the Father, our fathering must exemplify the mercy and grace of God to our children. Forgiveness and love should be continually sought and given in our homes. One of the differences between us and God the Father is that we sin and need the forgiveness of our wives and children. We need to be men of humility, willing to ask forgiveness of our children when we sin against them. This is very hard for us to do because we are proud, and somehow think that it may compromise our fathering. But if children are to see the Father in us, the must observe true holiness and godlikeness. Hypocrisy in us is something our children see and understand – and will tarnish their view of God. He will be viewed as an arrogant despot that does not really care about justice and truth. Thus, if we are to effectively father our children, we must not only be willing to forgive, but seek forgiveness when we sin as well.

V. 3 goes on to say that God heals our diseases, and v. 4 says that He redeems our lives from destruction, and v. 5 says that He satisfies our mouths with good things. Our fathering requires us not only to meet the spiritual needs of our children, but also their physical needs. We are to keep them from harm (as we are able). Even more, we do not merely provide the bare necessities of their lives (food, clothing, housing and health), but also we give them good gifts. To properly image our heavenly Father, our children need to receive from us the very best gifts we can offer them. Good/delicious food, joyful times and happy memories, so that their youth is continually renewed. 

Conclusion

The proper response to God’s fathering of us is found in vv. 1-2 and vv. 20-22. We are to bless the Lord for who He is and what He has done for us. The Fatherhood of God is so profound that all of the created order will praise and bless Him (vv. 20-22). He is well worthy of our blessing and praise. Are you, fathers, worthy image-bearers? It is not a question of if you image the Father, but whether you do so truthfully.

My final words are to the children. Just as God is worthy of blessing and praise, so too are your earthly fathers, who are image-bearers of your heavenly Father. Although you seldom think to bless and express gratitude to your fathers, I call upon you to do just that. You children that have come to excel in strength, who do the words of your fathers, heeding their instruction, have been forgiven more sins than you could possibly count because of their mercy and grace, who have been guarded and protected from so many destructive things in life, and have been the recipients of so many good things – bless your fathers. The greatest blessing of all that you can give your fathers is to go on to greater and greater covenant faithfulness in your life. Remember the commandments of your fathers to do them. Make their constant love and care for you, however imperfect their fathering has been, count for eternity in your lives and the lives of your own children. Show through your lives that their labors on your behalf has crowned you with lovingkindness and tender mercies. 

To conclude this sermon, I want to do something unusual. I want you to take your outline, and let us recite together, from our hearts, vv. 1-2 of Psalm 103. 

1 Bless the Lord, O my soul; And all that is within me, bless His holy name! 
2 Bless the Lord, O my soul, And forget not all His benefits: 


Let us pray.

We bless You, Our Lord! With all that is within us, we bless your holy name!

We do not forget all of the great benefits you have bestowed upon us. You have not left us in our sins and miseries, nor have you left us as orphans. Rather, out of your great love and mercy, you have adopted us as your sons and daughters, and made us partakers of blessing too great to enumerate. We bless you for giving us fathers that have borne your image in our lives, and taught us by their relationship with us to love you. Be with the fathers of this congregation, fill them with the Holy Spirit to fulfill their callings as covenant fathers. Cause them to so accurately image your that our children will learn to love you and to live for your glory in this world. Cause the wives and mothers to be effective and useful helpmates to their husbands that that the children of this congregation will see the righteousness of God extended to their children’s children. And may your glory be manifested in the world as we bless you for all your benefits to us, our heavenly Father. For we pray in the name of our only Savior, Jesus Christ, Amen.

Communion Meditation
1 Bless the Lord, O my soul; And all that is within me, bless His holy name! 
2 Bless the Lord, O my soul, And forget not all His benefits: 
3 Who forgives all your iniquities, Who heals all your diseases, 
4 Who redeems your life from destruction, Who crowns you with lovingkindness and tender mercies, 
5 Who satisfies your mouth with good things, So that your youth is renewed like the eagle’s. 


Ours is a Father who satisfies our mouths with good things. By the work of His only Begotten Son, the Lord Jesus, we have given the right to be called sons of God. We have, through adoption been brought to this table as sons and daughters of the Father, and feast with the food that satisfies our need for assurance that we are truly sons and daughters. Week in and week out we are give this assurance at this table. Do not doubt His love for you. He has shown you His many benefits. He has forgiven all your iniquities; He has healed all your diseases; He has redeemed, through the work of His Son, your life from destruction and crowned you with lovingkindness and tender mercies. Do not doubt His love for you. If you have been baptized, you are members of the covenant family of God. If you have repented of your sins and remain in good standing in the church of Jesus Christ, come to this table with full assurance that you are His beloved children. 

Commissioning Scripture: Hebrews 12:3-11

As A Father Pities His Children – Psalm 103

Doug Hayes, July 31, 2005

A. Call for me to praise Yahweh

1 Bless the Lord, O my soul; And all that is within me, bless His holy name! 
2 Bless the Lord, O my soul, And forget not all His benefits: 

3 Who forgives all your iniquities, Who heals all your diseases, 
4 Who redeems your life from destruction, Who crowns you with lovingkindness and tender mercies, 
5 Who satisfies your mouth with good things, So that your youth is renewed like the eagle’s. 

B. Yahweh is righteous and just towards us

6 The Lord executes righteousness And justice for all who are oppressed. 
7 He made known His ways to Moses, His acts to the children of Israel. 


C. Yahweh forgives our sin

8 The Lord is merciful and gracious, Slow to anger, and abounding in mercy. 
9 He will not always strive with us, Nor will He keep His anger forever. 
10 He has not dealt with us according to our sins, Nor punished us according to our iniquities. 
11 For as the heavens are high above the earth, So great is His mercy toward those who fear Him; 
12 As far as the east is from the west, So far has He removed our transgressions from us. 

D. Yahweh loves us

13 As a father pities his children, So the Lord pities those who fear Him. 
14 For He knows our frame; He remembers that we are dust. 
15 As for man, his days are like grass; As a flower of the field, so he flourishes. 
16 For the wind passes over it, and it is gone, And its place remembers it no more. 

C’ Yahweh’s mercy is covenant keeping

17 But the mercy of the Lord is from everlasting to everlasting On those who fear Him, And His righteousness to children’s children, 
18 To such as keep His covenant, And to those who remember His commandments to do them. 

B’ Yahweh rules us from His throne

19 The Lord has established His throne in heaven, And His kingdom rules over all. 

A’ Call for us to praise Yahweh

20 Bless the Lord, you His angels, Who excel in strength, who do His word, Heeding the voice of His word. 
21 Bless the Lord, all you His hosts, You ministers of His, who do His pleasure. 
22 Bless the Lord, all His works, In all places of His dominion. Bless the Lord, O my soul!

I.
Image-bearers reveal the Father:  “As a father…so the Lord” 

II.
As the Father pities, so we are to pity our children

Long Prayer – Psalm 103

We your people bless you dear Lord.  All that is within us blesses your holy name.  O Lord make us never to forget all of your benefits to your beloved children.  

Thank you gracious Lord for bringing us to the beginning of another week of basking in the light of your love.  You have guarded us this past week by the secondary means of your magistrates who serve in your place for the protection of your people. O give us rulers who love your Word, who tremble in your presence and who long for your Law to be established in this land.  Use them to protect the preaching of your gospel throughout this land and the Kingdom work of your people in turning this howling wilderness to a garden. Keep back those who would seek to rule for their own glory and who would oppress and persecute your precious bride.   

In Christ you have forgiven all of our many sins against you. Thank you that you have not treated us as our sins deserve, but you have shown mercy upon mercy to us and have hidden us in the hollow of your hand from your fierce wrath against all iniquity in the earth. O forgive us anew every time we follow the old man of the flesh who is You have healed You have redeemed our life from the destruction in hell that our deeds merited.  Instead of a crown of thorns and judgment you have crowned us with lovingkindness and tender mercies. O keep us from temptation and deliver us from the evil one. You have healed all the diseases of our body and soul.  Grant healing and strength any of this flock who are sick. We pray that you would miraculously heal them that your name might receive all of the glory and all of the credit from your people and the unsaved as well.  May you cause them to call on you in the day of trouble that you might deliver them in your time and by your means.  

You are our Father who satisfies our mouths with good things, so that our youth is renewed like the eagles. Fill us with joy and love as we feast with you and one another around your table and our fellowship meal this Lord’s Day. 

Bless the upcoming CREC presbytery and council meetings and continue to give us a love for each other and a humble willingness to consider each other better than ourselves that we might do the work of the Kingdom and see your name receive the glory it so richly deserves. Cause the works of Church of the King in the Sacramento area and to the uttermost parts of the earth to be blesses with much success and benefit for your kingdom.

Give the elders wisdom as they work through training and evaluation process of Theron Johnson and Roger Walker and we thank you for these men whom you are calling aside to your service. 

Execute righteousness and justice for all your saints who are oppressed. We thank you for the many people involved in the pro-life event yesterday, and we pray that their works would have an impact for the unborn. Bring their oppressors to their knees before the King of Kings and the Lord of Lords.  And may the horrific sin of abortion be brought to swift and final end. 

Thank you dear Lord that you are merciful, slow to anger and abounding in mercy.  For as the heavens are high above the earth, so great is Your mercy toward those who fear You.  

Give grace to the young adults of Church of the King as they strain towards adulthood.  Make the young men to be men with a vision for your Kingdom…men who are willing to be disciplined, sacrificial, wise and humble.  Men who are willing to forsake all for the calling that you have on their lives.  Grow them up to be the next leaders of this congregation, or of other congregations should you move them from our midst.  Cause the young women to be strong in faith, diligent in their work, and meek in their spirits…make them to be dominion women whose husbands praise them in the gate. We thank you for the recent birth of two new covenant sons, Samuel Stoos & Noah Pettyjohn. We ask you to 

We are thankful that you pity your children who rightly fear You, dear heavenly Father.  Thank you that you are mindful that we are but dust…that our days are as a flower of the field…here and gone.  Thank you that your mercy is from everlasting to everlasting, and your righteousness to your children’s children.  Your throne is established in heaven and your kingdom rules over all.  Make us to be good soldiers in your kingdom.  Cause us to be brave in our testimony of you this week, and win souls for yourself through these dear saints.  Bless you for all of your works, Lord.  May your name be praised by the saints in heaven, by all of the heavenly hosts, and by all of your creation in all places of your dominion.  For the sake of the name of your precious Son, the Lord Jesus,

And all of God’s children said

Amen
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